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Abstract

Data assimilation is computationally demanding, typically many times slower than model

forecasts. Fast and reliable ocean assimilation methods are attractive for multiple appli-

cations such as emergency situations, search and rescue, and oil spills. A novel framework

which performs fast data assimilation with sufficient accuracy is proposed for the first

time for the open ocean. Speed improvement is achieved by performing the data assimi-

lation on a reduced-space rather than on a full-space. A surface 10km resolution hindcast

of the North Brazil current from the Regional Ocean Modelling System (ROMS) serves as

the full-space state. The target variables are sea surface height, sea surface temperature,

and surface currents. A dimension reduction of the full-state is made by an Empiri-

cal Orthogonal Function analysis while retaining most of the explained variance. The

dynamics are replicated by a state-of-the-art neural network trained on the truncated

principal components of the full-state. An Ensemble Kalman filter assimilates the data

in the reduced-space, where the trained neural network produces short-range forecasts

from perturbed ensembles. The Ensemble Kalman filter of the reduced-space is successful

in reducing the root mean squared error by ∼ 45 % and increases the correlations between

state variables and data. The performance is similar to other full-space data assimilation

studies. However, the computations are three to four orders of magnitude faster than for

other full-space data assimilation schemes.

The forecast of ocean variables is a computationally demanding task in terms of speed

and accuracy. This framework manages to create fast forecasts in ∼ 30 seconds, once

data have been assimilated. The forecasts are obtained using the trained neural network.

We performed additional experiments using data and forecasts from July 2015 and Jan-

uary 2016. The analysis and forecasts in our framework yield a higher skill score and high

spatial correlation when compared to the operational dataset Global Ocean Physics Anal-

ysis and Forecast by the UK MetOffice. Forcing the neural network with 10 m surface

winds in order to improve the total surface currents forecast was considered. There is no

additional skill in the forecasts using wind forcing because of the low Ekman component

compared to the dominant geostrophic currents. The reduced model approach could be

a useful tool when full physics regional models are not available to make a forecast.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background and motivation

Heinlein (1987) expressed: “Climate is what we expect and weather is what we get”.

Climate is considered a collection of the long term statistics of weather (Lorenz 1970),

where its variability is the result of nonlinear interactions with several degrees of freedom

(Hannachi et al. 2007). In the past few decades, there have been major advances in

the development of climate models. The numerical model of the global climate system

is arguably one of the most important developments in climate sciences (Palmer 1999).

These models have transformed the daily weather prediction, where 3 to 10-day forecast

skill has been increasing by about 1 day per decade; the impact of El Niño is successfully

predicted 3-4 months in advance; and projections of climate change due to anthropogenic

causes provide policy makers the tools for major international protocols (Palmer 2001,

Bauer et al. 2015). These models help us understand the current state and forecast future

states of the climate. Classical predictability, as Pohlmann & Keenlyside (2004) explains,

performs ensemble experiments with a single coupled model perturbing only the initial

conditions. Before performing the forecast model, it is essential to obtain information

from a range of current observations and input them into the numerical model, in order

23



24 Chapter 1. Introduction

to produce the best possible estimate of the initial state of the system (Swinbank et al.

2012).

Making predictions of ocean variables is particularly challenging. It is difficult to ob-

tain and maintain observations of the state of the ocean because satellite information is

limited to the surface layer (Anderson et al. 1996). Moreover, ocean models present high-

dimensionality and high-non-linearity. Despite the high-dimensionality and non-linearity,

one proven way to improve ocean models representation is to blend information from ob-

servations with numerical models using Data Assimilation (DA). DA is arguably the best

practicable technique available to make use of the large variety and volume of data acces-

sible to numerical models. However, the application of DA can be very computationally

demanding and costly. Speeding up the DA process can be very beneficial in emergency

situations in the ocean where a fast forecast of the future states are needed. This research

aims to employ a fast DA framework to a regional ocean setup and study ocean weather

patterns of the North Brazil Current (NBC) over the North Brazil - Trinidad and Tobago

area.

The improvement, compared to previous studies in the area, is to employ the fast DA and

fast forecasts of surface ocean variables. Fast DA is achieved by using a model surrogate

instead of a full model. This model surrogate is a projection of the full space into a

reduced dimensionality space with further training by using Artificial Neural Networks

(NNs). In consequence, the DA and forecasts are less computationally expensive.

1.1.1 The Lorenz attractor

The behaviour of the Earth’s atmosphere, governed by physical laws, can be expressed as a

system of differential equations (Kocarev et al. 2009). The problem of weather forecasting,

as expressed by Lorenz (1969), is identified with the discovery, through different means,

of a particular solution of these differential equations whose initial conditions define the
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atmosphere’s current state. The Lorenz attractor was introduced in 1963, in a remarkable

paper, by Lorenz (1963) and is defined by the following three-dimensional non-linear

system of differential equations:

dx
dt

= σ(y − x)

dy
dt

= x(ρ− z)− y

dz
dt

= xy − βz

(1.1)

with σ ≡ ν
κ
, ρ ≡ Ra

Rac
and β ≡ 4

1+a2
, all real positive parameters, where σ is the Prandtl

number1, Ra is the Rayleigh number2, Rac is the critical Rayleigh number, and β is a

geometric factor (Tabor 1989, Weisstein 2015). When studying two-dimensional flow of

fluid, representing a basic model of atmospheric dynamics, Lorenz accidentally discovered

the chaotic behaviour of this system. These equations led Lorenz to the discovery of

sensitive dependence of initial conditions, which is an essential factor of unpredictability

in many systems. This experiment represented one of the earliest discoveries of the

phenomenon known as the Butterfly effect (Kocarev et al. 2009).

The original derivation of these differential equations can be briefly described as the study

of a two-dimensional cell of fluid being cooled from above and warmed from below, with

a convective motion described by a partial differential equation. The variable x measures

the convective overturning rate, whereas y and z represent the horizontal and vertical

temperature variation, respectively (Sparrow 2012).

Notice that eq. (1.1) is a deterministic set, therefore contains no noisy, random or stochas-

tic terms, and it will determine an unique flow. The classical set of parameter values

chosen by Lorenz are σ = 10, β = 8/3 and ρ = 28 and suggests that almost all points

in phase space tend to the Lorenz attractor (Sparrow 2012). A minimal change in these

parameters may lead to chaotic dynamics. As a result, chaotic systems can be defined as

1Prandlt number is the ratio between momentum diffusivity and thermal diffusivity
2Rayleigh number is a dimensionless number associated with buoyancy-driven flow
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Figure 1.1: Computationally obtained solutions to the Lorenz set of equations, projected
into the xz plane, using the classical parameters σ = 10, β = 8/3 and ρ = 28. From
Sparrow (2012).

dynamical systems that defy synchronisation (Pecora & Carroll 1990).

1.2 Reduced models

Despite climate being the long-term statistics of weather (Hannachi et al. 2007), as afore-

mentioned climate is still characterised by non-linearity and high dimensionality. Conse-

quently, and as expressed by Hannachi (2004) a challenging task is to find ways to reduce

the dimensionality of the system, allowing us to identify the most important patterns

explaining its variations. In the past decades, numerous studies have been performed

with the aim of recognising patterns or to reduce the dimensionality of complex models

like Thompson & Wallace (1998, 2000), Ångström (1935), Bjerknes (1969), Wallace &

Gutzler (1981), Frolov et al. (2009), and Weare & Nasstrom (1982) among others.

Because of its simplicity and analytic derivation, Empirical Orthogonal Functions (EOFs)

(Obukhov 1947, Fukuoka 1951, Lorenz 1956) have become a widely popular statistical tool
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in atmosphere, ocean and climate science (Kutzbach 1967, Preisendorfer & Mobley 1988).

The EOF analysis is also known as Principal Component Analysis (PCA) or Karnuhen-

Loève basis functions in mathematical literature. Analysis of EOFs can be used to identify

structures in geophysical data (observations or general circulation models) (Monahan

et al. 2009) which hold a large part of the variance in the study field. Nevertheless, its

caveat remains on the physical interpretability of its results due to the strong constraints

satisfied by the EOFs: the orthogonality in space and time (Hannachi 2004). Physical

modes are not in general orthogonal, since they are not uncorrelated (Simmons et al.

1983, Hannachi et al. 2006). Essentially, this method is exploratory (i.e., non-model

orientated). Empirical Orthogonal Functions are often used in dimensionality reduction

and patterns extraction (Hannachi et al. 2007). As stated by North et al. (1982): “We

cannot know the exact EOFs for climate but must be satisfied with estimates of them

based upon a finite number of independent realisations of the instantaneous state of the

field”.

1.2.1 Empirical orthogonal functions to gridded data

In order to obtain the EOFs, we need to manipulate the data. The following procedure

works as an example. Gridded data in a space-time field is simpler and less memory

consuming when projected and represented by a two-dimensional array X(t, s):

X =



x1,1 x1,2 · · · x1,p

x2,1 x2,2 · · · x2,p
...

...
. . .

...

xn,1 xn,2 · · · xn,p


(1.2)

where the value of X at discrete time step ti and grid point sj is denoted by xij, with

i = 1, . . . , n and j = 1, . . . , p. The value of the field at time t is represented by x̄ =
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(x̄t1, · · · , x̄tp). The time average of X at the ith grid point (i.e., climatology of the field)

is:

x̄i =
1

n

n∑
k=1

xki (1.3)

The anomaly field (Hannachi et al. 2007), or departure from the climatology, can be

expressed in both linear and matrix form as:

x′ts = xts − x̄s;X ′ = X − 1nx̄ =

(
I − 1

n
1n1Tn

)
X (1.4)

where 1n = (1, . . . , 1)T is a column vector with n ones and I is the n×n identity matrix.

Once the anomaly field matrix eq. (1.4) is obtained, the covariance matrix is then given

by:

S =
1

n
X ′TX ′ (1.5)

which contains the covariances between the time series of X ′ at any pair of grid points.

The objective of an analysis through EOFs is to find the linear combination of all the

grid points that successively have maximum variance (Hannachi 2004). Therefore, it is

necessary to obtain a direction vector u = (u1, . . . , up) that maximises the variability of

X ′u.

The EOFs are the eigenvectors of S sorted in decreasing order of eigenvalues, and are

derived as the solution of:

Su = λ2u (1.6)

where λ is the eigenvalue. Singular Value Decomposition (SVD), a linear algebra tool,
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allows us to decompose any n× p matrix in:

X ′ = AΛUT (1.7)

where ATA = I and UTU = I (i.e., A and U are unitary matrices) with dimensions

n× r and r× p, respectively, with r ≤ min(n, p); and Λ = diag(λ1, . . . , λr) with diagonal

elements (i.e., singular values of X) λ1 ≥ λ2 ≥, . . . , λr ≥ 0.

A more rigorous explanation on the formulation and computation of EOFs can be found

in Hannachi et al. (2007).

1.2.2 Artificial Neural Networks

Our framework also uses NNs, which are mathematical tools inspired by the biological

nerves system which aim to model the functionality of the human brain (Knutti et al.

2003). The basic unit is the artificial neuron and the network consists of a set of inter-

connected neurons by links and weights.

The NNs field of research is relatively young, with the work of McCulloch & Pitts (1943)

being one of the first to develop this technique. Nevertheless, it was not until the early

1980’s that NNs have been extensively applied. New discoveries, along with increased

computational capacities, have renewed the interest in the NNs field (Knutti et al. 2003,

Goodfellow et al. 2016).

They are now utilised to solve, successfully, problems like pattern recognition and clas-

sification, tracking, signal processing, fault detection, data compression, etc. where they

may have some advantages over the traditional techniques (Hippert et al. 2001, Goodfel-

low et al. 2016, LeCun et al. 2015). Applications of NNs in atmospheric science include

prediction, function approximation and pattern classification. Artificial NNs have been

used in prediction of air-quality (Yi & Prybutok 1996, Prybutok et al. 2000); atmospheric
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sulphur dioxide concentrations (Boznar et al. 1993); ozone forecasts (Comrie 1997); tor-

nadoes (Marzban & Stumpf 1996, Santoso et al. 2015); Indian monsoons (Navone &

Ceccatto 1994, Dwivedi & Pandey 2011); Brazilian rainfall anomalies (Hastenrath &

Greischar 1993, Greischar & Hastenrath 2000), among others. In the field of function

approximations NNs have been used to model the relationship between hourly ozone

concentrations and local meteorological variables (Gardner & Dorling 1996), as well as

nonlinear transfer functions (e.g., in the retrieval of surface wind speed from microwave

sensors) (Krasnopolsky et al. 1995). In pattern classification, (Kim et al. 2011) used NNs

for classification of typhoon tracks, meanwhile (Peak & Tag 1992) utilised NNs method

to classify clouds.

Artificial NNs are skilful tools in extracting patterns from past events and extrapolating

these into future time steps (Knutti et al. 2003). There are two reasons for this. Firstly,

NNs are capable of numerically approximate any given continuous function with required

accuracy. They are also expected to perform better than traditional linear models when

modelling complex nonlinear relationships. Secondly, NNs are driven by data, therefore

it is not mandatory to provide either model or parameters, just using input and output

vectors NNs can find, learn, and store the relationship between them. This learning is

particularly helpful when substantial quantities of data are available, but there is little

previous knowledge about the laws that govern the system (Hippert et al. 2001). Artificial

NNs are able to learn from and generalise from experience (Zhang et al. 1998).

There are many different types of NNs, each with a specific application. These NNs are

characterised by their differing architectures (Dibike & Coulibaly 2006) (i.e., the way the

neurons are organised). Here the multi-layer perceptron (MLP) type will be described,

in which the neurons are organised in layers. The layers are connected, generally, in

a feed-forward fashion with no connections between neurons in the same layer. If the

feed-forward architecture (feed-forward network) is utilised the outputs of one layer are

inputs into the next one (Hippert et al. 2001). An N -layer feed-forward network consists
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Figure 1.2: Schematic example of a feed-forward NN with two hidden layers. The network
has 3 input nodes, 3 and 4 hidden nodes in the hidden layers and 2 output nodes. From
Nielsen (2015).

of an input layer, N − 2 hidden layers, and an output layer, and it is shown in Fig.

1.2. The neuron receives information through the input nodes and produces a response.

The processing is done by linearly combining the inputs and subsequently using the

result as a nonlinear activation function. The activation functions are nondecreasing and

differentiable. The linear function y = x and the sigmoid y = 1/(1 + e−x) are among the

most popular.

The NNs go through a training process, where the weights wi are estimated by minimising

a cost function, so that the network is able to perform the required task. It is important to

select an appropriate set of training data. Too few or poorly selected training datasets will

prevent the ANN to learn the input-output relationship (Knutti et al. 2003). The contrary

happens when a large dataset is considered, since the size of the dataset may increase the

computational costs. The back-propagation algorithm was the first training algorithm to

be discovered and it computes the gradient of the cost function with respect to the NN

parameters, therefore as stated above, the activation functions must be differentiable.

The conjugate gradient is a widely used training algorithm for its efficiency and fast

convergence toward the minimisation of the cost function.
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From Fig. 1.2, the value of the jth node at the ith layer aij is defined by:

aij = σ(
∑
k

(wijk · ai−1k ) + bij) (1.8)

where σ is the activation function; wijk is the weight of the jth node of the (i − 1)th

layer to the kth neuron of the ith layer; bik and aik represent the bias and activation value,

respectively, of the kth neuron in the ith layer.

The cost function (or loss function, error function) is a measure of how well the network

performs at predicting the targeted values. The cost function C depends on:

C(W,B, Sr, Er) (1.9)

where W are the NN weights, B are the NN biases, Sr are the inputs of a single training

sample, and Er is the target value or desired output of that training sample. The cost

function is used in the backpropagation to compute the error of the output layer, δL like:

δL =
∂C

∂aLj
σ′(zi) (1.10)

The cost function used throughout this study is the quadratic cost function or Mean

Squared Error (MSE), defined as:

CMSE(W,B, Sr, Er) =
1

2

∑
j

(aLj − Er
j )

2 (1.11)

The NN training is tested over a dataset that has not been shown to the network before.

The dataset is used only for testing the final solution in order to confirm the actual

predictive power of the network.

The sensitivity of an ANN is defined by its size (i.e., the number of neurons in the input

and hidden layers) (Dibike & Coulibaly 2006, Knutti et al. 2003). A small network
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will have too few degrees of freedom and it will perform poorly in the approximation of

the input-output relationship. If the network is too large, the computational costs will

increase and furthermore can lead to overfitting. A way to prevent overfitting is a method

called early stopping, which stops the training process before overfitting starts (Hippert

et al. 2001, Knutti et al. 2003).

There is a large number of different feed-forward designs. One of particular interest in

this research is the autoregressive NN. The general approach used in the NNs field is to

use historical data from time series to train the NN and test it with new values (Rojas

2013). As explained by Dibike & Coulibaly (2006) on temporal problems, measurements

from physical systems are no longer an independent set of input samples, but functions

of time from where the ANN must have access to. These functions of time add a memory

structure to the network, and its size depends on the number of past samples. The delay,

or lag, with memory depth k can be represented by x(n) = [x(n), x(n−1), . . . , x(n−k+1)].

The autoregressive approach has been used in climate science by Frolov (2007), Kim &

Valdés (2003), Trigo & Palutikof (1999), among others.

