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Ocean currents that connect subtropical and subarctic gyres in the North
Pacific Ocean, and the formation of the Transitional Domain

Humio Mitsudera', Hatsumi Nishikawa’ and Takuro Matsuta'"

A boundary region between the subtropical gyre and subarctic gyre in the North Pacific exists around 40°N
eastward from Hokkaido. The region is called the Transitional Domain. There, the Kuroshio origin water and
Oyashio origin water are mixed and form a unique water. Recently, quasi-stationary surface currents that carry the
Kuroshio water into the Transition Domain were discovered. The surface currents flow along ocean bottom rises of
a height of ~500 m, despite the bottom depth there exceeds 6000 m. In this article, we explain the mechanism of the
formation of the quasi-stationary currents and describe the results from Lagrangean analyses to elucidate roles of
these currents for the formation of the Transitional Domain, including observations using in-situ drifters as well as
the particle tracking using current information retrieved from satellite altimeters.
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Figure 1: Surface currents (vectors are drawn for those that exceed
0.1m/s) and schematic plots of the front positions. Orange arrows
denote the Isoguchi’s J1 and J2, a green arrow denotes the Oyashio,
and the blue lines denote the Subarctic Front and Subarctic Boundary.

Background shade represents bottom topography. Modified from
Nishikawa et al. (2021).
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Figure 2: Surface currents (arrows) and bottom topography (color
shade with emphasis of topography between 5000m and 6000m). Red
arrows are drawn for currents that exceed 0.1m/s
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Figure 3: Surface currents (arrows) and surface layer thickness between the surface and a depth of 1027.2 kg/m’
isopycnal (color shade). Black contours and blue contours denote the propagation paths of the baroclinic Rossby
waves. Yellow dot denotes a region where the baroclinic Rossby waves from high latitudes and those from mid latitude
encounter. Isoguchi jet J1 forms around this region. Modified from Mitsudera et al. (2018).
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Figure 4: Observation by surface drifter. (Left) Buoy arrangement, (center) buoy view, (right) observation snap shots.
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Figure 5: A trajectory of a buoy deployed from the J1. The buoy
was deployed at the blue circle. Red circle denotes the end point of
the buoy observation. Orange arrow represents a schematic path of
J1. Background shade denotes bottom topography. Modified from
Nishikawa et al .(2021).
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Figure 6: Result from a backtracking analysis. (a) Probability of
passing particles in a grid of 0.25° evaluated by [number of particles
passing a grid/total number of particles deployed from the black line
along 42°N -45°N, 165°E in the transition domain]. The “number of
particles passing a grid” here means that the passing of a particle is
counted only once even though the particle passes the grid multiple
times. On the black line along the 165°E, one particle is released from
every 0.25° grid on the first day of a month, so that the probability
of the passing of the each grid on the 165°E line is 1/13( = 7.7%).
(b) Probability of passing particles along 153°E denoted by a broken
line in (a). Pinkish shade around 43°N denotes a region around J1.
Modified from Nishikawa et al. (2021).
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Figure 7: (Upper) A schematic view of the surface water transport.
Wavy arrows denote that the water transport occurs because of the
time dependent behavior of the front due to eddies. Background
shade denotes bottom topography. (Lower) Water pathway from J1
to the subarctic gyre via the transition domain. Gray contours denote
bottom topography. This diagram infers that once a Kuroshio particle
was transported into the transition domain, the particle would be
transported to the subarctic gyre. Modified from Nishikawa et al.
(2021).
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Figure 8: (a) Ratio of the Kuroshio particles’ passing defined by (number of the Kuroshio particles passing each grid of 0.1°)/(total number of
particles released from each grid). A Kuroshio particle is defined by that released southward of 34°N. In this panel, ocean currents include all
frequencies of their variations such as those of mesoscale eddies, annual variations and interannual+interdecadal variations. Analysis is made from
1995 to 2020. Each particle is tracked for 360 days. Green line denotes a contour of 0.4 m of the sea surface height, which represents the Subarctic
Boundary. (b) Ratio of the Kuroshio particles’ passing caused by mesoscale eddies. (c) Ratio of the Kuroshio particles’ passing caused by annual
variations of the ocean currents. (d) Ratio of the Kuroshio particles’ passing caused by interannual+interdecadal variations of the ocean currents.
Modified from Matsuta and Mitsudera (2023)
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