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Marine heatwaves (MHWs) pose an increasing threat to the ocean’s wellbeing as global
warming progresses. Forecasting MHWs is challenging due to the various factors
that affect their occurrence, including large variability in the atmospheric state. In this
study we demonstrate a causal link between ocean heat content and the area and
intensity of MHWs in the Tasman Sea on interannual to decadal time scales. Ocean
heat content variations are more persistent than ‘weather-related’ atmospheric drivers
(e.g., blocking high pressure systems) for MHWs and thus provide better predictive skill
on timescales longer than weeks. Using data from a forced global ocean sea-ice model,
we show that ocean heat content fluctuations in the Tasman Sea are predominantly
controlled by oceanic meridional heat transport from the subtropics, which in turn is
mainly characterized by the interplay of the East Australian Current and the Tasman
Front. Variability in these currents is impacted by wind stress curl anomalies north of
this region, following Sverdrup’s and Godfrey’s ‘Island Rule’ theories. Data from models
and observations show that periods with positive upper (2000 m) ocean heat content
anomalies or rapid increases in ocean heat content are characterized by more frequent,
larger, longer and more intense MHWs on interannual to decadal timescales. Thus, the
oceanic heat content in the Tasman Sea acts as a preconditioner and has a prolonged
predictive skill compared to the atmospheric state (e.g., surface heat fluxes), making
ocean heat content a useful indicator and measure of the likelihood of MHWs.

Keywords: Tasman Sea, marine heatwaves, climate variability, East Australian Current, Tasman Front, climate
extremes, New Zealand, ocean heat content

INTRODUCTION

The Tasman Sea is a region of change, where ocean temperatures (Oliver et al., 2014; Roemmich
et al., 2015; Shears and Bowen, 2017) and sea level (Church and White, 2006; Hannah and
Bell, 2012; Fang and Zhang, 2015) are rising, exceeding global averages (0.2–0.5◦C/decade and
3–5 mm/decade respectively). The difference between air and sea surface temperatures (SST)
predominantly controls the air–sea exchange of heat and moisture, which is central to weather and
climate. As this region warms (Sutton and Bowen, 2019), it will be vulnerable to experiencing more
frequent and more intense extreme events, such as marine heatwaves (MHWs) and tropical storms
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(Kuleshov et al., 2008; Oliver et al., 2017, 2018a). Recent studies
have shown how MHWs influence the regional climate, terrestrial
temperatures, rainfall patterns and ecosystems of Australia,
New Zealand and the Pacific Islands (Johnson et al., 2011;
Swart and Fyfe, 2012; Purich et al., 2013). Warmer ocean
temperatures lead to increased air temperatures, which can hold
more water vapor and hence result in more intense rainfall
and flooding events. Furthermore, the warm SSTs fuel tropical
cyclones, set their intensity (Demaria et al., 1994) and determine
how quickly they weaken before making landfall. Around 30
ex-tropical cyclones (e.g., Cyclone Gita, February 2018) made
landfall in New Zealand in the past decade, causing severe
damage and loss of life due to high wind speeds and flooding.
These events are projected to become more intense and more
frequent in a warming climate (e.g., Kuleshov et al., 2008).
Changes in rainfall distribution and intensity are also of concern,
especially for countries with agriculture-based economies, such
as New Zealand (Herring et al., 2015).

The ocean circulation in the Tasman Sea is strongly influenced
by the energetic East Australian Current (EAC) and the Tasman
Front (TF), see Figure 1. The eastern Tasman region is less
variable and is largely quiescent. The Subtropical Front (STF)
is separating northern warm, salty subtropical waters from
southern cold, fresh subantarctic waters and crosses the south
Tasman Sea at approximately 45◦S (e.g., Sokolov and Rintoul,
2009). The EAC transports warm subtropical waters into the
Tasman Sea as part of the large-scale South Pacific gyre
circulation (e.g., Stammer, 1997; Hu et al., 2015). Volume and
heat transports of the EAC are in the order of 22.1 ± 7.5 Sv
and 1.35 ± 0.42 PW (Feng et al., 2016; Sloyan et al., 2016).
Previous studies have shown that trends and decadal changes in
coastal temperatures and salinities in the Western Tasman Sea
region are consistent with an intensification in the EAC transport
and its poleward extension in response to changes in the South
Pacific winds (Hill et al., 2008; Sloyan and O’Kane, 2015). The
EAC bifurcates between 30◦ and 32◦S to form the TF which
flows to the east (Godfrey et al., 1980; Cetina-Heredia et al.,
2014), and the EAC Extension which either continues to the
south forming mesoscale eddies that propagate into the Tasman
Sea or forms the Tasman Outflow/Tasman Leakage (thereafter
TO) (Speich et al., 2002; Ridgway and Dunn, 2007). The mean
volume transport of the TF has been found to be 7.6–8.5 Sv
(Stanton, 2010) and highly variable (Sutton and Bowen, 2014).
The fluctuations of the TF are in phase with the EAC (Hill
et al., 2011; Sloyan and O’Kane, 2015), based on hydrographic
measurements. We note that the definition of the TF differs in
the individual studies depending on the particular data used, with
Stanton (2010) and Sutton and Bowen (2014) using eastward
flows in the northern Tasman Sea, while Sloyan and O’Kane
(2015) and Hill et al. (2011) used shipping routes between
New Zealand, Fiji and Australia. In this study we use a north–
south cross section along 173◦E from New Zealand to 28◦S to
characterize the flow of the TF. The TF exits the Tasman Sea to the
east, between Norfolk Island and the North Cape of New Zealand,
to partially source the East Auckland Current (the subtropical
western boundary current northeast of New Zealand) (Stanton
et al., 1997; Stanton and Sutton, 2003).