1.3 Data assimilation

Numerical weather prediction is an initial/boundary value problem. Given an estimate of

the initial conditions, present state of the atmosphere, and suitable boundary conditions,

the model will forecast the time evolution of the atmosphere. Data assimilation is the

procedure that produces initial conditions based on a “statistical combinations of obser-

vations and short-range forecast” (Kalnay 2003). It uses all the available information to

determine, as accurately as possible, the atmospheric or oceanic state (Talagrand 1997).

Several reviews (Ghil & Malanotte-Rizzoli 1991, Talagrand 1997, Ghil 1997, Zupanski &

Kalnay 1999) and textbooks (Daley 1991, Kalnay 2003, Swinbank et al. 2012) have been

written on DA.
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In early stages of numerical weather prediction, Richardson (1922) and Charney et al.

(1950) implemented interpolations and digitisation by hand of observations into a regular

grid. Since these methods were extremely time consuming, new interpolation methods

were shortly developed (Charney & Eliassen 1949, Panofsky 1949).

1.3.1 Kalman filter

The Kalman Filter (Kalman 1960) is an estimator for the problem of approximating the

instantaneous state of a linear dynamic system with linearly related measurements, both

perturbed by white noise (Grewal & Andrews 2014), based on the relative magnitudes of

the covariances of both, the model system state estimate and the observations (Swinbank

et al. 2012). The advantage of the Kalman filter is that the entire system is updated with

covariances and thus representing the reliability of the observations and model prediction

(Houser 2003). The equations for evolving the system states, in a series of forecasting and

update steps, must be in a linear space. The following description is based on Mandel

(2009). The probability density function (pdf) of a n-dimensional state vector x with a

Gaussian distribution with mean µ and covariance Q is

p(x) α exp(−1

2
(x− µ)TQ−1(x− µ)) (1.12)

where α means proportional. This probability distribution is called the prior and it is

evolved in time by running the model in order to account for new data d. It is necessary

that the data comes with an associated error distribution. Data d is assumed to have also

a Gaussian distribution, mean Hx (H is called the observation matrix), and covariance

R. The covariance R is an estimate of the error of the data. If the errors of d are

independent then R is diagonal. The diagonal elements of R are the squares of the

standard deviation of the errors associated to d. The pdf p(d|x) of d conditional to x is:
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p(d|x) α exp(−1

2
(d−Hx)TR−1(d−Hx)) (1.13)

Using the Bayes theorem and eq. (1.12) and eq. (1.13) we can obtain the pdf of the

system state x conditional to d, called the posterior:

p(x|d) α p(d|x)p(x) (1.14)

If we denote the posterior state and posterior pdf by x̂ and p(x̂|d), the equation can be

re-written as:

p(x̂) α exp(−1

2
(x̂− µ̂)TQ̂−1(x̂− µ̂)) (1.15)

where:

µ̂ = µ+ K(d−Hµ), Q̂ = (I−KH)Q

K = QHT (HQHT + R)−1
(1.16)

come from the Kalman update formulas and K is the Kalman gain.

When the system, and therefore the equations, are non-linear, then the filter is called

extended Kalman filter (EKf) (Kalnay 2003). The EKf is an approximation, by lineari-

sation, of the nonlinear system.

1.3.2 Ensemble Kalman filter

The Ensemble Kalman filter (EnKF) was introduced by Evensen (1994) and is an alter-

native to the extended Kalman filter. The EnKF is a Monte Carlo approximation of the

Kalman filter and avoids evolving the covariance matrix of the pdf of x. The EnKF is

based on an ensemble of states, which determine the initial state if it is not known and

assumes a Gaussian distribution. The covariance is obtained when the ensemble of states

is updated inside the filter. Gauthier (2003) explains that the EnKF is a practical way

to implement Kalman filter in complex models without having to develop the adjoint
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of a numerical model. Since the EnKF uses a Monte Carlo approach it is a subject of

debate about how many ensembles are required (Swinbank et al. 2012). The distribution

is represented by ensembles:

X = [x1 , · · · ,xN ] = [xi ], D = [d1 , · · · ,dN ] = [di ] (1.17)

where X is the prior ensemble and D is the data matrix where di are the data vector

d plus a perturbance from a Gaussian distribution with zero mean and covariance R.

Then, the posterior state X̂ can be expressed as:

X̂=X + K(D−HX), K = QHT (HQHT + R)−1 (1.18)

Finally, the EnKF can be obtained by replacing Q by B which is the covariance computed

from the ensemble members.

Some advantages of the EnKF over the extended Kalman filter include a) less compu-

tational cost; b) it does not require a linearisation of the evolution of the forecast error

covariances; and c) it may provide excellent initial perturbations (Kalnay 2003).

1.4 Study Area

The North Brazil Current (NBC) (Fig. 1.3) was chosen as the testbed for our fast DA

scheme, because it is a complex eddy-dominated area. The eddies dominating the area are

the retroflection of the NBC into the North Equatorial Counter Current (NECC) and the

anticyclonic eddies that are detached from the retroflection of the NBC into the NECC.

These anticyclonic rings are called NBC rings. Several studies have been performed on

the NBC (Johns et al. 1990, Fratantoni et al. 1995, Flagg et al. 1986, Didden & Schott

1993, Fratantoni & Richardson 2006, Johns et al. 2003, Cochrane et al. 1979, Newinger

& Toumi 2015, Jochum & Malanotte-Rizzoli 2003). The NBC is a strong low-latitude
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Figure 1.3: Schematic representation of the North Equatorial Current (NEC), North
Equatorial Countercurrent (NECC), North Brazil Current (NBC) and eddy generation
(NBC rings) at the western boundary of the tropical Atlantic with warm-water pathways
in solid red.

western boundary current along the East and North coast of South America carrying

water northward supplied by the South Equatorial Current (SEC) from the tip of Brazil

near 5°S across the Equator and into the northern hemisphere (Didden & Schott 1993).

Low-latitude western boundary currents are vital in the transport across the Equator and

recirculation of water within zonal equatorial systems (Johns et al. 1990, Fratantoni et al.

1995). The NBC has a width between 100 and 200 km, with a 500 m depth extension

of its flow, and total volume transport of around 50 Sv (1Sv = 106m3s−1) across 2°N

(Flagg et al. 1986). During June, July and August (JJA) and September, October and

November (SON), the NBC surface flow drifts away from the coast at about 6°N and

feeds the eastward NECC. There is observational evidence for seasonal flow variability

above the thermocline that connects the NECC, NBC and SEC (Csanady 1985). The

separation process of the NBC is more complex and greatly layered. Flow underneath the

thermocline splits apart near 3°N and feeds an eastward thermocline current, while the

flow in the thermocline separates just north of the Equator and supplies the Equatorial
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undercurrent (Johns et al. 1990).

Observational data suggest that the NBC rings are large long-lived (100 days), anticy-

clonic rings that contribute to the mean circulation (Johns et al. 1990). These features

appear between 4°N and 8°N (Bruce et al. 1985). The detachment of these rings is ob-

served during November through January where the NBC retroflection into the NECC

weakens. Figure 1.3 shows a schematic diagram of these eddies along with the NBC,

NECC, and North Equatorial Current. These rings can exceed 450 km in overall diam-

eter with strong azimuthal velocities (Fratantoni & Richardson 2006). Annually, 5 to 6

NBC rings are formed around 50°W and travel to the southeastern Caribbean, near the

Lesser Antilles, where they dissolve. In the context of the larger North Atlantic circu-

lation, the transport of the NBC rings has been estimated as 13 - 15 Sv of warm water

transport to close the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (Johns et al. 2003).

1.5 Thesis plan

Using the NBC as a testbed, this study develops a fast data assimilation and forecasting

framework for ocean surface variables. The framework and numerical model used is thor-

oughly explained in Chapter 2 and is based on Frolov et al. (2009). The fast framework

and model is used in the three results Chapters (3, 4, and 5) with different applications.

In Chapter 3, we assess the fast data assimilation framework by assimilating data of SSH

and SST to a model that includes SSH, SST, U and V. The computing times against

similar full-space data assimilation systems are reported, and we compared the fast DA

performance against the ROMS model solution performance, a persistence experiment

and a least squares overfit. These experiments set up a benchmark for estimating a set

of optimal initial conditions for forecasting.

Chapter 4 goes beyond the results of the previous chapter and adds an extra step to
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the framework: forecasting. Here, we compare our data assimilation performance and

forecasts against an operational product. The comparison is valid for July 2015 and

January 2016. Different combinations of assimilating and including SSH, SST, U and V

in our model are tried.

The framework is modified a step further in Chapter 5 to allow the input of external

forcing from near-surface winds. Using the data assimilation and forecast of U and V in

the previous chapter as benchmark, winds from a reanalysis product are used in order to

add an additional physical constraint for the prediction of surface currents.

Finally, the key findings are summarised in Chapter 6 along with future work.



Chapter 2

Methods and data

2.1 ROMS Model

To undertake this research project, the ocean model ROMS (Regional Ocean Modelling

System) will be utilised. ROMS is a three-dimensional, free-surface, and primitive equa-

tions ocean model and it is comprehensively described by Shchepetkin & McWilliams

(2005). The Regional Oceanic Modelling System is a state-of-the-art “time-stepping and

mode-splitting suitable for a high-resolution, free-surface, terrain-following coordinate

oceanic model” (Shchepetkin & McWilliams 2005), capable of high resolution descrip-

tions of basin-wide and coastal oceanic flows (Di Lorenzo et al. 2007). ROMS had been

used broadly to study the dynamics of ocean circulation over a varied range of locations

such as the North Atlantic Basin (Haidvogel et al. 2000, Malanotte-Rizzoli et al. 2000),

California Current System (Di Lorenzo & Ohman 2013, Marchesiello et al. 2003), Arctic

(Budgell 2005) and Antartic Sea (Robertson et al. 2003), among others. Previous river

and inner-shelf circulation studies have used ROMS (Warner et al. 2005, Choi & Wilkin

2007, White & Toumi 2014). ROMS uses the Arakawa C-grid, where the velocities are

calculated at the grid boundaries and the variables of state are in the middle of the grid

box (Newinger 2015). An extensive explanation of the following ROMS model setup can

40
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be found in Newinger (2015) and Newinger & Toumi (2015).

The domain of the ROMS model (Fig. 1.3) is enclosed by 2.5°S - 11.5°N and 63.5°W -

46°W, and covers about 2000 km × 1500 km including the mouths of the Amazon and

Orinoco Rivers. The domain area covers: North-eastern South America including Brazil,

French Guyana, Suriname, Guyana and Venezuela, and the Lesser Antilles. The model

has a horizontal resolution of 10 km and 50 vertical levels.

2.1.1 Ocean and atmospheric boundary conditions

The monthly mean 0.25-degree Mercator Ocean (GLORYS2V3) global ocean reanalysis

(Lellouche et al. 2013) provides the open boundary and initial conditions of temperature,

three-dimensional velocity fields, salinity and non-tidal sea level (Newinger 2015). GLO-

RYS2V3 reanalysis uses the NEMO v3.1 ocean model. The reanalysis is data assimilated

with SST and sea level from satellites; temperature and salinity from floats and drifters;

and surface velocities from the Global drifter program (Newinger 2015). There is also

a tidal forcing from the 0.083-degree resolution Atlantic Ocean Atlas Solution (Egbert

et al. 1994). However, the ROMS model runs were performed without tides.

The atmospheric boundary conditions are provided by the National Center for Environ-

ment Prediction (NCEP), Climate Forecast System Reanalysis (CFSR) (Saha et al. 2010)

from 2001 to 2010. The variables used for the atmospheric boundary conditions are the

10 m winds, air temperature, specific humidity at 2 m, precipitation rate, downward

longwave and shortwave radiation at the ground, and total cloud coverage (Newinger

2015). The variables are 6-hourly and available at a horizontal 0.312-degree resolution.

The atmospheric pressure at mean sea level has a 0.5-degree horizontal resolution.

In ROMS, the river input occurs as freshwater sources at the river mouths (Newinger

2015). The discharge of the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers are obtained from the monthly

discharge measured by the Runoff Data Center (Global Runoff Data Center 2014)
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2.2 The Framework

The framework presented here aims to produce fast DA with sufficiently accurate results.

The handling of the model and DA occurs in the reduced-space making it faster and less

computationally expensive. This substitute is a projection of the model solution from

full-space into a reduced-space. The latter is used to train a NN. To reduce the model’s

dimensionality, we use an EOF analysis. The aim of the EOF analysis is to reduce the

number of variables of the high-dimensional system while capturing most of the variance

(Hannachi 2004). The NN attempts to replicate the dynamics of the full-space model

solution, and it is trained using state-of-the-art software packages. NNs, used in time

series, are skillful tools in extracting patterns from past events and extrapolating these

into future time-steps (Knutti et al. 2003). They approximate any given continuous

function with required accuracy and are data-driven. These features are particularly

helpful when substantial quantities of data are available (Hippert et al. 2001).

The main framework is represented in Fig. 2.1 and can be outlined in three steps: (a)

dimension reduction and NN training, (b) DA, and (c) reconstruction to the full-space.

2.2.1 Dimension reduction algorithm

The surface layer of daily hindcast ROMS simulation of the North Brazil region is utilised

as the original full-space state (FS). The length of the training and test datasets from

ROMS varies throughout Chapters 3, 4 and 5. The variables extracted from the ROMS

model solution were Sea Surface Height (SSH), Sea Surface Temperature (SST), Eastward

and Northward horizontal velocities (U and V, respectively) of the surface currents. The

ROMS model solution can provide additional variables, but this study is limited and

targeted to the previously mentioned variables.

We used the eofs Python package to perform the EOF analysis which is computationally



2.2. The Framework 43

Figure 2.1: Framework diagram to perform DA in a reduced-space. a. Dimension reduc-
tion and NN training, b. DA, and c. Analysis reconstruction to full-space. The first step
includes the EOF analysis to reduce the dimensionality of the surface layer of a ROMS
model solution and obtain the reconstructed full-space state (RFS) at every time step.
Via an EOF analysis we obtain the truncated time series of the Principal Components
(PNeof

) which are used to train a NN with a hidden layer and N hidden nodes. The
NN is configured so the t + 1 timestep can be predicted from the t timestep of PNeof

.
The second step is a sequential EnKF, and includes a short-range forecast from the NN
followed by the input of the observational products into the system. This step creates
a new updated state (analysis) which is used as a new input into the NN from which
we obtain a new short-range forecast. Lastly, after the DA, the updated reduced-space
analysis is reconstructed into the full-space.

efficient for large output datasets. The eof package uses a technique based on Singular

Value Decomposition (SVD). A further description of this package and the solving meth-

ods can be found in Dawson (2016). The package is available at http://ajdawson.github.io/eofs/.

Before performing the EOF analysis on FS it is necessary to prepare the surface ocean
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model state. Each variable is reshaped into a two-dimensional matrix Ai :

Ai =



a1,1 a1,2 · · · a1,m

a2,1 a2,2 · · · a2,m
...

...
. . .

...

an,1 an,2 · · · an,m


, i = 1 , · · · , q (2.1)

where a are values of the variable i at the ocean model state grid points, m is the number

of data points of the ith variable and n is the number of time steps. The landmask

gridpoints were ignored and will be placed back in the outputs datasets of the EOF

analysis. The horizontal concatenations of these matrices result in Dfs, as follows:

Dfs = [A1 , · · · ,Ai , · · · ,Aq ], M = m × q (2.2)

where M is the length of the state vector of Dfs ∈ Rn×M . Dfs is the original full-

space matrix. Because the sub-matrices do not have the same units, it is necessary to

standardise them. The dimensionless anomaly matrix D̄fs is then defined by:

D̄fs = [Ā1 , · · · , Āi , · · · , Āq ] (2.3)

where Āi is the standardised data matrix of the ith variable. The standardisation is done

by removing the column-wise mean and dividing by the ith variable standard deviation

σAi . Other possible normalisations include log-transform and scaling from 0 to 1. The

log-transform normalisation is usually used when variables are always positive or when

their values are in different orders of magnitude. Scaling to values from 0 to 1 could skew

the data distribution towards outliers. The standardisation used in this study is therefore

more appropriate since our variables have different units, but they are not represented in

drastically different orders of magnitude (Shlens 2014). A disadvantage would be that if

we were analysing variables that have the same units and values within the same order

of magnitude, then it might not be necessary to do any standardisation.
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After the EOF analysis is performed, D̄fs can be expressed as:

D̄fs = PΠ (2.4)

where P ∈ Rn×n contains the time series of the principal components (PCs) and Π ∈

Rn×M are the EOFs of D̄fs. The PCs nor the EOFs are scaled by the eigenvalues as it

is the default output used in eofs by Dawson (2016). The total number of PCs is n − 1

because the dimensionless anomaly matrix has rank smaller or equal to n−1 (i.e, the sum

of all rows is equal to zero vector, and consequently the rows are linearly dependent).

The dimension reduction of the system is then obtained by truncating P and Π. Let

Neof be the number of selected EOFs, then the reconstructed full-space anomaly matrix

D̄rs is defined by:

D̄rs = PNeof
ΠNeof

= [Ārs
1 , · · · , Ārs

i , · · · , Ārs
q ]

(2.5)

with PNeof
∈ Rn×Neof and ΠNeof

∈ RNeof×M .