Marine heatwaves are characterized by prolonged periods
of SST exceeding the 90th percentile of a historical baseline
period (Hobday et al., 2016). MHWs in the western Tasman Sea
region have been correlated with the variability of the EAC and
its extension (Oliver et al., 2017, 2018a), identifying the EAC
as the predominant driver of MHWs in the region. This link
encourages the exploitation of ocean models to predict heatwaves
based on oceanic states, such as heat content and currents. The
predictive skill of ocean heat content and currents is higher than
that of atmospheric variability, such as blocking high-pressure
systems (which contribute to MHWs and caused the recent
summer 2017/18 MHW (Salinger et al., 2019)). This is because
ocean heat content variability is more persistent in time than
weather patterns. Modulations in currents and heat transport
due to a changing climate will impact on the heat content
and thus the occurrence of MHWs in this region. Progress
has been made in predicting SSTs on seasonal timescales, for
winter and spring with lead times of up to 3 months (de Burgh-
Day et al., 2018), but further work is required to understand
precisely how the occurrence of MHWs will be affected by global
warming progressing.

In this paper we investigate the connections between MHWs
and meridional oceanic heat transport and content in the Tasman
Sea on interannual to decadal timescales, using data from a
forced ocean model and hydrographic measurements. The paper
is structured as follows: section 3 describes the model, the
simulation and the methodology used to compute heat content,
heat transports and MHWs and provides a model evaluation.

MODEL, METHODS, AND MODEL
EVALUATION

Model Description
We use a global sea-ice coupled model to simulate the oceanic
fields and investigate the links between oceanic heat content
and MHWs in the Tasman Sea. The model output is based
on a global forced ocean sea-ice configuration using NEMO
(Madec, 2008) and CICE (Hunke and Lipscomb, 2010) as part
of UKESM/NZESM (Williams et al., 2016). The global domain
is defined by a coarse (nominal 1◦ × 1◦ at the equator) tripolar
model grid known as eORCA1. Grid sizes in the Tasman Sea,
our target region, are around 80 km. Since the model does not
resolve oceanic mesoscale eddies, an eddy parameterization has
been used following Gent and McWilliams (1990), with an eddy
diffusivity coefficient of 2000m2/s. This configuration uses 75
vertical z-levels, with layer thickness varying between 1 m at
the surface and 200 m, and with a maximum depth of 6200 m.
Most (55) of the vertical layers are in the upper 2000 m. In
addition, a partial cell approach has been used to improve near-
bottom flows (Barnier et al., 2006). More specific model details
and description of model performance of this configuration can
be found in Storkey et al. (2018); Kuhlbrodt et al. (2018), and
Salinger et al. (2019).

The model simulation has been started from rest, with
climatological temperature and salinity values from EN4 (Good
et al., 2013). Atmospheric forcing fields from JRA-55-DO
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FIGURE 1 | Modeled mean surface speed (shading) in m/s with contour lines representing the barotropic stream-function in Sv. The area enclosed by the polygon
ABCDEA is the area of interest for this study, thereafter the Tasman Box. The horizontal boundaries are split into a Tasman North (red lines and dots, section ABC)
and Tasman South section (blue lines and dots, section CDEA). See Table 1 for coordinates. Labels EAC, TO, TF, SC, CP and CR mark the East Australian Current,
Tasman Outflow, Tasman Front, Southland Current, Campbell Plateau and Chatham Rise, respectively. The Cook Strait is the passage between New Zealand’s North
and South Island near corner point C.

version 1.3 (Tsujino et al., 2018) have been used to complete a 60-
year model hindcast from 1958 to 2018. This hindcast has already
been used to characterize the summer 2017/18 MHW in the
Tasman Sea (Salinger et al., 2019). The modeled SSTs have been
saved as daily averages, while all other oceanic fields are available
as monthly means. Since the model has been started from a
state of rest and with climatological values for temperature and
salinity, the first 12 years of the simulation have been discarded
to avoid possible spin-up effects. Therefore, time series and time
averages in the manuscript are presented from 1970 onward.
Coastal runoff has been prescribed with climatological values
(Dai and Trenberth, 2002).

Diagnostics
Marine heatwave diagnostics (i.e., MHW area and MHW
intensity) have been calculated from modeled daily SST following

TABLE 1 | Coordinates for corner points enclosing the Tasman Box (Figure 1).

Corner point Longitude Latitude

A 147◦E 28◦S

B 173◦E 28◦S

C 173◦E 42◦S

D 168◦E 46◦S

E 147◦E 46◦S

Hobday et al. (2016). Model data have been extracted along
the four boundaries (sides) of the Tasman Sea (Figure 1)
to characterize the inflows and outflows. The enclosed box,
thereafter Tasman Box, covers 147◦ to 173◦E and 46◦ to 28◦S
(Table 1), chosen to include the TF but to exclude most of
the Antarctic Circumpolar Current (ACC) and the Southland
Current (to avoid large variability in the south). We further split
the domain into a northern boundary section (Figure 1, A-B-C),
thereafter Tasman North (TN), and a southern boundary section
(Figure 1, C-D-E-A), thereafter Tasman South (TS). Changes
in the TN can be attributed to changes in subtropical water
masses, while for TS they reflect a mixture of subtropical and
subantarctic water masses (Oliver and Holbrook, 2014). Heat
content and volume/heat transports have been computed from
monthly mean model data. For heat transports and content, 0◦C
has been selected as reference temperature, and a specific heat
capacity of 4000 J/kg/◦K has been used. Potential density for the
heat content calculation is based on modeled temperature and
salinity fields. Time series have been filtered using a 23-month
Hanning filter, unless otherwise stated, to eliminate the seasonal
cycle. All correlation coefficients presented in this manuscript are
significant at a 95% confidence interval (student t-test) and have
been computed with zero time lag.

Volume and heat transports of the EAC, TF and TO have
been defined as extrema of the horizontal cumulated transports
of the upper 2500 m (2000 m for TF and 3000 m for TO) over
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the regions, shown by cyan boxes in Figure 4. The integration
starts from the coast or corner point. The TF transport is the
zonal transport between corner point B and the North Cape
of New Zealand and excludes transports through Cook Strait
(∼0.9 Sv). The Cook Strait is the passage between New Zealand’s
North and South Islands, near corner point C in Figure 1.

The modeled ocean heat content has been compared with
results from the shorter time series (2004–2018) Roemmich–
Gilson Argo climatology (Roemmich and Gilson, 2009). The
Roemmich–Gilson product consists of optimally interpolated
Argo profiles on a 1◦ × 1◦ grid of longitude and latitude and can
be downloaded from http://sio-argo.ucsd.edu/RG_Climatology.
html. The monthly Argo-derived temperature values extend over
58 pressure levels from the surface to 2000 m depth. In this
paper, the Argo heat content is depth-integrated from 2000 m to
the surface over the same region as the model results. Remotely
sensed absolute dynamic topography (ADT), a multi-mission
altimeter product (Ssalto/Duacs) from Archiving, Validation and
Interpretation of Satellite Oceanographic data (AVISO) has been
compared to modeled sea surface height (SSH) to evaluate the
model and to assess the skill of remote measurements to infer heat
content changes in the Tasman Sea. The Ssalto/Duacs altimeter
products were produced and distributed by the Copernicus
Marine and Environment Monitoring Service (CMEMS)1.
Temperature data from harmonically analyzed high-resolution
expendable bathythermograph data (HRXBT) along a shipping
line between Sydney and Wellington (PX34) have also been used
to evaluate model data (Sutton et al., 2005). We also used large
scale climate indices, the Southern Oscillation Index (SOI) and
Pacific Decadal Oscillation (PDO) to investigate the influence of
the principal modes of climate variability of the Pacific Ocean
on MHWs in the Tasman Sea. The SOI is derived from the
sea-level pressure difference between Tahiti and Darwin. The
PDO is defined as the leading principal component of North
Pacific monthly SST variability (poleward of 20◦N for the 1900-
93 period) and data have been downloaded from http://research.
jisao.washington.edu/pdo/.

Model Evaluation
The mean barotropic streamfunction and surface speed shown
in Figure 1 provides an impression of the large-scale ocean
circulation in this model hindcast. The EAC flows southward
along the east coast of Australia. South of 30◦S, the EAC
bifurcates into the EAC Extension, which continues south, and
the TF, which flows eastward toward New Zealand. As the EAC
Extension moves southward it transforms into the TO. The
largest part of this outflow forms the Tasman Leakage (Ridgway
and Dunn, 2007), which leaves the Tasman Sea (see corner point
E in Figure 1) toward the Indian Ocean, while a second portion
recirculates back into the Tasman Sea to the east.

The time mean ADT and the modeled SSH is presented
in Figures 2a,b respectively. A meridional gradient is present
in both datasets, elevated in the subtropics and lower in the
subantarctic region. The large decrease, which is associated
with the EAC Extension and TF in the northern Tasman

1http://marine.copernicus.eu/

Sea, is well represented (0.7 m contour line) in the hindcast.
The central Tasman Sea shows very little change in sea
surface height until near 50◦S, both in the observations
and simulations. Southeast of New Zealand, the Campbell
Plateau shows clearly with slightly positive ADT. Flows of
the Subantarctic Front along the eastern flank of the plateau
are characterized by negative ADT. All these features are
well represented in the modeled SSH, despite its coarse
resolution. We infer from this good agreement that the near-
surface ocean circulation is well captured by the model. We
calculate a mean EAC volume transport of 23.3 ± 4 Sv,
which is quantitatively consistent with previous reported
values (Oliver and Holbrook, 2014; Sloyan and O’Kane, 2015;
Ypma et al., 2016).

The mean modeled MHW probability and intensity are
shown in Figures 2c,d. Both diagnostics highlight that MHWs
are predominantly confined to the central Tasman Sea and
subtropical waters. The region south of the Tasman Sea is
predominantly affected by the energetic ACC, which has a wider
spectrum in the temperature climatology, therefore reducing
the likelihood of MHW criteria being met. The likelihood
of a MHW (Figure 2c) varies between 5 and 12% over the
Tasman Sea, with hotspots in the EAC Extension, the central
Tasman Sea and the eastern TF. Since defining MHWs as
ocean temperatures exceeding a 90th percentile above a daily
climatology, 10% would reflect the expected likelihood, without
considering these conditions to last for at least 5 consecutive days.
The mean MHW intensity varies between 0.05 and 0.12◦C over
the Tasman Sea. The regions that experience more intense MHWs
are the EAC Extension, the central Tasman Sea, the northern
side of the TF and the ocean south east of Tasmania. These
patterns are consistent with results of previous studies (Oliver
et al., 2015, 2018a,b). The HRXBT section between Wellington
and Sydney (PX34) runs through the Tasman Sea (Figure 2)
measuring the 0–850 m temperature approximately 4 times a year
and can be used to validate the modeled mean structure and
temporal variability. The mean temperature structure (for the
1991–2018 period) from the observations and the simulations
is shown in Figures 3a,b respectively. In the western side
of the section, the EAC, which carries warm water into the
Tasman Sea, is represented by the down-sloping isotherms
(Figure 3a). The modeled temperatures (Figure 3b), show similar
characteristics, although the core of the EAC is not as warm as the
observations suggest. This could be due to the coarse horizontal
resolution of the model or due to the irregular HRXBT sampling
frequency. Despite these differences, the model captures the mean
temperature well, which is further demonstrated in the top 850m
temperature anomaly over the section (Figure 3c). Both upper
ocean heat anomalies show similar long-term variations, with the
1990s being cold and the 2000s being warmer. Both time series
suggest an ongoing warming of the Tasman Sea since 2010, more
evident in the observations. The larger temporal variability in
the observations compared to the model can be to some extent
explained by the sampling frequency of this HRXBT line.

Overall, the model shows a good degree of consistency with
observed key diagnostics in our target region, considering its
coarse spatial resolution. For more regional studies, models
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FIGURE 2 | Mean fields (1993–2017) for (a) ADT from a multi-mission altimeter product and (b) SSH from the model hindcast. Mean probability (c) of MHW and its
intensity (d) for the period 1970 to 2017. The black box illustrates the Tasman Box and the dashed red line the HRXBT transect between Wellington and Sydney
(PX34). The black contour lines in (a,b) represent 0.2 and 0.7 m contour lines to aid the comparison. The blue contour lines in (c,d) represent 10% and 0.1◦C
contours lines.

with higher spatial resolution, which resolve mesoscale eddies,
should be considered.