To reconstruct D̄rs back to ocean model state it is necessary to unstandardise the matrix

by multiplying each submatrix Ars
i by σAi and adding the previously calculated column-

wise means. Finally, the non-standardised reduced-dimension matrix Drs is reshaped and

landmask nodes are placed back at every time step. The reconstruction will be referred

to as the reconstructed full-space state (RFS).

2.2.2 Neural Network for short-range forecast within the EnKF

At this stage, it is necessary to replicate or emulate the temporal evolution of the full-space

ROMS solution. Our approach consists of training a NN that will achieve the replication

with an acceptable degree of accuracy. The chosen architecture is an autoregressive feed-

forward neural network based on the MLP, which consists of three parts: an input layer,

a set of hidden layers, and an output layer (Fig. 2.1b). Here, we trained the NN to
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receive PNeof
at time-step t in the input layer. The target of the output layer is to predict

PNeof
at time-step t + 1 given the information entered in the input layer. The hidden

layers act as the connection between input and output layers through a series of weights

and hidden nodes. A single hidden layer can also be used.

The NN needs to be properly trained before being used in the DA step. Training the NNs

finds the optimal hyperparameters which minimise the difference between the target and

predicted value in the output layer. These hyperparameters include, but are not limited

to, activation functions (linked to the hidden nodes), learning rates, training methods,

the number of hidden layers and the number of hidden nodes. Different combinations of

these hyperparameters determine the prediction ability of the NN. The dataset of PNeof

is divided into subsets of training (70 %), validation (15 %) and testing (15 %). The NN

will find the optimal weights that minimise the cost function (eq. (1.11)) within the

training subset and validate them in the validation subset. Our cost function is the Mean

Squared Error (MSE) between the target and the predicted value. If the cost function

can be minimised further, the weights are modified during the validation stage. Since

the validation of a NN evaluates whether the chosen weights for training were optimal,

the validation can be considered part of the training method. Therefore, 7.65 years

were considered for training/validation with a testing period of 1.35 years. During the

training and validation stages the target output is known. During the testing stage we

obtain predicted values at the output layer with the weights fixed, and the predicted

values are not adjusted to the targets accordingly. If the MSE between the predicted

values and the target values of the test dataset differ greatly, it means the trained NN is

overfitted to the training values and it is not capable to generalise. Thus, it is necessary

to modify the hyperparameters and train the NN again.

Different combinations of the hyperparameters can be tested using the function GridSearch

in Sci-kit learn. The hyperparameters tested include:

• Learning rate: 10 combinations in the range of 10−7 to 102.
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• Activation functions: sigmoid, logarithmic sigmoid, linear, ReLU (Nair & Hinton

2010).

• Training method: ADAM (Kingma & Ba 2014), scalar conjugate gradient (SCG)

(Møller 1993), gradient descent (Bengio et al. 1994).

• Number of Hidden layers: 1 to 5.

• Number of Hidden Nodes: 70 combinations in the range of 1 to 1000.

We limited the epochs to 2000 per combination. Once the search for the hyperparameters

is finished, these are used in MATLAB. Along with the MSE cost functions during the

training and testing stages, we aimed for a correlation coefficient r ≥ 0.9 between the

target and predicted values.

The first step including the dimension reduction and the optimal NN training needs to

be performed once and then is ready and available to be used in the reduced-space DA.

2.2.3 Data assimilation using the EnKF

The second step consists of a sequential DA on the reduced-space. Any appropriate

method of DA can be applied at this stage. We chose the EnKF (Evensen 1994, 2003).

The EnKF sequentially assimilate time-distributed observations. The EnKF involves a

forecast step, where a previous state estimate evolves forward to the time of the observa-

tions, and an update step in which the evolved state estimate is updated with information

from the observations. First, we create a 50-member ensemble (X(t)). As an example, if

we start the EnKF DA at January, 1st 2010, we compute the mean of the time steps of

PNeof
related to this day (i.e., January 1st, 2001, . . . , January 1st, 2009). This mean is

perturbed by adding Gaussian noise with zero mean and creates a perturbed ensemble.

Each member of the perturbed ensemble is then forecasted one time-step forward using
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the trained NN creating Xforecast. The update of X is given by:

Xanalysis = Xforecast + K(y − H̃Xforecast) (2.6)

where Xanalysis is the updated ensemble state (X(t + 1 )) of the ensemble Xforecast. K is

the Kalman gain, y is the ensemble of standardised observations and H̃ is the reduced-

space observation matrix. The analysis is the mean of this updated ensemble.

The ensemble y is obtained by adding Gaussian perturbations with zero mean and data

error covariance R. The reduced-space observation matrix H̃ is defined as:

H̃ = HΠT, H̃ ∈ RO×Neof (2.7)

where H is the full-space observation matrix and O is the number of observations.

The Kalman gain, K, is defined by:

K = B̃H̃ (H̃B̃H̃T + R)−1︸ ︷︷ ︸
W−1

B̃ = (1 + α)B

(2.8)

where the background error covariance matrix B is calculated directly as the covariance

of Xforecast, and B̃ is the inflated B using a multiplicative inflation factor of (1 + α).

The inflation is done to increase the spread of the background error. The gridded data is

highly available and the same error variance to observations in coastal areas and around

the mouth of the Amazon River is prescribed. Thus, the EnKF does not know that these

are troublesome regions and the EOFs might not reproduce data properly in these regions

due to smaller scales of variability. Therefore, localisation would not help in troublesome

areas.

The inversion of W becomes very expensive for high-dimensional systems or for a large

dataset of observations, like gridded data. Since the computational cost contradicts
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the goal of performing fast DA, it is necessary to optimise the inversion. Considering

uncorrelated data errors, R can be written as a diagonal matrix. The Sherman-Morrison-

Woodbury formula is used to decompose W−1 as:

W−1 = (R + βγT)−1

= R−1 −R−1β(I + γTR−1β)−1γTR−1

β = H̃B

γ = H̃T

(2.9)

This way, the computation of W−1 is expected to be inexpensive as it depends on the

inversion of the diagonal matrix R and of a square matrix with dimension Neof . In

order to build R, a gridded map of data errors was created using the same landmask;

and surface ocean grid points for every variable were replaced by the measurement error

associated to their respective observational products. The data errors were standardised

as the gridded values of the FS. The standardised error across the grid helps to create R

as follows:

R =



diag(ω
σ

)21
. . .

diag(ω
σ

)2i
. . .

diag(ω
σ

)2q


(2.10)

where ω is the measurement data error of the observation dataset linked to the variable

i and σ is the aforementioned standard deviation of every ith variable. The term “diag”

indicates diagonal matrices containing the standardised measurement errors for each vari-

able, where the diagonal has length O . R is a dimensionless non-singular square diagonal

matrix that can be used with eq. (2.9).
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2.2.4 Reconstruction of the reduced-space analysis

The last step involves the reconstruction of the sequential reduced-space analyses back

into the full-space. The outputs of the EnKF can only be analysed after the reconstruc-

tion. It is important to note that the reconstruction can be performed at any time (e.g.,

to assess the dimension reduction or the performance of the NNs) and not strictly after

the DA is implemented. Thus:

XRA(t) = ¯X(t)analysisΠNeof
(2.11)

where, XRA(t) is the reconstructed reduced-space analysis at time-step t. XRA(t) is

subsequently unstandardised and the landmask nodes of the ROMS model solution are

put back into place.

2.3 Assimilated data and observational datasets

Throughout this study Sea Surface Temperature (SST), Sea Surface Height (SSH), East-

ward and Northward component of surface velocities (U and V) are assimilated and

validated using the following datasets:

Gridded SST data from GHRSST (Group for High-Resolution Sea Surface Temperature)

(GHRSST 2010) by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).

GHRSST-L4 is a gap-free gridded satellite product, with complimentary in-situ observa-

tions, with a 10 km resolution. The GHRSST dataset uses optimal interpolation from

the Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer (AVHRR) Pathfinder version 5 data

(Newinger 2015, Reynolds et al. 2007). The dataset is bias adjusted by the in-situ data,

but Reynolds et al. (2002, 2007) suggest that small biases are low in the Amazon River

plume region.
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The mean sea level anomaly (MSLA) in delayed time was obtained from the AVISO

Ssalto/Duacs database. The latter is a 0.25-degree resolution gridded satellite repository.

The Ssalto/Duacs altimeter products were produced and distributed by the Copernicus

Marine and Environment Monitoring Service (CMEMS). The AVISO dataset provides a

temporal coverage since January 1993. The SSHs and derived variables are computed

with respect to a 20-year mean. The delayed-time SLA is delivered within 2 months

depending on the mission. To obtain SSH in this study we added the mean dynamical

topography (MDT) from the ROMS climatology to the MSLA.

The Globcurrent (v.1, v.2, and v.3) is a 3-hourly 0.25-degree resolution dataset that

includes the Ekman and geostrophic currents. While Globcurrent is available at two

different depths (surface and 15 m depth), we used the total combined currents (ucombined)

at the surface (Rio et al. 2014b):

ucombined(z = hs) = ugeost + uek(z = hs) (2.12)

where ugeost and uek are the geostrophic and Ekman currents, respectively. The calcula-

tion of the Ekman and geostrophic currents are described in Rio et al. (2014a). The v.1

product are global maps of the tidal currents, Stokes drift, the geostrophic currents, and

the Ekman currents and are available from 2010 to the end of 2012. The v.2 does not

include tidal currents nor Stokes drift currents and is available for the 2012-2014 period.

The v.3 is available from 1993 to 2017 for global currents at 0.25-degree and 0.50-degree

resolution, and for the Mediterranean Sea at 0.12-degree resolution.

The data that will be assimilated is interpolated to the ROMS grid resolution before the

DA, but preserves the original landmasks of the observational data. The measurement

data errors considered in this study are 0.04 m for SSH, 0.5°C for SST, and 0.1 m s-1 for

surface velocities U and V.



Chapter 3

Fast Data assimilation of ocean

surface variables

3.1 Introduction

Data assimilation is a method to conciliate the large variety and volume of data with

numerical models. It can also be used to find optimal initial conditions (Leeds et al.

2014) for better forecasts by numerical models which represent the physics. The high-

dimensionality of these numerical models contributes to their high computational-cost.

The application of DA schemes in such models increases this cost, because they typically

require multiple runs of the numerical model making it hard to satisfy the requirements

of speed and accuracy at the same time (Margvelashvili et al. 2016).

An approach that has gained some attention, is to use fast and cheap model substitutes,

surrogates or emulators of more complex full-space models to perform DA (Frolov et al.

2009, Mattern et al. 2012, Margvelashvili & Campbell 2012). The idea is to reduce the

high-dimensionality and/or complexity of the original full-space model and replace it with

the model substitute which can run often orders of magnitude quicker and comes with an

52
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acceptable loss in accuracy. A caveat is that a emulator created for a specific model re-

gion or application may not perform well in other regions or applications. Several studies

have used emulators to replicate or approximate a full-space model. These applications

range from idealised models of ocean eddies (Kondrashov & Berloff 2015), to real ocean

applications using polynomial chaos expansion (Mattern et al. 2012), rank-reduced sta-

tistical emulation (Leeds et al. 2014, Hooten et al. 2011), and sequential emulator-based

assimilation on coastal sediment (Margvelashvili & Campbell 2012, Margvelashvili et al.

2013)

Other approaches include the replacement of a high-dimensional physical model for one

with reduced dimensionality by using EOF analysis and further training of the reduced-

space models using neural networks (van der Merwe et al. 2007). For the latter, it is

essential to have a long run of the hindcast model to provide a sufficiently large dataset,

in this case the physics and dynamics, of the original high-dimensional model. Frolov et al.

(2009) successfully expanded this idea into a DA framework using data from observations

and combining them with an estuary model of the Columbia River. We apply a framework

based on Frolov et al. (2009), but for the first time in a regional model of the open ocean.

3.2 Methods and observational data

In this study, we included SSH, SST, U and V in the full-space state (FS). Although, we

only assimilate SSH and SST data using the AVISO and GHRSST datasets, respectively,

with further validation using data of SSH, SST, U and V. Synthetic velocities from

Globcurrent v.1 during 2010 are used to validate U and V.

The hindcast ROMS model solution is run for 10 years. Here, we used the first 9-years

(2001-2009) to train and test the NN. We then used 2010 to validate our results. The

sequential DA starts on January 1st, 2010 and it is performed until December 31st,

2010. The reconstructed full-space state (RFS) (as in section 2.2.1) corresponds to the
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unstandardised reconstruction back to ocean model state, after applying the EOF analysis

to the standardised FS. The RFS uses 100 EOFs to make the reconstruction.

3.2.1 Validation experiments

In order to address the role of the DA and of the one-day prediction given by the NN

within the DA, we perform two additional experiments: 1) a projection of the gridded

SSH and SST data onto the set of EOFs using a Least Squares (LS) solution, and 2) a

persistence experiment.

The LS experiment involves estimating the coefficients of the time series of the PCs based

on restricted vectors of the EOF matrix. These restricted column vectors correspond to

vectors composed of EOF elements where data is available. These coefficients can be

found by solving an LS problem on the reduced-dimension space and minimising at each

time step i:

J = ‖di − ciei‖ (3.1)

where d are the data vectors in 2010, e are the restricted vectors to available data and c are

the coefficients that minimise J . The LS solution should be an overfit to the observations

and pose less physical constraint than the DA solution using the EnKF.

The persistence experiment, which entails no dynamics, consists of replacing the forward

stepping from the NN with the ensemble persistence to subsequently assimilate the data.

At the following time-step, new information is obtained from the observations and the

process is repeated. The persistence solution should present a smaller spread of the

ensemble during the forecast step than the NN forecast and therefore decouple from the

truth state underperforming the NN.
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3.3 Results

3.3.1 EOF analysis

The concatenated matrices of SSH, SST, U, and V resulted in a state vector of ∼ 105

dimensions at a single time-step. All the landmask nodes were ignored in the process,

reducing the state vector to almost half of its original dimensionality (∼ 6×104). The cho-

sen number of EOFs determines the dimensionality of the new system and the explained

variance of RFS. Several test cases with different EOFs were performed.

The first 3 modes of SSH and SST are shown in Fig. 3.1. These account for 50.97% of the

variability. The first mode is dominated by seasonal variability. The second and third

modes are dominated by SSH in combination, and permit the movement of mesoscale

waves across the domain.

Figure 3.2 shows how the explained variance changes with respect to the number of

EOFs and the different combinations of SSH, SST, U, and V that can be included in the

model. Clearly, SSH and SST are the more tractable variables, where the percentage of

explained variance does not change greatly if we were to use 50, 100 or 200 EOFs. On

the other hand, the surface currents U and V, are more difficult to model. A large range

of explained variance exists if 50 or 200 EOFs are kept. The explained variance of the

combination of all of the variables is expected to be in between the variance of SSH and

SST, and the variance of the currents. In this study, the first 100 EOFs (Neof in section

2.2) were retained explaining ∼ 93 % of the variance, and all of the presented results are

based on this number of modes.
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(a) PC1: 29.77%

(b) PC2: 10.78%

(c) PC3: 10.42%

Figure 3.1: Time series of the Principal Components (PC) and their respective EOFs of
SSH and SST of the ROMS model solution from 2001 to 2009. From top to bottom: first,
second and third principal components and modes, including the explained variance.

3.3.2 Seasonal correlations

Between RFS and FS, the seasonal correlations of SSH, SST, U and V are high with

r > 0.99 and with negligible mean RMSE. Boreal Winter, Spring, Summer and Autumn

are represented by DJF, MAM, JJA and SON, respectively.

For SSH the lowest correlations are observed during JJA in the West of the Caribbean

islands. The r values along the coast, the mouth of the Amazon River and boundaries

have the lowest values compared to the rest of the grid (not shown).

Seasonal correlation coefficients of the horizontal velocities, U and V, show similar be-

haviour between them. Similar to the SSH, both U and V have their lowest correlations

in the NW part of the grid and along the coast. The seasonal values of r are larger in the
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Figure 3.2: Explained variance versus number of EOFs retained. Different dashed lines
represent the explained variability with respect to 50, 75, 100, 150, 200, 300 and 500
EOFs for different combinations of variables used in the model: SSH, SST, U, and V.

open ocean than in the rest of the domain (not shown). The discharge of the Amazon

River and the NW movement of the NBC show an area of high correlation between the

RFS and the FS, but lower than in the open ocean. This correlation is larger during DJF

and MAM.

The low correlations along the coast and the NW areas appear in SST as well. The input

of the Amazon River in JJA and SON induces large variability over the SST. The area

with higher correlations is the open ocean and the North boundary of the domain (not

shown). JJA exhibits the lowest seasonal correlations for SSH, SST, U and V.

3.3.3 Dimension reduction

Figure 3.3 illustrates a comparison between the RFS and the FS as a snapshot of De-

cember 1st, 2009 which clearly shows the retroflection of the NBC and formation of NBC

rings.

Sea surface height (Fig. 3.3a and 3.3b) displays a clear representation of the NBC rings
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aforementioned. Between 48°W - 52°W the FS is not distinguishable from the RFS. The

NBC ring positioned around 56°W shows some difference between the RFS and the FS

figures. In the FS and RFS it can be seen how the NBC ring is about to move in the NW

direction. The main features of the NBC rings can be observed in both model solutions,

thus the mesoscale features are well represented in both. The RFS and the FS exhibit

the same SSH anomalies around the mouth of the Amazon River.