RESULTS

Time Mean Properties Along the Tasman
North and Tasman South Sections
In this section we assess the mean state along the northern and
southern sections (TN, TS) that confine the Tasman Box. The
EAC and TF dominate the TN section (Figure 1). The EAC
transports warm, salty, subtropical water into the Tasman Sea
and causes a zonal temperature gradient along the TN section,
with the maximum temperature found near the Australian Shelf
(Figure 4a). The modeled EAC occupies roughly the upper
2500m (cyan box labeled EAC). A northward recirculation to the
east is part of the EAC boundary current system (Figure 4b).
East of the EAC recirculation, between 1500 and 2750 km
along the TN section, the upper 200m are characterized by a
weak northward flow, with velocities around 1–2 cm/s. Flows
associated with the TF exit the Tasman Box between corner
point B and North Cape (Figure 1), represented by positive
velocities (eastward flow) in the upper 2000m (cyan box labeled
TF) (Figure 4b). The TF is surface-intensified and the mean

modeled velocity exceeds 0.2 m/s. The heat transport of the
TN section (Figure 4c) is dominated by the volume transport
and consequently shows the same pattern. The EAC is the
largest source of heat advection into the Tasman Sea along the
TN section, while the remaining currents, in particular the TF,
remove heat from the Tasman Sea. Time averaged volume (and
heat transports) for the EAC of−23.3± 4 Sv (−1273± 232 PW)
are in the range of results provided in earlier studies (Oliver and
Holbrook, 2014; Sloyan and O’Kane, 2015; Ypma et al., 2016;
Bull et al., 2017). Mean transports for the TF of 19.8 ± 3.6 Sv
(888 ± 134 PW) are about twice as large. However, the net
outflow from the Tasman Sea across the TN is comparable with
earlier studies. Those studies suggest a different split for the
volume transports, between TF and northward transport across
AB than this model hindcast. Their AB outflow is larger, ranges
between 8 and 18 Sv, and results to a smaller TF transport.

The TS section is dominated by the TO (Ridgway and Godfrey,
1994), which feeds the Tasman Leakage (Ridgway and Dunn,
2007), and a flow which recirculates back into the Tasman Sea
south of Tasmania. This bifurcation was seen in the barotropic
streamfunction contour lines in Figure 1. The outflow originates
from the EAC and is the reason for the warm temperatures close
to Tasmania (Figure 4d). The modelled TO extend down to
about 3000 m and is sub-surface intensified, with its maximum
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FIGURE 3 | Mean temperature (1991–2018) for the PX34 HRXBT transect (a) between Wellington and Sydney (see Figure 2) and (b) model hindcast. (c) top 850 m
temperature anomaly over the PX34 HRXBT line from observations (blue) and model (orange). The seasonal cycle has been removed.

around 800–1000 m (Figure 4e). The subsurface intensification
was also found in earlier studies (Ridgway and Dunn, 2007; van
Sebille et al., 2012). Model current speeds of roughly 3–4 cm/s
and the total transport of 9.9 ± 4.6 Sv are consistent with other
studies (Ridgway, 2007; Hill et al., 2011). At the surface near
the New Zealand West Coast, a weak flow associated with the
STF is directed southward and then skirts southern New Zealand
as a precursor to the Southland Current (Chiswell et al., 2015).
Heat transport follows the volume transport (Figure 4f) and
identifies the TO as the southern export pathway of heat for
the Tasman Sea. While some of this heat recirculates back
into the Tasman Sea, a substantial portion is carried into
the Indian Ocean.

The vertical profiles of mean horizontal transports for
the sections are shown in Figure 5a. While the net volume
transport across both sections totals to a mean southward
flow of roughly −3.3 Sv, approximately the upper 150m of
both sections show a northward-directed flow. That is due
to the fact that the modeled TF and Cook Strait transport
overcompensates the southward transport of the EAC in the
near-surface layer (dashed line). Below this transition depth,

the net transport is southward throughout the rest of the water
column, with a distinct extremum in the TS section at around
850m, representing the TO (Ridgway and Dunn, 2007). The net
southward transport of about −3.3 Sv through the Tasman Sea
is on the lower end of the range suggested by other studies
for the TO (usually around 6–7 Sv, Oliver and Holbrook, 2014;
Ypma et al., 2016).

With knowledge of the volume transports, the modeled heat
transport profile is easier to understand (Figure 5b). Due to
the large heat transport of the TF (dashed line), the net heat
transport of the TN section is not entirely southward as could
be expected. Between 30 and 150 m the TF and Cook Strait
extract heat from the Tasman Sea, while heat is carried into
the Tasman Sea both shallower and deeper. The reversal in
heat transport, from northward to southward, is located in the
TS section at approximately 150 m. The difference between
180.8 TW along TN and 64.9 TW along TS (Figure 5b)
reflects a large atmospheric heat flux of approximately 115
TW over the Tasman Box to balance the heat transport
convergence. Considering the area of the Tasman Box, this is
equivalent to a mean net heat flux of around 22 W/m2 to the
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FIGURE 4 | Time averaged (1970–2017) quantities along Tasman North (ABC) and Tasman South section (CDEA). (a,d) Temperature in ◦C, (b,e) cross section
velocity in m/s and (c,f) heat transport in 106 J/m2/s. Specific currents have been labeled, with TF (Tasman Front), EAC (East Australian Current) and TO (Tasman
Outflow). In addition the boundary points of the Tasman box have been labeled with (A)-(E). Gray shaded area is the model bathymetry. Transports follow the
common sign convention where positive transports show northward or eastward transports. Segments A-B and D-E show meridional transports, while B-C and E
toward Australia are zonal transports.

atmosphere, which is in agreement with values from heat flux
reanalysis (not shown).

Variability of Volume and Heat Transport
and Its Impact on Heat Content
Earlier studies found a relationship between volume transports
of EAC, TF and TO/EAC-Extension (Hill et al., 2011; Sloyan and
O’Kane, 2015), with increased EAC transports corresponding to
increased TF and lower EAC-Extension transports. Here, EAC
and TF transports on interannual time scales are correlated at
r = 0.6. For TO/EAC-Extension and TF transports, the anti-
correlation varied from r = −0.6 to r = −0.8 for different
data products on decadal time scales. Our modeled transports
(Figure 6) also show an anti-correlation between TF and
TO using annual means, with slightly a lower correlation
coefficient (r =−0.48).

We now investigate the interannual variability of transports
across TN and TS and compare the transports to heat content
changes in the Tasman Box. Transports of TN and TS reflect
transports across the entire section. For transports of EAC and
TF the cyan boxes in Figure 4 have been used as regional limits.
The time average over the period from 1970 to 2017 has been
used as a reference to derive anomalies, except for the ADT and
Argo anomalies, where 1993 to 2017 and 2004 to 2017 have been

used, respectively. The volume transport anomalies of TN and TS
(Figure 7a) present significant interannual to decadal variability.
The period from 2003 to 2013 is characterized with an ongoing
decline in transport and relatively little interannual variability in
both sections. Sloyan and O’Kane (2015) also described lower
EAC transports from 2000 to 2004 and lower TF transports from
2000 to the end of their record (2008). Most of the volume
transport variability of TN and TS results from the complex
interplay between the EAC and TF transports (EAC-TF, black
curve). This is reflected in the good alignment between variability
across both sections and the difference between the EAC and
TF (thick black line) with a correlation of r = 0.88. Note this
difference is obtained by subtracting the individual time averages
of EAC and TF from 1970 to 2017 prior to the subtraction.
The EAC and TF transports show general co-variability, in
agreement with previous studies (Sloyan and O’Kane, 2015),
but the TF exhibits larger interannual variability than the EAC
(standard deviation of 2.4 Sv versus 1.6 Sv). Here the very large
modeled transport of TF is potentially contributing to this large
variability. This co-variability (r =−0.42) only emerges when the
time series are interannually filtered and is not present in the
annual averages.

For the heat transport across TN and TS (Figure 7b), the
characteristics are similar to the volume transport, with the order
of 90% of the interannual variability of the TN section (red) being
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FIGURE 5 | Vertical profiles for time mean (1970–2018) (a) volume and (b) heat transport for sections TN and TS. Red (blue) curves show cross section transports
for the Tasman North (South) section. Net transports are shown as solid thick lines. Positive (negative) values for Tasman North (South) reflect transports leaving the
Tasman Sea across this boundary. Mean values are provided in the legend.

attributed to the heat transport differences between the EAC and
TF (black). The period from 2003 to approximately 2013 again
stands out, with relatively low interannual variability compared
with earlier periods. The heat transport variations across the TS
section are smaller compared to TN (standard deviation of 0.7
1014 J/s vs. 0.9 1014 J/s), as a result of the colder sub-antarctic
water masses being advected, while volume transport variations
are the same. The heat transports of the EAC and TF show
the same co-variability (r = −0.6) as the volume transports.
Quantitatively, the EAC imports more heat into the Tasman Sea
than is exported by the TF and other outflows along TN, with
the imbalance being compensated by atmospheric fluxes, heat
content changes and heat transport across TS.

As shown above, the heat transport across the TN section is
dominating the heat transport into the Tasman Sea and thus the
heat content and its variability (Figure 7c). The heat transport
across TS only accounts for around 30% of that across TN.
Full depth and upper 2000m heat content are linked and show
similar variability to the heat content changes, because of the heat
transport across the TN section (light blue line in Figure 7c). The
heat content drop in the early 1990s stands out from the time

series in terms of intensity and persistence. This drop is present
in the TN transports, as is the rebound in the late 1990s and
is consistent with temperature observations along PX34 (Sutton
et al., 2005 and Figure 3c). The modeled upper 2000m heat
content is correlated to the Argo-derived heat content (r = 0.7)
in the Tasman Sea (blue line) and shows a positive trend since
early 2010, which is within the range of natural variability. From
2015 onward, the modeled heat content is consistently lower
than the Argo-derived heat content, while both timeseries share
similar variability. Reasons for this mismatch remain unknown,
but suggest that the model underestimates the heat extremes
during this period. The ADT anomaly (shown by the orange
curve) correlates (r = 0.7) with heat content, since heat content
changes affects the steric component, suggesting that heat content
changes can be inferred from remotely sensed observations on
interannual to decadal time scales. This provides an opportunity
to establish a near real-time measure for inferring heat content
trends in the Tasman Sea and therefore a measure for the
likelihood of MHWs.

To explain the origin of the variability of the TN heat
transport, we computed the correlation of the TN heat transport
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FIGURE 6 | Annual mean modeled volume transports for TF and TO, showing the gating between both transport pathways supplied by the EAC.

with the wind stress curl from JRA-55-DO (Figure 8). The
correlation coefficient shows a zonal band of positive correlations
north of the TN boundary and negative correlations south of it.
The coefficients are in the order of r = ± 0.25 over most of
the region. In this regard, the positive heat transport anomalies
coinciding with positive wind stress curl anomalies between 30◦S
and 20◦S suggest an acceleration of the western boundary current
(i.e., the EAC), according to the Sverdrup balance (Sverdrup,
1947), the Island Rule (Godfrey, 1989) and recent studies built
on them (Cai, 2006; Hill et al., 2008; Bull et al., 2017, 2018).
Without additional wind stress curl changes over the Tasman Sea,
both the TF and EAC-Extension heat and volume transports will
increase to balance the EAC. In a steady state, the heat content
over the Tasman Sea would remain unchanged. However, the
negative correlation over most of the Tasman Sea (Figure 8)
reflects a decrease in wind stress curl and a weaker transport
of the EAC-Extension and TO. In this case the TF partially
compensates the transport anomaly of the EAC-Extension, but
the imbalance may explain the Tasman heat content rise which
is in line with previous studies focusing on wind-driven changes
on the EAC, EAC Extension and TF (Hill et al., 2010; Oliver
and Holbrook, 2014; Sloyan and O’Kane, 2015; Bull et al., 2017).
We note that this response is only caused by non-uniform

wind stress curl anomalies between 20◦S and 30◦S and over
the Tasman Sea, in particular the negative anomalies over the
Tasman Sea. Recent studies show a positive wind stress curl trend
over the entire region, due to intensified westerlies, which leads
to an enhanced EAC-Extension transport (Matear et al., 2013;
Oliver and Holbrook, 2014; Qu et al., 2018). The drivers for TF
variability or outflow across TN and how it balances the heat
transport of the EAC, are less well established, with more detailed
work required to investigate this sensitive and important balance.