The FS snapshots of SST (Fig. 3.3c) show distinctive swirls of temperature anomalies

around the NBC rings, while in the RFS (Fig. 3.3d) these features are hardly noticeable.

Nevertheless, both the FS and the RFS show lower temperatures near the retroflection

of the NBC, along the coast of Suriname and the west of Trinidad.

The currents (Fig. 3.3e and 3.3f) show a NBC ring moving SE-NW along the coastline.

The formation of the NBC ring, between 48°W - 52°W, can be seen in both model

solutions. Whereas the RFS illustrates these rings clearly, the FS presents a higher

resolution of the mesoscale features. For example, in the retroflection of the NBC, near

48°W, the NBC ring advecting NW is already detached from the NBC in the RFS, while

it is still attached in the FS. The FS generates the high azimuthal velocity of the full

eddy near 56°W, while the RFS shows this feature only over the southern and western

region of the ring. Furthermore, the RFS presents lower azimuthal velocity in the eddies.

3.3.4 Neural network training

In our NN training, 30000 combinations of hyperparameters were tested, which took

approximately 50 hours using 12 cores of Intel Xeon (2.5 GHz) processors. MATLAB

and Sci-kit learn, in Python, provided the necessary machine learning tools for this task.

The targeted correlation coefficient between the targets and output layer predictions was

r ≥ 0.9. The best result was found for the NN with a single hidden layer, 151 hidden

nodes with linear activation functions, a learning rate of 0.001, and using the SCG as a
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(a) SSH in FS (b) SSH in RFS

(c) SST in FS (d) SST in RFS

(e) Surface currents in FS (f) Surface currents in RFS

Figure 3.3: Full-space state (FS) and reconstructed full-space state (RFS). Snapshot of
December 1st, 2009 showing the genesis and advection of the North Brazil Current rings
travelling northwestward and the retroflection of the NBC to supply the North Equatorial
Counter Current

training method. (Fig. 2.1).
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Figure 3.4: RMSE time series (from January 1st, 2010) of the validation with respect to
GHRSST, AVISO altimetry, and Globcurrent datasets to validate (from top to bottom):
SST, SSH, U, and V. Blue corresponds to the reconstructed full-space state (RFS), green
is the Least Squares (LS) solution, red represents the ensemble-mean (analysis) after the
EnKF was applied using the NN, and black is the analysis using the EnKF and persistence
(P). Yellow and pink shades are centered on the snapshot days in Fig. 3.9 and 3.8.

3.3.5 DA analysis

Daily data for 2010 were assimilated. We used an inflation factor of α = 3 to increase the

spread of the ensemble of the background covariance error in both the NN and persistence
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Figure 3.5: Correlation coefficient (r) time series (from January 1st, 2010) of the validation
with respect to GHRSST, AVISO altimetry, and Globcurrent datasets to validate (from
top to bottom): SST, SSH, U, and V. Blue corresponds to the reconstructed full-space
state (RFS), green is the Least Squares (LS) solution, red represents the ensemble-mean
(analysis) after the EnKF was applied using the NN, and black is the analysis using the
EnKF and persistence (P). Yellow and pink shades are centered on the snapshot days in
Fig. 3.9 and 3.8.

experiment. The mean of the diagonal of HB̃HT, using the NN, degrades from 0.49 and

converges within 0.16 and 0.19. The mean of the diagonal of R is 0.24. Figures 3.4

and 3.5 show the results of the DA, where the coloured lines represent the RMSE and
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(a) SSH from RFS (b) SSH analysis

(c) SST from RFS (d) SST analysis

Figure 3.6: Annual average spatial RMSE for SSH and SST. Right figures represent the
average spatial RMSE of the reconstructed full-space state (RFS) during 2010, while left
figures represent the average spatial RMSE after the DA with an EnKF. The correlation
coefficients (r) with respect to the validation datasets AVISO and GHRSST for SSH and
SST, respectively, are depicted in the bottom left corner of each subfigure.

correlation coefficients of the RFS, LS and analysis with respect to the validation datasets

of SSH from AVISO, SST from GHRSST, and U and V from Globcurrent. The RMSE

and correlation time series of the FS (not shown) and the RFS are very similar. The

annual mean RMSE of RFS and FS with the gridded datasets used for their validation

are: 0.09 m for SSH (r = 0.52), 0.73 °C for SST (r = 0.56), 0.54 m s-1 for U (r = 0.21),

and 0.62 m s-1 (r = 0.12) for V. It is clear that the EnKF DA using NN does decrease

considerably the mean RMSE across the time series. The 365-day mean RMSEs after the

EnKF using the NN are 0.05 m (r = 0.84), 0.35 °C (r = 0.74), 0.46 m s-1 (r = 0.36), and

0.53 m s-1 (r = 0.35) for SSH, SST, U, and V, respectively.
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(a) U from RFS (b) U analysis

(c) V from RFS (d) V analysis

Figure 3.7: Annual average spatial RMSE for U and V. Right figures represent the
average spatial RMSE of the reduced-space model solution (RFS) during 2010, while left
figures represent the average spatial RMSE after the DA with an EnKF. The correlation
coefficients (r) with respect to the validation dataset Globcurrent for U and V are depicted
in the bottom left corner of each subfigure.

An additional metric to assess the improvement of the fit of SSH and SST to the obser-

vations is the unitless measure Jfit (da Rocha Fragoso et al. 2016):

Jfit =
1

m

m∑
i=1

∣∣∣∣xmodeli − yobsi
eobs

∣∣∣∣ (3.2)

where m is the number of data points, xmodeli and yobsi are the model solution at the

location of the ith observation and the ith observation, respectively, and eobs is the obser-

vation error of the assimilated variable. Jfit determines if the fit of the observations to

the model is within one standard deviation of the observation error. If Jfit is less than
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1, then the analysis residual is within the observation error (Phillipson & Toumi 2017).

The annual mean Jfit of SSH and SST in the RFS is 1.38 and 1.09, respectively, while is

only 0.70 and 0.53 when SSH and SST data are assimilated, respectively, using the NN.

These values indicate that the analysis error is of the same magnitude of their respective

observation error.

The LS solution of the SSH, SST, U and V correspond to the reconstruction into the full-

space of the EOF matrix using the PC coefficients (c) estimated by the Least Squares

solution. The LS experiment yields an annual RMSE of 0.04 m (r = 0.89), 0.28 °C (r =

0.84), 0.64 m s-1 (r = 0.27), and 0.68 m s-1 (r = 0.26) for SSH, SST, U, and V, respectively.

The persistence underperforms the NN with an annual RMSE of 0.08 m (r = 0.65), 0.71

°C (r = 0.51), 0.76 m s-1 (r = 0.20), and 0.76 m s-1 (r = 0.07) for SSH, SST, U and V,

respectively. The statistics of both DA experiments, including the NN and persistence,

are summarised in Table 3.1.

We introduce GR as a unitless ratio, between the Root Mean Square (RMS) of the

geostrophic and the total currents, that provides some measure of how much of the flow

is geostrophic:

RMS =

√√√√ 1

m

m∑
i=1

(xU)2i +
1

m

m∑
i=1

(xV )2i (3.3)

GR =
RMSgeo
RMStotal

(3.4)

where we obtain the joint RMS of the U and V components from the geostrophic (RMSgeo)

and total currents (RMStotal), and we calculate the annual GR for LS, DA using the NN,

and the Globcurrent observations. The velocities of the geostrophic currents were ob-

tained from the obtained SSH gradients:

ug = − g
f

∂P

∂y
, vg = − g

f

∂P

∂x
(3.5)
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f = 2Ωsinφ, Ω =
2Π

day
(3.6)

where P is the horizontal pressure field from the SSH, g is the gravity constant, f is the

Coriolis parameter, φ is the latitude, and Ω is the angular velocity of the Earth. The

annual RMSgeo (m2 s-2) means are: 0.42 (σ = 0.03), 0.42 (σ = 0.02), and 0.44 (σ = 0.03)

for LS, DA, and Observations, respectively. The annual GR (-) means are: 0.73 (σ =

0.09), 0.92 (σ = 0.08), and 0.95 (σ = 0.05) for LS, DA, and Observations, respectively.

The RMS did not include the area comprising 3°S to 3°N in the vicinity of the Equator.

The following results correspond only to the DA using the NN. Figure 3.6 shows the

annual spatial mean RMSE, with respect to the validation datasets of SST and SSH for

the RFS and analysis. After the assimilation, the differences in the advection route of

the NBC and NBC rings have been clearly minimised but less so in the coastal regions

or the area near the Lesser Antilles (Fig. 3.6a and 3.6b). In these coastal regions, the

assimilation of SST is better in those areas, but they remain the most challenging regions

(Fig. 3.6c and 3.6d). The annual mean correlation coefficient improves from 0.52 to

0.80 in SSH when compared to AVISO, and from 0.56 to 0.72 in SST when compared to

GHRSST.

The improvements of the time averaged RMSE for the fast DA framework are 0.04 m

(41 %) and 0.36 °C (49 %) for SSH and SST, respectively. It is encouraging to note that

the time averaged RMSE of the assimilated fields are similar to those of global reanalysis,

including DA, products like HYbrid Coordinate Ocean Model (HYCOM) (Fox et al. 2002,

Cummings 2005).

The annual spatial mean RMSE of the horizontal U and V components of the currents

is illustrated in Fig. 3.7. Although, U and V were not assimilated, the overall spatial

RMSE is reduced and the time averaged RMSE improves by 0.07 m s-1 (13 %) in U and

by 0.09 m s-1 (15 %) in V. The reduction of RMSE is more noticeable in the open ocean.
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Less significant improvement can be seen around the mouth of the Amazon River for the

four variables.

Table 3.1: DA annual means of RMSE, correlation coefficient and Jfit for the LS, NN
and Persistence (P) experiments. The correlation coefficient r and Jfit are unitless and
only shown for the assimilated variables and the DA experiments.

Variable RMSE r (-) Jfit (-)
LS NN P LS NN P LS NN P

SSH (m) 0.04 0.05 0.08 0.89 0.84 0.65 - 0.70 1.38
SST (°C) 0.28 0.35 0.71 0.84 0.74 0.51 - 0.53 1.09
U (m s-1) 0.64 0.46 0.76 0.27 0.36 0.20 - - -
V (m s-1) 0.68 0.53 0.77 0.26 0.35 0.07 - - -

Figure 3.8 shows a snapshot of the surface currents for September 7th, 2010 for three

cases: observations (Globcurrent); the ensemble-mean analysis using the NN; the LS

solution. The annual RMSE for U are 0.41 m s-1 (r = 0.56) and 0.77 m s-1 (r = 0.48) for

DA using NN and LS, respectively. The annual RMSE for V are 0.51 m s-1 (r = 0.49)

and 0.64 m s-1 (r = 0.38), for DA using NN and LS, respectively.

Figure 3.9 is a snapshot of January 11th, 2010 comparing observations, RFS, and the

analysis. This day was chosen as it portrays the main features of the NBC and how the

DA changes the fields of the variables. The velocity fields of total and geostrophic currents

are represented by the vector magnitude of their respective eastward and northward

components. The spatial representation of the DA of SSH shows the bigger similarities

with the altimetry dataset, where the main features like the NBC ring can be easily

recognised along with the retroflection of the NBC in the eastern part of the grid. The

SST from RFS seems to capture enough information from the observations in order to

change its spatial patterns. The response and modification of U and V is the result of

the assimilation of SSH and SST within the reduced-space. The retroflection of the NBC

and its rings appear in the same location for the geostrophic currents and total surface

currents. This positioning means that the SSH is also correlated to the currents since the

geostrophic currents are extracted from the SSH gradient. The NBC is captured and well

represented by the currents of the assimilated system when compared to Globcurrents.
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The main difference between the variables in the assimilated system and their validation

datasets are in the Amazon River region of influence. In general, the variables present

great variability in the mouth of the Amazon River. After the analysis, the representation

of the dynamics of the system is physically plausible showing features like the retroflection

of the NBC and the signal of the NBC ring in the NW part of the grid across the four

variables in the analysis.

3.3.6 Speed of the framework

A critical aspect of this framework is the gain in computer time. The EOF analysis on

FS is performed once in 20 cores of an Intel Xeon E5-4650v2 (2.4 GHz) processor and

takes ∼ 90 seconds. Typically, the assimilation of SSH and SST takes ∼ 20 seconds per

model day, including the forward stepping with the NN and daily EnKF DA. A year-long

simulation takes between 2-3 hours.

Other sensitivity runs showed that the assimilation of one variable takes ∼ 10 seconds,

while the joint assimilation of four variables takes up to 60 seconds per model day. While

the ROMS simulation runs on 256 cores of Intel Xeon (2.5 GHz) processors, the fast DA

runs on a single core of an Intel Xeon E5-4650v2 (2.4 GHz) processor.

In relative times, running one model day of the 10km resolution NBC ROMS model on

one processor takes 30.52 hours. Our framework has a speed up of ∼ 1800 times when

assimilating four variable and up to ∼ 11000 when assimilating one variable. On a daily

time-step basis, the fast DA framework presented here is computationally more efficient

outperforming the full-space ROMS run of the NBC region by 3 to 4 orders of magnitude.
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(a) Globcurrent (b) EnKF(NN) (c) LS

Figure 3.8: The surface currents represent the magnitude and direction of U and V.
Globcurrent total currents at the surface (left column), ensemble-mean of the assimilated
reduced-space using EnKF and NN (middle column), and reconstructed Least Squares
(LS) solution (right column). Snapshot of September 7th, 2010 (pink shade in Fig. 3.4
and 3.5). The validation dataset is Globcurrent (0.25-degree resolution).



3.3. Results 69

(a) SSH (AVISO) (b) SSH (EnKF) (c) SSH (RFS)

(d) SST (GHRSST) (e) SST (EnKF) (f) SST (RFS)

(g) TC (Globcurrent) (h) TC (EnKF) (i) TC (RFS)

(j) GC (Globcurrent) (k) GC (EnKF) (l) GC (RFS)

Figure 3.9: Validation datasets (left column), ensemble-mean of the assimilated reduced-
space using EnKF (middle column), and reconstructed full-space model (RFS). Snapshot
of January 11th, 2010 (yellow shade in Fig. 3.4 and 3.5). This day shows the comparison
between the validation datasets and the ensemble-mean of the EnKF on the reduced-
space. The validation datasets are SSH from AVISO (0.25-degree resolution), SST from
GHRSST (10 km resolution), total currents (TC) from Globcurrent (0.25-degree resolu-
tion) and geostrophic currents (GC) from Globcurrent (10km resolution). The surface
currents represent the vector magnitude and direction of U and V.
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3.4 Discussion

The results can be discussed in terms of the effectiveness of the dimension reduction

algorithm, the performance of the DA using the EnKF and how the characteristics of the

NBC region are represented in this scheme, and finally the execution speed and robustness

of the fast DA framework.

The DA diminishes the RMSE. This diminishing is most clear when we observe SSH

and SST since these are the state variables directly constrained by data. A spatial

representation of the analysis shows that it keeps enough information from the reduced-

space to be physically plausible. The reconstructed analysis also presents a correlation

across variables. The correlation suggests that the reduced-space DA solution has value.

There are three distinguishable problematic sections in the study area when we perform

DA: The Lesser Antilles islands, the coastline of Northern South America and the outlet

of the Amazon River into the Atlantic Ocean.

The islands located in the Lesser Antilles are a problematic area since these serve as a

natural barrier to the NBC and NBC rings, where the latter collide and dissipate. The

DA in this area does not perform as well as in the open ocean, due to the coastline of the

islands where the satellite data are limited and prone to larger measurement errors. The

same phenomenon can be observed along the coastline of the Northern region of South

America, where is particularly true for the availability of altimetry observations since

the satellite missions do not perform well close to the coast (Fig. 3.6). Additionally, the

altimetry dataset used in this study has a lower resolution (0.25-degree) than the product

used to assimilate SST (10 km).

The freshwater discharge affects the area near the mouth of the Amazon River. The

discharge also affects the performance of obtaining observations around this area. The

mouth of the Amazon River is a troublesome area where the DA performs poorly, not

being able to reduce the annual spatial mean RMSE considerably. The poor performance
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might also be due to the EOF not capturing the variability around these areas. The

LS solution also does not capture the high variability of the Amazon River mouth. The

DA of SST performs better in this area because of the higher original resolution of the

observations. The DA of SST performs specifically better in the coastlines, but overall the

annual spatial mean of assimilation of SSH is remarkably better. The altimetry sea level

is a tractable variable, with less noise, displaying strong features such as the formation

of the NBC rings, and retains more explained variability when the dimension reduction

is applied.

Despite being part of the reduced-space state vector and the NN dynamics, U and V data

were not assimilated in this study. With the selected number of EOFs, these variables are

only affected by the changes in the reduced-space during the DA, and when the analysis is

reconstructed back to the full-space. The currents simulation only improves marginally.

The average RMSE and spatial r improve compared to the Globcurrent dataset, but the

same problems in the coastlines, mouth of the Amazon River and the Lesser Antilles

appear. Globcurrent products are also derived from altimetry (Rio et al. 2014b). The

impact of assimilating SSH and SST on U and V is in concordance with previous studies

(Phillipson & Toumi 2017), where the currents are corrected once SSH is assimilated, but

the influence of assimilating of SST is less. The geostrophic currents obtained from the

SSH analysis present similar spatial patterns to the analysis surface currents.