Furthermore, we investigate the vertical coherence of the
heat content anomaly, its temporal change and heat transport
anomaly across the TN section (Figure 9). A time-averaged
profile from 1970 to 2017 has been used to compute the
anomalies. The temporal evolution of the depth-dependent heat
content suggests a separation into three layers: above 250m,
between 250 and 750 m and below 750 m. The top 250 m shows a
positive–negative alternating signal with downward propagating
anomalies through this depth range. In this layer, the 1990s are
characterized by a distinct cool phase, followed by a warm phase
between 1997 and 2002 and from 2012 until present. The depth
of 250 m roughly corresponds to the depth where the net heat
transport of TN is southward in the mean vertical profile (see
Figure 5b). The layer between 250 and 750 m is characterized
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FIGURE 7 | Interannual filtered time series: (a) volume transport, (b) heat transport and (c) heat content (HTC). (a) Volume transport anomaly for the Tasman North
(red) and Tasman South (blue) section and difference between EAC and Tasman Front (black). Transports of Tasman North and South reflect transports across the
entire section. For transports of EAC and TF the cyan boxes in Figure 4 have been used as regional limits. For anomalies the time mean values from 1970 to 2017
have been used as reference. Net transports for EAC and TF are represented in thin gray lines and use the right hand y-scale. Note that, the sign for TF transport in
(a,b) has been inverted. (b) Heat transport anomalies and net heat transports, as in (a). (c) Tasman Sea heat content: full-depth (solid red line, left hand y-scale) and
upper 2000 m anomalies (red dashed line, inner right hand y-scale). Heat content anomaly derived from the integrated Northern Tasman section heat transport (light
blue line, linear de-trended, inner right hand y-scale). Argo-derived heat content anomaly (dark blue line, inner right hand y-scale) and absolute dynamic topography
(ADT, orange line, linear de-trended, in cm and outer right hand y-scale).

by warming until 2000 which then leveled off. The layer below
750m shows the opposite behavior, with a warm phase until 1990,
cooling until 2010 and little change afterward.

Computing the temporal change of the heat content anomaly,
we obtain strongly barotropic anomalies below 200m, despite
the three layers (Figure 9b). Most of these anomalies can be
connected to heat transport anomalies along TN (Figure 9c).
Note that the colorscale in Figure 9c has been inverted, therefore
positive anomalies (blue) indicate that heat is transported out
of the Tasman Box across the TN section. The consequence is
that the heat content change in Figure 9b is negative (blue)
and vice versa for negative anomalies. This underpins again the
dominant role of the heat transport across TN in the Tasman heat
content variability.

Heat Content and MHW
In this section we investigate the relationships between the
Tasman Box heat content and MHWs. There is a direct
connection via SSTs, since SSTs are used to characterize MHWs

and are also typically correlated with upper ocean heat content.
However, predicting SSTs and thus MHWs months ahead is
challenging due to large atmospheric variability resulting in low
predictive skill (Palmer and Anderson, 1994; Doblas-Reyes et al.,
2013; de Burgh-Day et al., 2018). Integrated quantities such as
heat content show lower variability and an enhanced predictive
skill. This is demonstrated in the close agreement between
Tasman Sea heat content and the area identified as MHW
(Figure 10a). Periods with either a positive heat content anomaly
or a sudden increase in heat content correspond with periods
where larger parts of the Tasman Sea are under MHW conditions.

The period between 1970 and 1974 shows two sudden
increases in heat content, with an increased MHW area during
that period, with a short drop around 1972. From 1975 to
1989 the ocean heat content keeps slowly increasing. Despite
the steady increase of the heat content, with values exceeding
the early 1970s, the MHW area is smaller. However, periods
where the ocean heat content increases more strongly than the
long-term trend (i.e., 1981, 1985, 1988–1989) have associated
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FIGURE 8 | Correlation between Tasman North heat transport and wind stress curl over the period 1970 to 2017 (interannually filtered). Only significant correlations
above the 95% confidence level are shown. The dots indicate regions with a negative mean wind stress curl. The Tasman Box is shown by the black lines. The
Tasman North section is marked by the solid black line and Tasman South by the dashed black line.

FIGURE 9 | Vertical profiles of (a) Tasman Box heat content anomaly, (b) Tasman Box heat content change and (c) TN heat transport anomalies, interannually
filtered. The time averaged profile from 1970 to 2017 has been used as the reference for computing anomalies. Please note the inverted color scale in (c). All
anomalies have been normalized using the vertical model layer thickness.
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FIGURE 10 | Link between depth-integrated Tasman Box heat content and occurrence of MHWs in the Tasman Sea. (a) Upper 2000 m (300 m) heat content in red
(red dashed) and area (in 106 km2) identified as marine heatwave as light brown bars (monthly means) and fraction (%) of the Tasman Box (inner and outer left hand y
scales). Dark brown area is MHW area interannually filtered. The Argo-derived heat content anomaly is shown in dark blue. (b) As for (a), but area-averaged MHW
intensity represented by light brown bars (monthly means) and interannually filtered dark brown. Black line shows the maximum MHW intensity over the Tasman Box.
(c) Area averaged wind speed and December-January-February (DJF) mean anomalies (in blue and black, respectively) and total area identified as in marine
heatwave conditions in (light) brown as in (a). All time series have been interannually filtered, except the light brown monthly MHW data and DJF wind anomaly in (c).

MHW activity. From 1989, the heat content decreases rapidly
until 1995, with very few signs of MHWs seen during that
period. After 1995, the heat content increases sharply, reaching
a maximum around the year 1999, with correspondingly larger
areas under MHW conditions. The heat content decreases
afterward until 2009 and the Tasman Sea experiences less MHW
activity, except for 2010 when the heat content increases rapidly.
The upward trend of the heat content since 2011 is then
reflected in large parts of the Tasman Sea being under MHW
conditions. Although the ocean heat content increase after 2015
has leveled off, the MHW activity is still high. The correlation
between modeled 2000m depth-integrated heat content and
MHW area reaches r = 0.35, when the heat content is leading
by 4 months. For the top 300m modeled heat content and
MHWs, the correlation increases as expected to r = 0.46 (ocean
heat content leading by 4 months) since the SST contribution
becomes more important for a shallower (300m) heat content.
The correlation for the Argo-derived heat content and the
occurrence of MHWs is r = 0.43 with heat content leading by

5 months. The difference in correlation coefficient of model
and Argo-derived heat content with MHWs is influenced by
the different record length. Although heat content alone does
not explain every individual marine heatwave event (e.g., the
MHW of the Summer 2017/18 appears (Salinger et al., 2019) to
have different characteristics compared to the previous one in
2015/2016), these results suggest that heat content has predictive
skill down to even annual timescales, and certainly captures
long-term (multi-year) modulations.

Not only can the area of MHWs be inferred from heat content,
but also the MHW intensity, as shown in Figure 10b. The link
with area-averaged intensity appears to be stronger than that with
the MHW area, and periods of larger heat content (e.g., early
2000, 2008–2012, and since 2014) can be connected to MHW
intensity. The maximum of the MHW intensity over the Tasman
Sea correlates with the oceanic heat content (r = 0.7) and for
Argo-derived heat content over the top 2000m (r = 0.66). Using
area-averaged wind speeds or austral summer anomalies (DJF)
over the Tasman Sea (Figure 10c) to infer the vertical mixing
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or surface heating, which has been found to drive some MHWs
(e.g., Summer 2017/18, Salinger et al., 2019), does not provide a
robust measure to infer MHWs. No significant relationship has
been found between wind speeds and MHWs on longer time
scales. Surface winds contribute to the development of MHWs
directly, since they affect air–sea fluxes and vertical mixing. Only
a few MHW events (i.e., 2001, 2007 and 2018) appear to be
dominated by low winds.

The coupling between ocean heat content and MHW area
becomes more apparent when just considering annual maximum
values for the Tasman Sea (Figure 11). Note that annual values
refer to the period from June through May, to center diagnostics
on the Southern Hemisphere summer, i.e., 2000 refers to the
period from June 1999 to May 2000). The correlation coefficient
between the annual maximum value for heat content and MHW
area is r = 0.43 (Figure 11a). According to this diagnostic, the
2015/16 MHW (labeled 2016) covered the largest area and was
the most intense MHW, while the 2017/18 (labeled 2018) was less
intense. There was also a period between June 2016 and May 2017
(labeled 2017) where large parts of the Tasman Sea were under
MHW condition but with lower intensity and impact.

A possible explanation for why this 2017 MHW was not as
severe is indicated by the wind diagnostics, which show that
2017 had stronger winds than 2016 and 2018 (Figure 11b).
Strong winds would have caused more vertical mixing of heat
into the water column. Comparing Figures 11a,b shows the
complexity of individual drivers for MHWs. Many years with
negative ocean heat content anomaly can still show intense and
large MHWs (e.g., 1975, 1998, 2018), which can be attributed
to lower winds and reduced vertical mixing of heat into the
water column. In these cases, the surface ocean heats up more
than usual and the background state, i.e., ocean heat content,
is less important for the development of MHW conditions.
Conversely, in years with positive heat content anomalies,
the background state becomes more important. There are a
few exceptions from this generalization on both sides of the
regression line (e.g., 2000), highlighting that more factors also
need to be taken into account (e.g., cloudiness). According
to the described mechanism, the year 2000 should also have
been a MHW year, due to low winds and large positive
heat content anomaly. Here, it is likely the timing of these
maxima also needs to be taken into account, adding another
layer of complexity. MHWs occur all year round, but surface
heating, which is essential for the development of MHWs,
is only strong during austral spring and summer months.
If favorable conditions occur during other periods of the
year, the weaker surface heating will result in milder MHW
conditions compared to what would have occurred during austral
spring and summer.

It is worth noting that modeled ocean heat content over the
last few years is lower than it has been in the past (i.e., 1989, 1999–
2001), which would imply that MHWs have not been as intense
as they could have been. However, with SSTs and heat content
showing an upward trend over the last decades in the Tasman
Sea (Roemmich et al., 2015; Sutton and Bowen, 2019), we could
soon reach those higher heat content values again, resulting in
more intense MHWs.