The result of the application of the EnKF is dependent on the construction of the error

covariance matrix R. The importance of R has been discussed previously in Stewart

et al. (2007). Here, we assume that the error associated with the observations is uncor-

related and that is the same for the entire grid and works as a simplification, meaning

that R might be under or overestimating the error covariance with more or less weight,

respectively, compared to the error covariance of the model. Moreover, recent studies

have shown that introducing observation error correlations improve DA results (Waller

et al. 2016, Miyoshi et al. 2013). If information of detailed errors of the gridded obser-
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vational datasets were available these could be easily applied to this framework and into

the assembly of R. The goal of this framework of reduced dimensionality models is to

perform fast DA. Therefore, we need to avoid a bottleneck when calculating the inversion

in the Kalman gain using of the Sherman-Morrison-Woodbury formula (eq. (2.9)).

In this framework the background error covariance matrix B in the reduced-space can be

explicitly calculated and this allows us to easily apply a multiplicative inflation to increase

the spread of the ensemble of the NN forecast within the EnKF. Explicit calculation of B

in high-dimensional systems can restrict the resolution of the DA. The ensemble method

also helps to provide a better simulation of the forecasts errors (Bannister 2008), and in

this case are computationally cheap to generate. This is only valid in the reduced-space

as a correct representation of B in the full-space will be computationally expensive and

would defeat the purpose of having a fast DA framework.

The reduced-space allows us to perform a fast DA. The comparison between the obser-

vations and the model state occurs in the observational space, thus more observations

will slow down the procedure. Working with a reduced-space solution is a cheaper task

than working with high-dimensionality systems and therefore powerful processing power

(supercomputer) is not necessary. Certain features may not appear in the reduced-space

but are present in the full-space. More EOFs could be retained but with the caveat that

the framework will slow down because of the internal multiplications of a now bigger

matrix. A quick calculation of the DA times assimilating SSH and SST with 50, 100, 150

and 200 EOFs shows that the scaling of the calculations time is ∼ N2
eof . If we were to

include another field like surface salinity or 3D fields, then the scaling of the calculations

will not change as adding more information from the ROMS model solution would only

increase the number of EOFs that retain enough variance from the original model. For

example, if we add surface salinity and then we apply a EOF analysis. With this addi-

tion, we would need more than 100 EOFs to retain the same amount of retained variance

that SSH, SST, U and V retain with 100 EOFs. Therefore, the scaling depends on the
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number of EOFs.

The DA also depends on the short-range forecast to create the forecast estimates. A

comprehensive search for the optimal hyperparameters of the NN was performed. Any

other configurations will change this forecast. If another number of EOFs were to be con-

sidered, it would produce a new reduced-space which would also change the configuration

of the NN, modifying it from the number of hidden layers to the time necessary to train

a new system. The length of the ROMS data also alters the training and configuration of

the NN. If there is not enough data, the NN would not have enough information from the

full-space and therefore the ability of replicating the physics and dynamics of the former

will be compromised. There is therefore a great deal of effort required to establishing

the optimal reduced-space DA model. However, once this effort has been undertaken the

assimilation is fast.

For a daily time-step basis, the fast DA framework presented here outperforms the full-

space ROMS run of this region by 3 to 4 orders of magnitude in computational efficiency.

In terms of computing time, Frolov et al. (2009) reports a speed-up of two orders of

magnitude when comparing the DA on the full-space estuary model of the Columbia

River to the one performed on the model surrogate.

The robustness of the application of this framework can be assessed by comparing the

results to Frolov et al. (2009) and by comparing the results of the DA with other models

performing DA in the same region. The RMSE results of the assimilation of altimetry

and temperature are similar to the ones presented by Frolov et al. (2009) for an estuary:

between 0.04 to 0.07 m in SSH and 0.4 to 1.4 °C for SST. HYCOM has a 10 km resolution,

the same as the ROMS model solution employed in this study. A study of the NBC area

includes the DA of sea level anomaly, temperature and salinity into HYCOM around the

western tropical and South Atlantic (Costa & Tanajura 2015). The reported RMSE of

SSH and SST validation datasets range from 0.05 to 0.15 m, and 0.5 to 3.5 °C. Our fast

DA framework has a similar magnitude of errors compared to these full-space systems.
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Finally, having a NN for the forecasting task is useful because these systems can detect

subtle features of the input data when the information travels through the different

layers. It is also simple to train and there is an increasing availability of state-of-the-art

and optimised libraries ready to be used.

3.4.1 Least squares and persistence experiments

The LS solution sets up a reference for the comparison of the DA solution using NN.

The LS solution presents the largest misfits in the area around the Amazon river mouth

and coastlines (not shown). It outperforms the DA solutions in RMSE and correlation

with SSH and SST data because of the large availability of gridded data. Nonetheless,

if we reconstruct using all the column vectors of Drs, which include U and V, and the

c coefficients found with the least squares problem, then is clear that this solution is an

overfit to the restricted vectors associated to SSH and SST data. The comparison of

spatial U and V between the DA using the NN and LS solutions shows that the surface

velocities from the LS solution present a larger error (Fig. 3.8). The larger error of the

LS solution is supported by the RMSE and r time series of U and V in Fig. 3.4 and 3.5.

Here, the DA using the NN outperforms the LS solution.

The GR is a measure of how geostrophic a flow is. The annual means of GR show that the

DA solution is closer to the Observations, where this is 3 % larger than the DA solution.

When compared to the LS, the observations present a 23 % larger GR annual mean. The

values of GR suggest that the DA solution preserves this ratio much better than the LS

solution and demonstrates that there is a meaningful physical constraint in the model

surrogate in the DA method rather than in the LS solution. The values of GR greater

than 1 are related to the high geostrophic velocities obtained from the horizontal pressure

fields near the Equator. In this region, the Coriolis parameter, f , is very small which

might result in unrealistically high geostrophic currents. We did not include information

from 3°S to 3 °N, in order to avoid values greater than 1 that can be obtained if the area
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close of the Equator is considered.

The persistence experiment allows us to assess the role of the NN in the forecast step

within the DA. Since the persistence does not increase the spread of the ensemble from

the previous analysis, apart from the inflation, we would expect the NN to grow the

spread of the ensemble in the one-day forecast. As aforementioned, the mean of the

diagonal of HB̃HT, using the NN, converges and oscillates to a value in the same order

of magnitude as the diagonal mean of R. A bigger spread of the ensemble means that the

EnKF synchronises better with the true system trajectory (Hunt et al. 2007, Whitaker &

Hamill 2002). From Table 3.1 it is clear that the DA using NN outperforms the persistence

experiment resulting in lower RMSE and higher correlations with the validation data, and

a Jfit less than 1. Thus, the NN also outperforms the persistence experiment, and yields

better results after the DA, since it can better simulate the dynamics of the full-space

state.

3.4.2 Optimal hyperparameters

We used grid search to find the optimal hyperparameters to tune the NN. Grid search

is among the most widely used methods for hyperparameter tuning and optimisation

(Bergstra & Bengio 2012). The choice of using grid search over random search is the

computational power available. By using grid search in a high-performance computer

we can find the optimal hyperparameterisation by simply running a large number of

combinations of hyperparameters. Additionally, grid search is simple to implement and

is capable to find a better minimum than manual searching with access to a computer

cluster (Bergstra & Bengio 2012). Throughout this chapter we used 30000 combinations.

Larochelle et al. (2007) explains that a random search of hyperparameters is able to locate

the minimum of the cost function using ∼ 100 trials. Therefore, it is likely that the same

or similar optimisation will be found using 20000 or 40000 combinations with grid search,

and therefore the performance of the short-range forecasts would be really similar.
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In certain cases, random search has been proven to outperform grid search using less

combinations of hyperparameters (Bergstra et al. 2011). The use of random search or

other optimisation methods can be explored in further detail in future work, as these

would reduce the computational cost of training the NN. Additionally, future work can

include a sensitivity analysis to the different methods and number of combinations used

to find the optimal hyperparameters.

3.5 Conclusion

We present the first application in the open ocean of a novel fast DA framework using

a reduced-space. The framework proved to be much faster than full-space DA schemes

by three to four orders of magnitude, with similar accuracy to similar global reanalyses.

The dimension reduction managed to capture most of the explained variance. Since the

NN is data-driven, a longer training dataset will be beneficial as it might include extreme

events that are not present in the current training dataset.

Only SSH and SST data were assimilated. There was a clear improvement when these

variables were validated against satellite gridded data. Although U and V were not assim-

ilated, the reconstructed reduced-space analyses present a higher correlation coefficient

and lower time-averaged RMSE when compared to the Globcurrent synthetic velocity

product.

Finally, this framework is not limited to outputs from ROMS nor to the four variables

studied here, and therefore any global analysis product like HYCOM or CMEMS could be

used as the underlying full-state. The framework can be applied to other regional ocean

areas around the globe, making it the first step to fast forecasting applicable in real

emergency situations where new data is quickly available and an immediate prediction

of, for example, currents, is necessary. It could be a powerful complimentary tool to full

models when they are not readily available.



Chapter 4

Fast forecast of sea surface variables

using neural networks

4.1 Introduction

The prediction of ocean variables like SSH, SST, and U and V, can be studied using

physics-based numerical models, or more recently with data-driven methods. While nu-

merical methods can be more accurate, they are also computationally expensive and slow

for some applications. Data-driven methods are of particular interest due to the latest

advances in machine learning and artificial intelligence. Studies that have explored a

data-driven approach for ocean variables prediction include pattern searching (Bakun

& Broad 2003), regression (McDonnell & Holbrook 2004), and support vector machines

(Lins et al. 2013) among others. NNs are of particular interest since they provide easiness

to setup, and can learn subtle features from the data fed into them (Goodfellow et al.

2016).

The speed of simulation is also important. Ocean numerical models are limited by the

computation resources available, and reduced models are thus a complementary tool. In

77
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the last few decades, reduced ocean models working as surrogates or emulators of the

full model have been used as a computationally fast and cheap option with an acceptable

loss of accuracy. The approach provides a surrogate without the high-dimensionality

or complexity of the full model. Several studies have used emulators to replicate or

approximate a full-space model. Fast forecasts are needed in emergency situations like

search and rescue missions and oil spills. To achieve this, the forecast is initialised from

optimal initial conditions.

This study presents a data-driven approach using a reduced regional ocean model; it

builds on Frolov et al. (2009) as it is applied for the first time in an open ocean setting,

and goes beyond Chapter 3 by adding a fast forecasting step using a trained NN. The

forecasting step follows the DA step and creates a 6-day prediction of surface ocean

variables.

4.2 Methods

4.2.1 The modified framework including forecast

The methods are based on and they are a continuation of the framework described in

Chapter 3 where a fast DA scheme on a reduced regional ocean model is described.

Firstly, a dimension-reduction and NN training is needed. A full-scale dynamical ocean

model is chosen. The selected ocean model is based on ROMS. The model solution is a

10-year (2001-2010), daily output run with a horizontal resolution of 1/12-degree. The

year 2010 used as a validation year in the previous chapter is added to the analysed time

period in order to create the full-scale model. The full-scale model outputs several physical

variables as salinity, ocean velocity, sea surface height and sea surface temperature, among

others. To use this framework, it is necessary to reduce the high dimensionality of the

full-space state (FS). The dimension reduction is achieved by performing an EOF analysis
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Figure 4.1: Schematic representation of the DA+NN framework. a. Data assimilation.
The EnKF is used to perform the DA. An ensemble of forecasts (yellow shaded area) is
propagated to the next time step where the forecast (prior, red) probability is compared
to the observations ensemble and produces the analysis (or posterior, blue). b. Forecasts
using the trained NN. The forecasts are created quickly by the NN from the mean of
the analysis as the initial state, and (schematic modified from Bauer et al. (2015). c.
Reconstruction of the newest update reduced-space state into a full-space state. Finally,
the updated reduced-space state can be reconstructed from either the analysis provided
by the DA or after creating the forecasts with the NN.

on the FS. Frolov et al. (2009) present an algorithm to divide the large EOF problem

into smaller EOF analysis into sub-grids of the original system. In this study, the EOF

analysis was performed over the entire data matrix using the Python software package

eofs (Dawson 2016). The standardised zero mean FS D̄fs is:

D̄fs = PΠ

D̄rs = PNeof
ΠNeof

(4.1)

where: P are the Principal Components (PCs); Π are the EOFs; Neof is the chosen

number of EOFs; D̄rs is the zero mean standardised reconstruction of the full-space

state truncated at Neof . The resulting reduced-space state consists of the first Neof

= 100 EOFs. The PNeof
is then fed into a feed-forward NN. The NN is necessary to

extract enough information from the full-space state and emulate its dynamics. A detailed

explanation of the configuration of the NN is discussed in section 4.2.2.

Secondly, a DA step is required. We use the EnKF (Evensen 2003) to assimilate observa-
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tions into the system. The DA is fast because it is performed in the reduced-dimension

space. While the DA occurs in the reduced-dimension space, the comparison of observa-

tional values to the model values occurs in the observational space. The dimensions of

the observational space depend on the number of observations that are to be assimilated.

Therefore, more observations will slow down the calculations. The EnKF needs a short-

range forecast to generate the prior and to be compared with the observations ensemble.

The forecast is obtained from the previously trained NN. The EnKF is sequential and it

does not require a supercomputer to execute.

Here, we introduce a step between the DA and the reconstruction: forecast. The forecast

is generated using the previously trained NN. The NN is initialised (input layer) with the

analysis obtained from the DA. The forecast is free-running meaning that the output is

then used to initialise the following time step. We produce a 6-day forecast from each

DA analysis. The first iteration, Day+0 (assimilated day) is used as the input layer

and produces a 1-day forecast as the output. Subsequently, the 1-day forecast (Day+1)

is used as the input layer to generate the 2-day (Day+2) forecast as the output, and

progressively until we obtain a 6-day (Day+6) forecast. Therefore, the NN does not

require any external inputs to produce the forecast, making it a rapid forecast generating

procedure.

Finally, we need to reconstruct to the full-space. The results from the DA are represented

in the reduced-dimension space. Thus, it is necessary to reconstruct back into the full-

space in order to make performance assessment and comparison with real data using the

function ΠNeof
. A schematic diagram of the framework is shown in Fig. 4.1. From here,

our framework will be referred to as DA+NN.
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4.2.2 Neural networks for forecasts

It is necessary to replicate the dynamics of the full-space in the reduced-space. We

achieve this by training an NN. The chosen architecture is the Multi-Layer Perceptron

which is divided into three layers: an input layer, hidden layers, and output layer (Fig.

2.1). The NN is trained to predict the time-step t + 1 of PNeof
feeding the time-step

t into the input layer. To find the best configuration of the hyperparameters of the

NN, an exhaustive search was performed using the Scikit-learn library in Python. The

search includes activation functions, learning rates, number of hidden layers and nodes

and training algorithms. The training divides the time series in 7, 1.5, and 1.5 years

for training, validation and testing, respectively. After the optimal parameters have

been found, the NN is trained in MATLAB. The training finds the minimum of the cost

function or stops it to prevent overfitting. The cost function is the MSE between the

targets and predicted values. Initially, the NN is trained using an open-loop where it

constantly receives feedback (input and target) from the training dataset. It is followed

by a closed-loop training where the NN does not have external input rather than the NN

itself. Having a trained NN is useful when rapid forecasts are needed, as the NN and the

input depends only on the previous output.

The trained NN is used inside the EnKF for the short-range forecast, and for the free-

running forecast after the analysis.

4.2.3 Reanalysis data and forecast: CMEMS and UK MetOffice

Data assimilated and forecasting data were obtained from the archived repository of fore-

casts of the Global Analysis Forecast Phys 001 015 product distributed by Copernicus

Marine and Environment Monitoring Service (CMEMS) (EU Copernicus Marine Service

2015). The product is a daily-mean 0.25-degree resolution dataset that includes 43 depth

levels including, among others, sea surface height, temperature, and sea water velocity.
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The 3D and 0.25-degree resolution global ocean forecasts are provided by the UK MetOf-

fice weakly coupled DA and forecast system, and it is updated daily. The reanalysis uses

the MetOffice Unified Model v10.6 atmosphere configuration at 40 km resolution coupled

to a NEMO v3.4 ocean model and to CICE v4.1 sea ice model. The atmospheric DA uses

4D-VAR, while the ocean DA uses a specifically developed 3D-VAR scheme for NEMO.

The processing level of this dataset is L4. Data of July 2015 and January 2016 were

obtained from the archive of forecasts. Since the global analysis forecast is produced by

the UK MetOffice, this dataset will be referred to as UKMO.

Here, we use a skill score (Carrier et al. 2014) relative to the UKMO forecast to validate

the forecast generated with the DA+NN framework. The skill score (SS) is defined by:

SS = 1− RMSEDA+NN
RMSEUKMO

(4.2)

where RMSEDA+NN and RMSEUKMO are the spatial RMSE of the forecasts using the

DA+NN framework and UKMO, respectively, in regard to the observational datasets.

When the DA+NN has a lower RMSE than UKMO, then SS is greater than zero; when

the RMSE is the same or higher, SS is equal or less than zero. The SS is compared from

Day+0 to Day+6.