Time series presented in Figures 7, 10 show large interannual
to decadal variability. It is therefore tempting to try to link
them with large-scale weather patterns such as El Niño Southern
Oscillation (ENSO) and PDO (Pacific Decadal Oscillation), as
done in Figures 11c,d. Previous studies suggested only a very
weak ENSO signal is present in the EAC volume transport
(Ridgway, 2007) and consequently in the heat transport. Note
that we use the SOI as a measure for the ENSO state. A positive
SOI index reflects a larger pressure difference between Tahiti
and Darwin; stronger trade winds; and La Niña like conditions,
where positive SSTs anomalies are located in the west Pacific.
A negative SOI describes El Niño conditions, lower trade winds,
and positive SSTs anomalies in the east Pacific. Results for the
heat content and MHW in combination with ENSO do not
show a conclusive pattern (Figure 11c). If the positive SST
anomalies during La Niña conditions reached into the Tasman
Sea or caused an enhanced heat transport of the EAC, the heat
content should be elevated, and the converse would be seen
for El Niño conditions (Figure 11c). The years 1989 and 1999–
2001 are years with strong La Niña conditions, positive ocean
heat content anomalies and MHWs. However, there are several
years which show positive heat content anomalies and El Niño
conditions (e.g., 1982, 1988). Likewise, little consistency can be
seen for negative heat content anomalies, which could occur
during El Niño conditions. Therefore, links between ENSO,
Tasman Sea heat content and MHWs are not conclusive. The
same applies if we perform the same diagnostic for the PDO,
another leading index describing long-term variability in the
Pacific (Figure 11d). The PDO SST pattern and impact are
ENSO-like but on longer time scales. Positive PDOs describe El
Niño-like and negative La Niña-like conditions. Similarly to the
SOI results, little consistency can be found between the PDO state
and MHWs and no preferred heat content state can be identified
for either positive or negative PDOs.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this manuscript we investigated the connection between ocean
heat content, heat transport and the area and intensity of MHWs
in the Tasman Sea, on interannual to decadal timescales, by
using a coarse-resolution forced ocean hindcast corroborated by
optimally interpolated data from Argo, satellite measurements
and in situ HRXBT temperature observations. The model
results show that meridional heat transports from the subtropics
dominate heat content fluctuations in the Tasman Sea. The
Tasman Sea is a region of oceanic heat convergence, meaning that
average surface heat fluxes are directed toward the atmosphere to
balance the oceanic heat convergence. On average around 67% of
the ocean heat transported from the subtropics into the Tasman
Sea fuels surface heat fluxes.

The heat transport variability from the subtropics is impacted
by regional wind stress curl anomalies in this area, which
influence the volume and thus the heat transport of the EAC,
following Sverdrups’ and Godfrey’s Island Rule theories. We show
that heat transport of TF needs to be considered for the heat
content budget of the Tasman Sea. The TF’s contribution to
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FIGURE 11 | Link between upper ocean heat content and area of MHWs on annual basis. Scatter plot shows annual maximum of heat content (x-axis) and annual
maximum MHW area (y-axis), over the Tasman Box (a–d). Annual averages are centered on Southern Hemisphere summers, for example maximum/mean values for
2000 cover the period from June 1999 through to May 2000. (a,b) size of the circles is proportional to the annual maximum MHW area (y-axis), while color indicates
(a) annual mean MHW intensity and (b) annual mean wind speed. (c,d) as for (a,b) but size and color of circles show annual mean SOI anomaly (c) and PDO
anomaly (d).

balance the heat transport of the EAC, which is in the order of
85%, is overestimated in our model, due to the overly strong mean
volume transport of the TF. Nevertheless, even with half of its
modeled contribution it provides a significant portion to the heat
budget across TN. A smaller portion does not necessarily affect
its temporal variability and interplay with EAC heat transport
anomalies, which has been found to control the heat content
changes in the Tasman Sea. Volume and heat transport of the
TF are usually in phase with the EAC on interannual time scales,
in agreement with observations (Hill et al., 2008; Sloyan and
O’Kane, 2015). Despite the coarse horizontal resolution of the
model, which is not eddy-resolving, volume and heat transports
for EAC and TO are within the range of previous studies. We do
note that our modeled TF transport is about twice that of previous
studies (e.g., Oliver and Holbrook (2014)), while the overall
transport which leaves the Tasman Box across the TN sections is
in agreement. That reflects that our model shows a different split
between TF transports and transports east of the EAC along the

AB section of TN. Here the choice of the location of corner point
B could play a role. Our choice was motivated by the modeled
barotropic streamfunction (Figure 1), which suggested little flow
around corner point B. While the position is in broad agreement
with the other studies, a southward shift of corner point B
would have resulted in a transport shift from TF toward the
transports east of the EAC. Despite the discrepancy in the mean
transports of TF, the long-term variability is in agreement (i.e.,
co-variability between EAC and TO). Furthermore, the model
is able to robustly simulate observed variability in the Tasman
Sea compared to HRXBT and satellite altimetry observations. For
more detailed studies and finer regional focus, models which are
capable of resolving mesoscales should be considered, but this is
beyond the scope of this study.

We could not find a robust link between Tasman Sea heat
content variability and the large-scale climate patterns of ENSO
and the PDO on interannual to decadal time scales. Potentially
their influence is not instantaneous through direct local wind
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changes but affects the heat content through Rossby and Kelvin
wave propagation (Bowen et al., 2017). More detailed work
is required here.

Our model results and data from Argo show a robust
link between Tasman Sea heat content (upper 2000 m) and
MHWs, in terms of the area under MHW conditions and
MHW intensities on interannual to decadal time scales. The
heat content acts as a preconditioner for the development of
MHWs. Periods with enhanced heat content or when ocean
heat content increases rapidly increase the likelihood of MHWs
developing. Periods where the heat content anomalies are
negative show less MHW activity. Ocean heat content alone
cannot explain every MHW in the Tasman Sea, since strong
surface heating can also trigger MHWs, as seen in the MHW
in Austral Summer 2017/18. Here, exceptionally low winds
over the Tasman Sea led to a reduction in vertical mixing
and caused the SSTs to exceed MHW thresholds, while the
heat content was almost unchanged relative to previous years
(Salinger et al., 2019). Nevertheless, ocean heat content is a
measure for the background state of the ocean and if the
ocean is already warm then less surface heating is required to
develop MHW conditions.

This demonstrates that there are at least two different
mechanisms affecting the occurrence of MHWs in the Tasman
Sea: the oceanic background state (e.g., heat content), which is
persistent and enables better predictability, and the atmospheric
forcing (e.g., winds, surface heating), which usually acts on
shorter timescales and is thus harder to predict. In the former
case, the predictability of heat content changes is further
enhanced since the driving mechanisms of EAC dynamics are
well understood. Predictability could be further enhanced if
a robust understanding of the TF dynamics/outflow from the
Tasman Box across TN and its variability were developed.
This would reduce the uncertainties in the EAC–TF heat
transport difference, or in other words the net heat transport
across TN, which sets the heat content of the Tasman
Sea in our model.
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