4.2.4 Experiments

The list of experiments is presented in Table 4.1. All the listed experiments use the

surface sub-set 10-year (01/01/2001 - 31/12/2010) daily hindcast ROMS simulation of

the North Brazil region as numerical data. Therefore, the EOF analysis is applied to

the 10-year simulation and PNeof
obtained from this reduction is used to train the NN.

Each of the experiments were performed for July 2015 and January 2016 separately.

For assimilation and validation, we use the data and measurement errors described in
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Section 2.3. The mean dynamical topography (MDT) was calculated from the ROMS

model climatology and added to the MSLA previous to the assimilation. The synthetic

velocities from Globcurrent are 3-hourly and were averaged to obtain a daily mean. The

dataset has a 0.25-degree resolution and includes the geostrophic and Ekman currents at

the surface level.

Table 4.1: Experiments names and description of variables included and assimilated. All
the observational data is gridded. MDT is the mean dynamical topography from the
ROMS model solution. All experiments were conducted independently for July 2015 and
January 2016.

Experiment Variables Data
name included assimilated
HT SSH AVISO+MDT

SST GHRSST
HTc SSH AVISO+MDT

SST GHRSST
U -
V -

UV U Globcurrent v.2 and v.3
V Globcurrent v.2 and v.3

All SSH AVISO+MDT
SST GHRSST
U Globcurrent v.2 and v.3
V Globcurrent v.2 and v.3

4.3 Results

For the HT experiment, the exhaustive search (31500 combinations) of the hyperparam-

eters of the NN suggests using ADAM (Kingma & Ba 2014) as the training method, a

single hidden layer with 450 hidden nodes, a learning rate of 0.0137, and a rectified linear

(ReLu) (Bengio et al. 2015) activation function in the hidden layer.

For the HT and ALL experiment, the exhaustive search (31500 combinations) of the

hyperparameters of the NN suggests using scalar conjugate gradient (Shewchuk et al.

1994) as the training method, a single hidden layer with 151 hidden nodes, a learning
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(a) HT July 2015 SSH (b) HT January 2016 SSH

(c) HT July 2015 SST (d) HT January 2016 SST

(e) HTc and ALL July 2015 U (f) HTc and ALL January 2016 U

(g) HTc and ALL July 2015 V (h) HTc and ALL January 2016 V

Figure 4.2: Time series of the ensemble spread of forecasts for SSH, SST, U and V.
First column: July 2015; second column: January 2016. Shaded areas represent the 95%
interquantile range. On each column, Left-hand side: Ensemble spread of the skill
score of DA+NN forecasts (blue); and persistence of the observations from Day+0 (red).
Solid lines are the ensemble means. Right hand side: ensemble spread of RMSE (green,
left axis) and correlation coefficients (yellow, right axis). Lines represent the ensemble
means. DA+NN (solid line); UKMO (dash point line); observations persistence (dash
line). Day+0 is the day of the analysis, while Day+1 to +6 are the forecasts. Addition
to the U and V figures the ensemble spread of the skill score of the ALL experiment
(yellow); the ensemble spread of the RMSE and correlation coefficients (solid line) of the
ALL experiment. The original spread includes the 31 days of sequential assimilation.
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(a) UV July 2015 U (b) UV January 2016 U

(c) UV July 2015 V (d) UV January 2016 V

Figure 4.3: Time series of the ensemble spread of forecasts for U and V in the UV exper-
iment. First column: July 2015; second column: January 2016. Shaded areas represent
the 95% interquantile range. On each column, Left-hand side: Ensemble spread of the
skill score of DA+NN forecasts (blue); and persistence of the observations from Day+0
(red). Solid lines are the ensemble means. Right hand side: ensemble spread of RMSE
(green, left axis) and correlation coefficients (yellow, right axis). Lines represent the en-
semble means. DA+NN (solid line); UKMO (dash point line); observations persistence
(dash line). Day+0 is the day of the analysis, while Day+1 to +6 are the forecasts. The
original spread includes the 31 days of sequential assimilation.

rate of 0.001 and a linear activation function in the hidden layer.

The search of hyperparameters for the UV experiment suggests using scalar conjugate

gradient (Shewchuk et al. 1994) as the training method, a single hidden layer with 230

hidden nodes, a learning rate of 0.0001 and a linear activation function in the hidden

layer.

The time to create the reduced model, the DA per day and a 6-day forecast are ∼ 90

seconds, ∼ 60 seconds and ∼ 20 seconds, respectively, using a single core of an Intel Xeon

E5-4650v2 (2.4 GHz) processor. The optimisation of the hyperparameters of the NN is

performed in 12 cores of Intel Xeon (2.5 GHz) processors taking up to 50 hours. The

framework is ready to receive new information after the NN is trained, meaning that a
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(a) AVISO Day+0 (b) AVISO Day+3 (c) AVISO Day+6

(d) DA+NN Day+0 (e) DA+NN Day+3 (f) DA+NN Day+6

(g) UKMO Day+0 (h) UKMO Day+3 (i) UKMO Day+6

Figure 4.4: Sea surface height forecast after the DA (HTc experiment) of July 12th, 2015,
Day+0 corresponds to the day of assimilation, while Day+3 and Day+6 correspond to the
3-day and 6-forecast from July 12th, 2015. Rows, from top to bottom, present the AVISO
(0.25-degree resolution) observational data, the DA+NN framework forecasts, and the
forecasts of UKMO. The latter represents July 12th, 15th, and 18th, 2015.

forecast can be produced in a matter of seconds.

Figure 4.2 shows the time series of the ensemble spreads of forecasts of SSH, SST, U and

V including the day of DA (Day+0) and the 1 to 6-day forecasts (Day+1 to Day+6). The

shaded area shows the 95% interquantile range that includes the 31 days of assimilation

during July 2015 and during January 2016, from now on referred to as Summer and

Winter. The mean of the skill scores of the persistence of the observations (red shaded

area) against the UKMO is always above the zero reference line up to Day+6. The
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(a) AVISO Day+0 (b) AVISO Day+3 (c) AVISO Day+6

(d) DA+NN Day+0 (e) DA+NN Day+3 (f) DA+NN Day+6

(g) UKMO Day+0 (h) UKMO Day+3 (i) UKMO Day+6

Figure 4.5: Sea surface temperature forecast after the DA (HTc experiment) of July 12th,
2015, Day+0 corresponds to the day of assimilation, while Day+3 and Day+6 correspond
to the 3-day and 6-day forecast from July 12th, 2015. Rows, from top to bottom, present
the GHRSST (10 km resolution) observational data, the DA+NN framework forecasts,
and the forecasts of UKMO. The latter represents July 12th, 15th, and 18th, 2015

positive skill score shows that the mean of the RMSE spread of the persistence is lower

than the mean of the RMSE spread of the UKMO forecast. If the SS is under the zero

reference line, the RMSE is higher than the RMSE of the UKMO dataset; if SS is positive,

then the RMSE of DA+NN and the persistence of the observations are lower.

The HT experiment only includes and assimilates SSH and SST data. In SSH (Fig. 4.2a

and 4.2b), DA+NN show a positive and decreasing SS from Day+0 to Day+6, in both

Summer and Winter. At Day+0, Winter shows a mean SS 11% larger than Summer.
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(a) AVISO Day+0 (b) AVISO Day+3 (c) AVISO Day+6

(d) DA+NN Day+0 (e) DA+NN Day+3 (f) DA+NN Day+6

(g) UKMO Day+0 (h) UKMO Day+3 (i) UKMO Day+6

Figure 4.6: Sea surface height forecast after the DA (HTc experiment) of January 29th,
2016, Day+0 corresponds to the day of assimilation, while Day+3 and Day+6 correspond
to the 3-day and 6-day forecast from January 29th, 2016. Rows, from top to bottom,
present the AVISO (0.25-degree resolution) observational data, the DA+NN framework
forecasts, and the forecasts of UKMO. The latter represents January 29th, and February
1st, and 4th, 2016.

At Day+6, this is 17% larger. The DA+NN RMSE spreads seem to be close to the

observations and at Day+6 shows only ∼ 1% difference and is slightly better during

Winter. At Day+0 during Summer, DA+NN shows a mean spatial correlation 37%

larger than the UKMO forecasts, while at Day+6 this is only 12% larger. In Winter,

these differences between DA+NN and UKMO are 27% and 13% at Day+0 and Day+6,

respectively. In SST (Fig. 4.2c and 4.2d), DA+NN shows a decreasing SS from Day+0
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(a) GHRSST Day+0 (b) GHRSST Day+3 (c) GHRSST Day+6

(d) DA+NN Day+0 (e) DA+NN Day+3 (f) DA+NN Day+6

(g) UKMO Day+0 (h) UKMO Day+3 (i) UKMO Day+6

Figure 4.7: Sea surface temperature forecast after the DA (HTc experiment) of January
29th, 2016, Day+0 corresponds to the day of assimilation, while Day+3 and Day+6 cor-
respond to the 3-day and 6-day forecast from January 29th, 2016. Rows, from top to
bottom, present the AVISO (0.25-degree resolution) observational data, DA+NN frame-
work forecasts, the forecasts of UKMO. The latter represents January 29th, and February
1st, and 4th, 2016.

to Day+6 in both Summer and Winter, and the spread mean crosses the reference line

at Day+6 and Day+4, respectively. At Day+0, Winter shows a mean SS 10% lower than

Summer. At Day+6, this is 16% lower. The DA+NN RMSE spreads seem to be close to

UKMO and at Day+6 present a negligible difference with it while being ∼ 2% higher than

UKMO in Winter. At Day+0 during Summer, the mean spatial correlations are 0.81 and

0.70 for DA+NN and UKMO, respectively. The difference is more or less preserved until
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Day+6. In Winter, these differences between DA+NN and UKMO are much smaller,

with both spreads above r=0.75, from the analysis until the 6-day forecast. In general,

the SST analysis, forecasts and persistence of the observations present a bigger spread for

SSH. Several of the time series of the spread cross the reference line at Day+2, except for

the persistence of the observations during Winter. We did not include the SS, RMSE and

r results of the HTc experiment here as the results yielded by HT are very similar. The

HTc results present slightly worse SS, RMSE and r across the analysis and the forecasts.

Figures 4.2e, 4.2f, 4.2g and 4.2h show the results of the HTc and ALL experiment for

U and V. Firstly, for U there is a clear improvement at Day+0, from the HT to the

ALL experiment, of almost 35% and 65% in Summer and Winter, respectively. But at

Day+6 there is a small difference between the means of the spread of the HT and ALL

experiment. Secondly, for V there is a 58% increase during Summer and 75% during

Winter.

In all cases of SS of U and V in the ALL experiment, there is a decreasing trend, where

the ensemble performs worse with time. The decreasing trend includes the mean of the

spread of U crossing the reference line at Day+4 and overlapping with the ensemble of

the HTc experiment. It is also noticeable that in all cases of U and V during the HTc

experiment, the SS increases with time. A few ensemble members have a positive SS. In

all cases, the RMSE increases with time and seems to converge towards the persistence

of the observations and UKMO. The correlation spreads decrease with time in the ALL

experiment. The HTc experiment yield higher RMSE at the analysis and therefore the

forecasts increase this value with time. The spatial correlations are also worse and seem

to stay constant with time. The UV experiment present some improvement over the ALL

experiment yielding higher correlations and lower RMSEs.

Two representative days of Summer and Winter were chosen to illustrate the results.

These days clearly show the main features of the NBC like the retroflection into the

NECC and the NBC rings. Fig. 4.4 and Fig. 4.5 show snapshots of the Summer SSH
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Table 4.2: Summary of root mean squared error and correlation coefficient between as-
similation and forecasts of SSH and SST (UKMO and DA+NN) and observations, shown
in Fig. 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7

UKMO DA+NN
Date SSH SST SSH SST
Jul 12th 2015 (Day+0) 0.12 (r=0.58) 0.43 (r=0.71) 0.06 (r=0.85) 0.43 (r=0.71)
Jul 15th 2015 (Day+3) 0.14 (r=0.52) 0.46 (r=0.60) 0.09 (r=0.77) 0.41 (r=0.69)
Jul 18th 2015 (Day+6) 0.14 (r=0.53) 0.44 (r=0.56) 0.10 (r=0.70) 0.41 (r=0.69)
Jan 29th 2016 (Day+0) 0.09 (r=0.77) 0.30 (r=0.94) 0.04 (r=0.90) 0.28 (r=0.91)
Feb 1st 2016 (Day+3) 0.09 (r=0.73) 0.37 (r=0.93) 0.05 (r=0.82) 0.38 (r=0.89)
Feb 4th 2016 (Day+6) 0.11 (r=0.71) 0.37 (r=0.93) 0.07 (r=0.78) 0.40 (r=0.89)

and SST spatial maps of the DA+NN and UKMO forecasts, while the AVISO observations

are represented daily and are not forecasts. The depicted days are: July 12th, 2015 (day

of assimilation), July 15th, 2015 (3-day forecast), and July 18th, 2015 (6-day forecast).

Fig. 4.6 and Fig. 4.7 show: January 29th, 2016 (day of assimilation), February 1st, 2016

(3-day forecast), and February 4th, 2016 (6-day forecast).The RMSE and correlation

coefficients between UKMO and DA+NN for these figures are summaried in Table 4.2.

The three datasets present the same characteristic features like the weakening of the NBC

retroflection into the NECC, a warm pool of water near the Amazon River outlet and

the detachment of an NBC ring advecting to the NW.

The skill score of DA+NN against the persistence of observations (SSp) is shown in Fig.

4.8 and it is defined as:

SSp = 1− RMSEPersistence
RMSEDA+NN

(4.3)

The SS is calculated using the ALL experiment results, where SSH, SST, U and V were

assimilated. A positive SS means that the persistence of the observations have a lower

RMSE than DA+NN, while a negative SS means that DA+NN have a lower RMSE.

Here, we included Day+0 until Day+9, which is the 9-day forecast. We extended this by

three days in order to see if there is a cross over time between SS of DA+NN and the

persistence. The SS ensemble spread present a decreasing trend for SSH, SST, U and V

in all the cases shown. There is a cross over time, by the spread mean, in 5 cases: SSH
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July 2015 at Day+6, SST July 2015 at Day+5, V July 2015 at Day+6, SSH January

2016 at Day+6, and V January 2016 at Day+7.
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(a) ALL July 2015 SSH (b) ALL July 2015 SST

(c) ALL July 2015 U (d) ALL July 2015 V

(e) ALL January 2016 SSH (f) ALL January 2016 SST

(g) ALL January 2016 U (h) ALL January 2016 V

Figure 4.8: Ensemble spread of the skill score of DA+NN against the persistence of
the observations. Left to right: SSH, SST, U and V. Results of the ALL experiment.
Top: July 2015, experiment; January 2016. Shaded areas represent the 95% interquan-
tile range. The observations datasets are AVISO mean level anomaly, GHRSST, and
Globcurrent. The original spread includes the 31 days of sequential assimilation. The
solid lines are the ensemble means and the black line is the zero-reference line. Day+0 is
the day of the analysis, while Day+1 to Day+9 are the forecasts.
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4.4 Discussion

The DA+NN framework has been applied successfully producing fast DA and forecasts.

The addition of a forecast step to the methodology in Chapter 3 is the logical next step

as the fast framework allow us to initialise the free-running forecasts from optimal initial

conditions. DA+NN also permits the input of new information via DA and does not

require that the initial ensemble of the EnKF is produced from a specific day of the

reduced-space model solution. An advantage is that an ensemble can be created from

any day using the climatology of the reduced-space model solution. The reduced-space

model solution provides the climatology of the region and also serves as the input to train

the NN for predicting the next time-step.

Including fewer variables in the model provide a better DA result. We would expect that

this targeted framework would perform better with fewer variables being included and

assimilated. In the HT experiment only SSH and SST are included and assimilated and

thus a higher skill score and correlation could be achieved, compared to HTc and ALL

experiments. During the HTc experiment, SSH and SST are assimilated but U and V

are not, yielding slightly worse forecasts and analysis of SSH and SST than during the

HT experiment. When U and V are assimilated too during the ALL experiment, the

performance of SSH and SST forecasts decreases. But this also increases the SS, RMSE

and correlations of U and V.

The skill score is favourable to DA+NN compared to full physics models such as those

produced by UKMO. In the three experiments, the mean of the skill score ensemble

spread is positive meaning that the spatial RMSE of the analysis and the subsequent

forecasts are lower than the ones produced by UKMO reanalysis and forecasts. The

majority of these ensemble spreads (Fig. 4.2 and 4.3) present a decreasing trend in time,

with the 6-day forecast presenting the lower skill score. While, the U and V forecasts

of the HTc experiment, where the skill score increases with time. The increase with
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time can be due to the NN trying to go back to the dynamics it has learned from the

principal components of the ROMS model solution. Nonetheless, it is expected that the

NN increases the RMSE over time as errors propagate to produced forecasts with no other

external constraint input (Bishop 2006). The error created with the 1-day forecast is then

propagated into the prediction of the 2-day forecast, and subsequently until producing

the 6-day forecast. While the spread crosses the zero-reference line, even starting with the

analysis at Day+0, the mean of these spreads only presents a negative skill score after the

4-day forecast of SST during the Winter. This outcome is a favourable result for DA+NN

as it is only trained and tested with information from 2001 to 2010. The DA updates

the system but the forecasts are based on the NN trained in the aforementioned period.

The NN can produce skilful forecasts from new initial conditions that can comfortably be

outside the 2001-2010 training period, making it useful. The spatial correlation coefficient

spread has higher values with a decreasing trend in time. These findings go substantially

beyond those of Patil & Deo (2017), Lins et al. (2013), Garcia-Gorriz & Garcia-Sanchez

(2007) since we present spatial information rather than local point-wise time series using

NNs. The decreasing trend can also be explained by the recursion of the NN at the time

of producing the forecasts. Because there are no external inputs it might mean that the

NN has no physical constraints and its behaviour comes from what it has learned from

the ROMS model solution.

DA+NN captures the main features of the NBC region. Summer and Winter in the NBC

are very distinct. During Summer, warm waters of the strong retroflective current from

the NBC lead into the NECC. During Winter, this current weakens and produces the

NBC rings and this process is captured by DA+NN during the analysis. An optimal set

of initial conditions is necessary for the NN to produce accurate forecasts. In Summer

(Fig. 4.4) it reproduces the sea surface height of the region, considering the AVISO

dataset as the truth, with a raised sea surface around the retroflection of the NBC. The

same is observed in Summer SST (Fig. 4.5), but in some coastal areas it increases the

temperature with time. The response might be due to the NN not being able to learn
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how to resolve these areas in the reduced-space. During Winter (Fig. 4.6 and 4.7), the

NBC ring is perfectly captured by DA+NN, which advects north-westward and starts

dissipating in the Lesser Antilles. This subtle feature is learned by the NN and it is

able to reproduce these results even with a new initialisation outside the training data.

Thus, it is important for the NN not to be over-fitted. The Winter SST has a larger

patch of warm water closer to the one depicted by the UKMO forecast, but the eddies

of the NBC are present in all three datasets. Problematic areas include the mouth of

the Amazon River and coastal areas. The analysis cannot capture the high variability of

the observations in this area. This issue was discussed in Chapter 3, where an over-fit

to the observations was assessed. The over-fit was obtained by solving a least squares

problem. The over-fitted solution did not manage to capture the high variability of the

Amazon River mouth. The regression was used as a benchmark for the DA solution

and it struggles resolving this area too. The poor resolution might be due to the high

uncertainty of the satellite gridded observations of altimetry around coastal areas and

specifically in the outlet of the Amazon River. The same problem can be observed for

SST, but this data set includes an L4 processing, which includes in-situ measurements

and has a higher resolution.

The persistence experiment yields high spatial correlations. However, persistence has

obvious limitations for faster dynamical systems. For example, if the analysis starts with

a noticeable NBC ring commencing to dissipate into the Lesser Antilles, the persistence

of the observations will not predict where these eddies will be. Although, the time scale

of these eddies is much longer than 6 to 9 days and this might be why the persistence

of the observations has a better skill score against DA+NN. We would expect DA+NN

to outperform the persistence since it tries to replicate the dynamics of the region, but

as shown before in Phillipson & Toumi (2018), it is hard for even the current generation

of ocean models to beat persistence in this timescale. There is a skill crossover time

for certain variables, but this happens after 5 days. In general, the forecasts created

by DA+NN do not diverge greatly from their respective validation datasets and are
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mostly superior to the forecast of the current UKMO system and thus very likely to

other operational systems too.

More work needs to be done to improve the forecasting of the surface currents and needs

to be tackled in future research. A better forecasting may be achieved by using new

architectures of deep NNs like recurrent NN, specifically a Long Short-Term Memory

(LSTM) network, which is able to find deeper dependences of time-steps with previous

ones within a time-series. This Chapter included the assessment of 6-day forecast against

UKMO and 9-day forecasts against persistence. Nonetheless, the timescale of the eddies

is approximately 100 days. This issue can be resolved by training the NN with weekly

or monthly information in order to make a forecast with longer timescales, as it can be

very difficult for daily forecasts to have any real skill after a 100-day forecast.

4.5 Conclusion

DA+NN is a fast reduced-space framework that yields a similar performance to an oper-

ational ocean forecast product, UKMO. The DA+NN framework performs fast DA and

forecasts when given new information through the EnKF. During the forecast, the NN

is able to learn the main features of the region like the NBC rings and their direction of

advection but also learns subtle features like the dissipation of these rings in the Lesser

Antilles. Generally, DA+NN has a positive skill score, compared to UKMO. However,

this skill score decreases with time and it is expected as the errors propagate. The

degradation happens with the persistence of the observations.

The framework can be applied to any region or full model with enough information to

train the NN. The experiments in this Chapter are a successful attempt to apply this

methodology to open ocean where prediction of ocean variables are necessary.
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Forecasting surface ocean currents

with external wind data

5.1 Introduction

An accurate short-term forecast of surface currents can improve search and rescue mis-

sions, responses to oil spills and marine operations in general (Frolov et al. 2012). Studies

towards a better estimation of surface currents include the use of primitive equations mod-

els (Shulman & Paduan 2009), tidal harmonics (Egbert et al. 2010, Treguier et al. 2017)

and High Frequency (HF) radars (Gurgel et al. 1999, Paduan & Shulman 2004). HF

radars measure the surface currents directly up to 200 km off-shore from coastal areas

(Barrick 1977). While these are hindcasts, it is important to predict future surface cur-

rents in order to be applied to emergency situations. In order to improve the forecasts,

previous studies have used the DA of HF radar (Marmain et al. 2014) or satellite surface

velocities (Phillipson & Toumi 2017) and empirical models for short-range forecast of sur-

face currents (Röhrs et al. 2012, Frolov et al. 2012). As mentioned in previous chapters,

our framework is based on Frolov et al. (2009), and Frolov et al. (2012) is an extension of

their previous work. There are several important differences between our framework and

98
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Frolov et al. (2012). While Frolov et al. (2012) uses historical information of HF radar in

the Monterey Bay, we used a 10-year ROMS run of a regional ocean model of the NBC

and we cover a larger area of study. Initially, Frolov et al. (2009) uses an NN to make

a short-range forecast and Frolov et al. (2012) replaced this with a linear autoregres-

sive model that includes predicted wind stress from a regional atmospheric model. Our

framework still includes a NN to make the short-term forecast. Finally, our framework

includes DA while Frolov et al. (2012) does not.

In Chapter 4 we set up the UV experiment as a benchmark of an optimal data assimi-

lated system of surface currents, where no additional ocean variables were included. In

this chapter we added wind data as forcing and as a physical constraint for the surface

currents. The methodology used in this Chapter is based on the one described in Chapter

3 and 4. Making use of the skill score (eq. (4.3)) we compare the results of our framework

forced with winds against UKMO and also against the experiments without winds.

5.1.1 Wind regime in the Tropical Atlantic

The surface circulation is strongly forced by the transfer of momentum from atmospheric

winds across the air-sea interface (Williams & Follows 2011, Josey et al. 2002). The

surface winds have a strong seasonal cycle where the contrast in temperature between

the pole and the equator is greater in Winter and this leads to a stronger eastward flow in

the atmosphere (Josey et al. 2002). Thus, this seasonal strengthening of the winds results

in stronger surface stress to the ocean during Winter rather than in Summer (Williams &

Follows 2011). In the NBC region there is a characteristic pattern of easterly Trade winds,

present at the tropics. The Inter Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) largely determines

the climate and meteorology of the NBC region. The seasonal migration of the ITCZ

fluctuates between 15°S to 5°N in boreal Winter and boreal Summer, respectively. Thus

due to the extent of our region, we expect the ITCZ to have a bigger influence during July

rather than during January. The NBC has large annual variations due to the seasonality
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of the Trade winds (Newinger 2015).

5.2 Methods and data

5.2.1 Neural network with external wind forcing

Unlike previous chapters, here we introduce a new type of NN: A feed-forward NN, similar

to the ones previously used, that accepts external input data along with the information

from the PC time series of the full-space system. The external input of data in this case

is surface wind from the CFSR reanalysis. The schematic diagram of these NNs is shown

in Fig. 5.1. We preprocessed the external wind data before inputting them into the

networks. The preprocessing consists of an EOF analysis on the wind data. The wind

data correspond to the u- and v-directions of the winds 10m above the sea level surface.

The external wind data is used in two ways:

• To train the NN. We use the PC of the winds dataset from 2001 to 2010.

• During the DA using the EnKF. Here, we used the re-analysis winds data as an

external forcing during the short-range forecast necessary within the EnKF. Because

the DA occurs outside the 2001-2010 period, the external inputs of wind come from

data of 2015 and 2016. These inputs were not included during the NNs training.

• During the forecast after the DA. Here, we used data from 2015 and 2016 as well,

but it is fed into the system while it creates the free-running forecasts.

5.2.2 Wind data

The wind data was obtained from CFSR reanalysis (Saha et al. 2010). We decided to

use CFSR winds as our ROMS model is originally forced with CFSR data. The CFSR
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Figure 5.1: Schematic representation of the NN with external input. The external in-
put (red square) are the principal components of the 10 m winds (u and v-direction
components), while the input and output (white) are the principal components of the
total surface currents at time-step t and t + 1, respectively. The hidden nodes have a
logarithmic sigmoid as activation function and the output layer has a linear regression.

is a third generation, global, and high-resolution reanalysis product. It is a coupled

atmosphere-ocean-land surface-sea ice system designed to provide the best estimate of

the state of coupled domains. The CFSR global atmosphere resolution is ∼ 38 km (T382)

with 64 levels. The global ocean is 0.25 at the equator, extending to a global 0.5°beyond

the tropics, with 40 levels. The global land surface model has 4 soil levels and the global

sea ice model has 3 levels. With these variable parameters, the analysed state will include

estimates of changes in the Earth system climate due to changes in aerosols and other

trace gases. We used the CFSR magnitude of the u-direction and v-direction surface

winds (10 m above sea surface) as an external input for the DA and forecast of surface

ocean currents.

In order to prepare the wind data, we interpolated it to the same ROMS grid and added

the same landmask that the ROMS model solution uses. The interpolation and land

masking of data allow us to eliminate strong dependencies from the wind data over the

land and therefore the PCs are only related to wind data over the ocean. By doing this,

most of the variance explained by the PCs will not come from the wind over the land,
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but rather just from the wind over the ocean and therefore affect the surface currents.

5.2.3 Ekman currents

We used Ekman currents to assess the performance of DA+NN. Since Ekman currents

depend strongly on wind, these currents along with the geostrophic currents, give us an

indication of the contribution of wind on the total currents of the NBC region. The

observed Ekman currents are obtained from the Globcurrent dataset and a further de-

scription on how they are obtained can be found in Rio et al. (2014a). The Ekman

currents uses reanalysis winds from ERA-Interim and a parameterised empirical model

at the surface and 15 m depth that depends on latitude, longitude and month (Rio et al.

2014a). The dataset corresponds to version 3 of Globcurrent, is 3-hourly and it is valid

at the surface with a 0.25-degree resolution.

5.2.4 Data assimilation setup

Again, we chose the EnKF as the DA system. We only assimilate U and V data, while

the wind data is used as external forcing. The setup of the DA includes:

• a multiplicative inflation (α) of 3.

• Number of ensembles: 200.

• Measurement error of the observations for U and V: 0.1 m s-1.

The wind data is not perturbed and it remains the same for each ensemble. We expect

that this external forcing increases the growth of the spread during the short-range fore-

cast step within the EnKF, on top of the artificial spread growth given by the dynamics

learned by the NNs.
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5.2.5 Experiments

We performed two DA and forecast experiments: for July 2015 and January 2016. The

NN uses winds data as external input for both months as aforementioned. The experiment

will be referred to as UV-winds. The UV experiment from Chapter 4 will be referred to as

UV-no-winds. We use data from July 2015 and January 2016 because we have available

operational forecast datasets from UKMO during those months providing a benchmark

for the performance of our framework. The skill score metric used in Chapter 4 is used

again as a metric against the performance of the UKMO product.

5.2.6 Validation

The validation of the analysis days and their respective forecast will be against the u and

v-directions of the total currents from the Globcurrent dataset. The experiment UV-no-

winds from Chapter 4 is used as a benchmark for the performance of the framework using

winds for training, DA and forecast.

5.3 Results

5.3.1 Dimension reduction using EOFs

Figure 5.2 shows the first three EOFs and the first three PCs (PC1, PC2, and PC3) time

series of U and V from the ROMS model solution. These three modes explain 41.03%

of the variance. There is a decoupling between PC1 and PC2 suggesting that there is

a high-frequency variability allowing the passage of waves in the mesoscale. EOF1 and

EOF2 show that this movement occurs in the NW-SE axis and also suggest that the main

features within the region are the NBC rings.
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(a) PC1: 16.92%

(b) PC2: 16.39%

(c) PC3: 7.72%

Figure 5.2: Time series of the Principal Components (PC) and their respective EOFs of
U and V of the ROMS model solution from 2001 to 2010. From top to bottom: first,
second and third principal components and modes, including the explained variance.

The EOF dimension reduction of the surface winds (Fig. 5.3) of CFSR explains 95.17%

in the first 13 modes. Therefore, we used only the first 13 PCs to train and obtain the

forecasts from the NN. Wind is dominated by seasonality dominated by the prevailing

winds. Changes in the prevailing winds with latitude can be due to the shift of the ITCZ.

5.3.2 Training of the NNs

We would expect the feed-forward NN to have similar hyperparameters as in Chapter 2

during the UV-no-wind experiment, but since the winds data are also used as an input it

is necessary to modify these. For the UV-wind experiment, the exhaustive search (10000

combinations) of the hyperparameters of the NN suggests using ADAM (Kingma & Ba

2014) as the training method, a single hidden layer with 356 hidden nodes, a learning
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(a) PC1: 58.67%

(b) PC2: 12.62%

(c) PC3: 7.24%

Figure 5.3: Time series of the Principal Components (PC) and their respective EOFs of
u and v-direction of the surface winds from 2001 to 2010. From top to bottom: first,
second and third principal components and modes, including the explained variance.

rate of 0.000145, and a logarithmic sigmoid function (logsig) activation function in the

hidden nodes.

The speed of training these two NNs was 22 hours for the feed-forward NN. The training

uses one node of 12 cores of Intel Xeon (at 2.4 GHz) processors.

5.3.3 Skill scores

Figure 5.4 shows the time series of the ensemble spread of the analysis (Day+0) and

1 to 6-day forecasts (Day+1 to Day+6) of U and V. The shaded area shows the 95%

interquantile range that includes the 31 days of assimilation for each month. In general,

the spread of the persistence of the Globcurrent observations outperforms the forecasts
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(a) UV-wind July 2015 U (b) UV-wind January 2016 U

(c) UV-wind July 2015 V (d) UV-wind January 2016 V

Figure 5.4: Time series of the ensemble spread of forecasts for U and V with external
wind forcing. First column: July 2015; second column: January 2016. Shaded areas
represent the 95% interquantile range. On each column, Left-hand side: Ensemble
spread of the skill score of DA+NN forecasts (blue); and persistence of the observations
from Day+0 (red). Solid lines are the ensemble means. Right hand side: ensemble
spread of RMSE (green, left axis) and correlation coefficients (yellow, right axis). Lines
represent the ensemble means. DA+NN (solid line); UKMO (dash line); observations
persistence (dash point line). Day+0 is the day of the analysis, while Day+1 to +6 are
the forecasts. The original spread includes the 31 days of sequential assimilation.

of our framework. Our framework presents a mostly positive skill score against UKMO,

where the mean of the spread does not cross the zero-reference line. The earliest that the

mean of the spread is outperformed by UKMO is at Day+4 of the forecast of V during

January 2016, and Day+5 of the forecast of V during July 2015. The benchmark for

these skill scores is the UV-wind experiment in Chapter 4 (Fig. 4.3). Both experiments

present very similar performance on a spatial average for the SS, RMSE and correlation

coefficient.

Figure 5.5 and 5.6 show the spatial maps of the total currents including the DA day (July

17th, 2015 and January 17th, 2016) (Day+0), 3-day forecast (Day+3), and 6-day forecast

(Day+6). The observations are the total currents from Globcurrent. It also presents a
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snapshot of the 7-day span average of the near surface winds from CFSR. Globcurrent

and CFSR are not forecasts but rather the observations at specific days. The third row

includes the results of the experiment without winds from the previous chapter, including

analysis and forecasts. The snapshot of July 17th, 2015 and its respective forecasts was

chosen because it clearly shows the retroflection of the NBC into the NECC across the

four datasets. Day+0 between UV-winds and UV-no-winds present differences in the

mesoscale that propagate too into their respective forecasts. We chose January 17th,

2016 as it shows a clear NBC and the weakening of the retroflection of the NBC into the

NECC. These features can be observed in all four datasets. The analysis day between

UV-winds and UV-no-winds is very similar and there are only a few spatial changes in

the mesoscale during their forecasts.

The Ekman and geostrophicity ratio of the surface currents in the NBC region are sum-

marised in Table 5.1. The geostrophicity ratio is calculated using eq. (3.4) and the

Ekman ratio is obtained as:

EkR =
RMSEkman
RMStotal

(5.1)

where RMSEkman is the root mean square of the Ekman and total currents using eq.

(3.3). Here, we present the mean of the time series of EkR during July 2015 and January

2016 using Globcurrent. To show how these ratios are preserved by UV-wind and Uv-no-

wind, we also include the ratios of the Ekman currents against the total currents obtained

by the analysis. The spatial representation of the ratio between Ekman and total surface

currents from the Globcurrent dataset is represented is shown in Fig. 5.7. As shown, this

is not a domain dominated by Ekman transport, as the total currents depend greatly on

the geostrophic currents.

The spatial representation of the average skill score of UV-no-winds and UV-winds is
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Table 5.1: Mean of the Ekman ratio using the total surface currents of Globcurrent, and
the experiments with and without winds. For the latter, this is the mean of the day of
the analysis.

July 2015 January 2016
Globcurrent 0.29 ± 0.05 0.22 ± 0.07
UV-winds 0.37 ± 0.07 0.30 ± 0.09
UV-no-winds 0.39 ± 0.08 0.31 ± 0.09

depicted in Fig. 5.8 and is calculated as:

SSDay+i =
1

m

m∑
(1− RMSEwinds

RMSEnowinds
)Day+i, i = 0, · · · , 6 (5.2)

where SSDay+i is the average skill score per grid point at Day+i, and m are the 31 days

of July 2015 and January 2016. The average is the mean of each of the sets of 31 days

of Day+0, Day+1, Day+3, and Day+6. Positive values means that the experiment with

winds has a higher skill score, while negative values mean that the experiment without

winds has a higher skill score. The figure shows the average skill score of the magnitude

of the currents. At Day+0, there is a similarly distributed average spatial skill score

between UV-winds and UV-no-winds. In July 2015, there is a higher skill score by UV-

no-winds in the Northeast that turns into a higher skill score by UV-winds promptly

after only one-day forecast and it is maintained until Day+6. In January 2016, there is

no distinguishable skill score between the two experiments and this is only visible from

Day+1 onwards. The area near the Lesser Antilles is mainly dominated by a higher skill

score by UV-no-winds. The latter is also more skillful around the area comprising the

NBC ring but this changes in Day+3 and Day+6 where UV-winds turns out to have

more skill. In all cases, none of the experiments are noticeable more skillful around the

Amazon River mouth.



5.3. Results 109

(a) Globcurrent Day+0 (b) Globcurrent Day+3 (c) Globcurrent Day+6

(d) UV-wind Day+0 (e) UV-wind Day+3 (f) UV-wind Day+6

(g) UV-no-wind Day+0 (h) UV-no-wind Day+3 (i) UV-no-wind Day+6

(j) UKMO Day+0 (k) UKMO Day+3 (l) UKMO Day+6

(m) Wind at 10 m Day+0 (n) Wind at 10 m Day+3 (o) Wind at 10 m Day+6

Figure 5.5: Total surface currents forecast after the DA of July 17th, 2015. Day+0 is
the day of assimilation, while Day+3 and Day+6 correspond to the 3-day and 6-day
forecast from July 17th, 2015. Rows, from top to bottom, present the Globcurrent (0.25-
degree resolution) observational data, the DA+NN framework forecasts of the UV-wind
experiment, the DA+NN framework forecasts of the UV-no-wind experiment, forecasts
of UKMO and winds. The latter represents July 17th, 20th and 23th, 2015
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(a) Globcurrent Day+0 (b) Globcurrent Day+3 (c) Globcurrent Day+6

(d) UV-wind Day+0 (e) UV-wind Day+3 (f) UV-wind Day+6

(g) UV-no-wind Day+0 (h) UV-no-wind Day+3 (i) UV-no-wind Day+6

(j) UKMO Day+0 (k) UKMO Day+3 (l) UKMO Day+6

(m) Wind at 10 m Day+0 (n) Wind at 10 m Day+3 (o) Wind at 10 m Day+6

Figure 5.6: Total surface currents forecast after the DA of January 17th, 2016, Day+0
is the day of assimilation, while Day+3 and Day+6 correspond to the 3-day and 6-day
forecast from January 17th, 2016. Rows, from top to bottom, present the Globcur-
rent (0.25-degree resolution) observational data, the DA+NN framework forecasts of the
UV-wind experiment, the DA+NN framework forecasts of the UV-no-wind experiment,
forecasts of UKMO and winds. The latter represents January 17th, 20th and 23th, 2016
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(a) Ekman to total currents ratio (EkR) July 2015

(b) Ekman to total currents ratio (EkR) January 2016

Figure 5.7: Spatial Ekman to total currents ratio (EkR) over the NBC. Including Day+0,
+1, +3, and +6. The ratio between the Globcurrent datasets. Ratio > 1 means that
the Ekman currents have a bigger contribution, while ≥ 0 and < 1 means that the major
contribution come from the total currents dominated by geostrophic currents.
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(a) Average spatial skill score during July 2015

(b) Average spatial skill score during January 2016

Figure 5.8: 31-day average spatial skill score. Average of all the analyses, and 1, 3, and
6-day forecasts. Positive values indicate that the UV-wind experiment has a higher skill
score than the UV-no-wind experiment and vice versa.
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5.4 Discussion

The forecasts that we obtained from UV-winds were compared to the UKMO forecasts

and while UV-winds does not perform better than UV-no-winds, on average, these do

perform better than those of UKMO. This performance is mostly valid until a 4-day

forecast, where the mean of the spread has less skill than UKMO.

The prevailing currents are the geostrophic currents. The total surface currents from

Globcurrent are the sum of Ekman and geostrophic currents, but it is clear that the

dominant currents in the NBC region are the geostrophic currents as shown in the snap-

shot in Fig. 5.7. The NBC is located in the equator and while the ITCZ converges within

the study area there is also a strong geostrophic component in the currents. The first

two EOF fields of U and V show that there is a steady advection of the surface currents

throughout the 10-year ROMS model solution, and this can be mostly due to the strong

geostrophic currents in the region and the NBC rings. The third EOF field can be related

to the seasonal patterns of the surface currents.

There is a successful application of the NN with external input. The NN is harder

to train since the external input makes it more difficult to find the minimum of the

cost function. Therefore, it was necessary to preprocess the surface winds data since

this dataset contained also information over the landmass. The continental winds were

clearly slower than those over the open ocean. By masking this data, we introduce less

variation and we also get rid of data that either would not improve the forecast and does

not act directly over the surface currents. Because of the external input, it was necessary

to apply a logarithmic sigmoid activation function. The logarithmic sigmoid training

function allowed us to accelerate the training of the NN and also permits the training to

not be trapped in high local minima due to the high values of the Principal Components

of the surface winds. Nonetheless, it was not necessary to retain more than 13 principal

components of the surface winds as this explains more than 95% of the variance. We



114 Chapter 5. Forecasting surface ocean currents with external wind data

would expect the wind forcing within the short-range forecast in the EnKF to increase

the grow of the spread, so the background covariance does not degrade and decouples

from the truth. The forecast of the experiment with winds are obtained using the forecast

of the previous day and we would also expect these to increases the error from prediction

to prediction. However, by adding the wind forcing this gives a physical constraint that

does not greatly degrade the performance when compared to the experiment without

winds and it does improve it in some areas. While the NN with external forcing can be

harder to train, it is not hard to implement and it is encouraging to see that generally

does not degrade the performance of our framework.

The spatial skill score gives us an indication as to where the wind forcing is adding skill

to the forecast. During July 2015, the main feature of the region is the retroflection of the

NBC in the western part of the region. It seems that on average the experiment with wind

forcing help the surface currents in the loop of the retroflection to be better predicted and

closer to the Globcurrent observations. Even though the retroflection is geostrophic, this

might be a non-linear response of the NN and the wind forcing. Along the coastline, the

experiment without wind have either the same or a higher skill score than the experiment

with winds, and could be due to the lower wind regime on the coast during July. During

January, there is a spatial skill score close to 0 during the analysis day. Since the short-

range forecast within the EnKF uses the wind forcing, we would expect that the influence

of the winds would be reflected in the day of the DA. However, in this case it seems that

the wind forcing only helps the spread of the background ensemble to grow. Nonetheless,

the growth of the spread using the wind forcing does not improve the DA greatly since

the experiment without winds seems to yield very similar results. Like aforementioned,

it does make localised improvements during July 2015. In average, using wind forcing is

as good as not utilising them to force the system and does not decrease the performance

of the DA or forecasts greatly.

The findings of this study can be compared to the ones found by Frolov et al. (2012).
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Nonetheless, their framework is based on HF radars and a relatively small study area in

the Monterey Bay (up to 200 km offshore). Thus, our study goes beyond as it is applied

in the open ocean of a larger region as the NBC. They have also found that when the

wind forecast is not available, their model degrades slightly when compared to drifter

trajectories. As seen in this study, the wind forcing only makes localised improvements.

Unfortunately, we did not find any drifters passing through this region during July 2015

or January 2016 and thus a comparison of their trajectories to our predicted trajectories

would not be possible. Lack of drifter data can be a limitation and it can be solved by

assessing a different period of time where several drifters pass through this region. The

selection of July 2015 and January 2016 is to show how our DA and forecasts compared

to UKMO. We consider our wind forcing to be perfect winds from the reanalysis rather

than the actual forecasted surface winds from CFSR.

While there is a localised improvement over the Ekman currents it would clearer if the

framework is applied on a high-wind mid-latitude regional ocean model or against a

drifter-rich observation period.

5.4.1 Wind stress curl

While Richardson et al. (1994) suggests that weak eddies might be generated in the ocean

interior by instability of the near equatorial currents driven by wind, as future work we

should consider the application of the wind stress curl rather than the surface winds.

Some previous studies (Philander & Pacanowski 1986) have mentioned that the NBC

is influenced by the wind stress curl across the interior of the basin. And while it has

been reported that at midlatitudes, the response of western boundary currents to annual

changes in the wind stress curl is small (Lee et al. 1996), this is not true for low latitudes.

Johns et al. (1998) and (Philander & Pacanowski 1980) explain that there is a lagged

response of the currents to the interior wind stress curl and this influences the seasonality

of the NBC. Remote wind forcing is overpowered by the thermohaline flow by the NBC
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(Johns et al. 1998). Considering additional EOFs does not guarantee that the wind stress

curl is included, and is not certain how many EOFs would have to be considered before

the wind stress curl is well represented.

The fact that the wind stress curl is more important than the surface winds or the wind

stress means that ideally this framework should include the wind stress curl as an input

to train the NN, perform the DA, and produce the forecasts. Despite the influence of

the wind stress curl in the seasonality of the NBC, Johns et al. (1998) also reports a

rapid impact and no appreciable lag between the interior wind stress curl and the NBC

currents during early summer. Thus, we could expect a better response of the wind stress

curl forcing during the July 2015 experiments. During the January 2016 experiment, the

forecasts might not benefit from the wind stress curl forcing if the lagged response is in

a longer timescale than a reasonable 10-day forecast.

5.5 Conclusion

We have studied how an external forcing of winds in our framework can improve the

forecast of surface currents. The results of this new experiment were compared to a

previous experiment without winds, using the latter as a benchmark. In general, we only

found small localised improvements in the skill score against the benchmark experiment,

but these are more clear during the forecasts rather than during the DA. The small

improvement of using wind forcing can be due to the application of this framework over an

equatorial region like the NBC that is mostly dominated by geostrophic currents and not

Ekman currents, which are driven by wind. Because of this targeted framework, it is not

necessary to include any other variables rather than the surface currents. Further work

can include the use of this framework over high-wind mid-latitude ocean regions where

Ekman currents are more dominant and therefore we should not discard it completely.
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Conclusion

6.1 Summary of key findings

A framework of fast data assimilation (based on Frolov et al. (2009)) and fast forecasting

of ocean variables have been applied on a reduced-space regional ocean model of the North

Brazil current. This model is based on a 10-year (2001-2010) Regional Ocean Modelling

system simulation and includes different combinations of SSH, SST, and U and V. The

reduction of dimensions of the ROMS model solution was obtained via an EOF analysis.

The analysis divides the model into time series of PCs and EOF fields. The time series

of the PCs are used to train an artificial neural network, NN, to emulate the physics of

the original full-space ROMS model solution. The NN is used inside the EnKF that we

use as a data assimilation scheme. Inside the EnKF there is a short-term forecast that

in this study is obtained using a NN rather than using a supercomputer to perform an

additional run in ROMS. In general, the framework runs on a single core processor and is

three to four orders of magnitude faster than other full-space data assimilation schemes.

The framework was successfully applied for the first time in a large area of the open

ocean.

117
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In Chapter 3, we studied the data assimilation performance of this framework. The

first application of the fast data assimilation used the first 9 years of the ROMS model

solution, and uses the final year, 2010, as a validation year. While our model includes

SSH, SST, U and V only SSH and SST were assimilated. As a benchmark we performed

two extra experiments: an overfit to observations using a least squares solution, and

another where the short-term forecast by the NN was replaced by persistence. The LS

solution represents an overfit to the assimilated data but does not translate well into the

variables not assimilated like U and V. The persistence experiment does not increase the

spread of the ensembles and yields a poor performance data assimilation using the EnKF.

Our framework outperforms both of these experiments giving value to the use of the NN

as a forecasting system, and maintains the geostrophicity ratio between geostrophic and

total currents while the least squares solution does not. Another benchmark is the original

ROMS model solution for the year 2010. Here, our framework beats the ROMS average

spatial RMSE of SSH, SST, U and V against validation datasets by 41, 49, 13, and

15%, respectively. These assimilation errors are similar to state-of-the-art physical model

analysis at orders of magnitude lower in the computational cost.

Forecasting of the ocean variables was added in Chapter 4. Additionally to performing

data assimilation we forecast the ocean variables included in our system. Here, we per-

formed four different experiments using different combinations of ocean variables that are

included in the system and variables that are assimilated, but always being limited to

SSH, SST, U and V. For this, we trained specific neural networks for each case. After

the data assimilation, we performed a 1 to 6-day forecasts and compared those to an

operational product, UKMO. UKMO provided us with archived forecasts from July 2015

and January 2016 and therefore our analysis is limited to these months. We used 10 years

of the ROMS model solution to train the specific NNs. Our framework generally outper-

forms the skill score and correlation coefficient of the UKMO forecasts. When compared

to the persistence of the observations, only our forecasted SSH beats persistence after a

6-day forecast in both July and January. Using different combinations of ocean variables
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shows that using targeted variables improve the data assimilation and forecasts, rather

than using any additional variables which are surplus.

A further study of the regional ocean surface currents was performed in Chapter 5. Using

the experiment of assimilating surface currents from the previous chapter as a benchmark,

we added an additional physical forcing from 10 m winds in order to improve the surface

currents forecasts. For this we introduce a modified NN that includes external input of

surface winds data. Comparing average spatial RMSE, correlation coefficient and skill

score there is no clear improvement if we used an external wind forcing compared to

the experiment without winds. The NBC region is highly dominated by geostrophic

currents, and the influence of winds over the Ekman currents do not show a noticeable

improvement during the forecasts of the total surface currents. The geostrophic currents

can be obtained directly from SSH and since these are a large component of the total

currents in this region, a way to improve the forecast of surface currents here is just

assimilate and forecast SSH. SSH proved to yield very high skill score compared to UKMO

and it is the only variable that outperforms the persistence of the observations within 9

days of forecasts as seen in Chapter 4.

This fast framework takes between ∼ 20 to 60 seconds per assimilation day. The speed

depends on the number of assimilated variables and the number of assimilated observa-

tions. Once the data assimilation is performed, the forecasts can be obtained in a matter

of seconds and this will depend on how long we want our forecasts to be. It takes ∼ 300

seconds to perform the dimension reduction of the ROMS model solution and up to ∼

50 hours to train and find the optimal hyperparameters of the different neural networks

used throughout this study. Since the dimension reduction and the NN training needs to

be performed only once, this framework greatly depends on the data assimilation step.

Because of this, the framework can be used in emergency situations like oil spills and

search and rescue missions where a fast prediction of ocean variables is needed. If there

is further model or training data a brand new reduced model can also be rapidly created.



120 Chapter 6. Conclusion

6.2 Future work

There are three clear improvements than can be applied to this framework. While we

chose the NBC region because it is an eddy-rich area, this is a relatively low-wind equa-

torial region and works as a proof of concept. Nonetheless, it would be necessary to test

the framework in another regional ocean, maybe a high-wind mid latitude system where

the surface currents are not strongly dominated by geostrophic currents and in that way

the wind forcing can help to improve the surface currents forecast. Also, this framework

is not limited to the ocean variables used throughout this study or to a specific ocean

model. Here we used a run of ROMS but other operational models like HYCOM or

UKMO can be used to obtain the reduced model and train the NN.

The NN can be improved with more recent architectures. Recently, there has been

a significant increase of the use of neural networks and deep learning in classification

and, more importantly to us, in time series forecasting. The use of Long Short-Term

Memory networks can improve the extraction of more subtle features from the Principal

Components and because of their memory it can learn from several previous time steps

and also forget information that it is not necessary.

This framework is targeted at the surface layer, and further work would require to extend

its capabilities to deeper ocean levels. Some work on the reconstruction of the state of

deeper ocean levels based only on the state of the surface ocean variables has been done by

Wang et al. (2013). The approach could be useful as it would not be necessary to extract

information of other ocean levels and include them in the data assimilation making the

process slower. Rather, the DA can be still be performed at the surface and quickly

extrapolate the deeper ocean states from the new surface state.

Finally, development towards a real-time application of this novel framework in an ocean

emergency situation would be highly valuable.
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