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Abstract Observed phytoplankton interannual variability has been commonly related to atmospheric
variables and climate indices. Here we showed that such relation is highly hampered by internal variability
associated with oceanic mesoscale turbulence at middle and high latitudes. We used a 1/54◦ idealized
biogeochemical model with a seasonally repeating atmospheric forcing such that there was no external
source of interannual variability. At the scale of moorings, our experiment suggested that internal
variability was responsible for interannual fluctuations of the subpolar phytoplankton bloom reaching 80%
in amplitude and 2 weeks in timing. Over broader scales, the largest impact occurred in the subtropics with
interannual variations of 20% in new production. The full strength of this variability could not be captured
with the same model run at coarser resolution, suggesting that submesoscale resolving models are needed
to fully disentangle the major drivers of biogeochemical variability at interannual time scales.

1. Introduction

Analyses of ocean color observations reveal significant interannual variations in net annual primary pro-
duction [Rousseaux and Gregg, 2014] and in timing and amplitude of seasonal phytoplankton blooms [Cole,
2013]. Coherent patterns of this variability at the scale of ocean basin have been successfully attributed to
climate indices [Behrenfeld et al., 2006; Chavez et al., 2011]. At the scale of time series stations or ocean color
pixels, changes in local atmospheric conditions can also partly explain the observed changes [e.g., Henson
et al., 2006]. However, particularly at middle and high latitudes, the strength [Follows and Dutkiewicz, 2001]
and timing [Cole, 2013] of phytoplankton blooms are not always connected with changes in meteorological
forcing. This suggests that internal oceanic fluctuations might feed the observed interannual variability.

Natural candidates for middle and high latitudes’ internally driven variability are mesoscale eddies and
the complex web of submesoscale fronts associated with them, i.e., the “ocean weather” [Williams et al.,
2007]. Eddy-permitting ocean circulation models suggest that the intrinsic variability associated with this
mesoscale turbulence might be responsible for interannual variability in physical properties such as eddy
kinetic energy [Penduff et al., 2004], mode water formation [Hazeleger and Drijfhout, 2000], sea level anomaly
[Penduff et al., 2011], and meridional overturning [Thomas and Zhai, 2013]. Moreover, a variety of recent
observations and modeling experiments support the idea that mesoscale turbulence influences phyto-
plankton growth by affecting both the nutrient and light environments [Lévy et al., 2012a, and references
therein]. At subpolar latitudes, the increased rate of stratification at mesoscale [Levy et al., 1998] or subme-
soscale [Karleskind et al., 2011; Mahadevan et al., 2012] fronts may advance the timing of the bloom. In the
subtropics, episodic nutrient injections into the euphotic layer by eddies [McGillicuddy et al., 1998] and sub-
mesoscale fronts [Lévy et al., 2001] act to increase primary production. The net impact on an annual time
scale will depend on how many fronts and eddies have been passing by. Through these mechanisms, the
chaotic nature of mesoscale turbulence should induce interannual variations in phytoplankton phenology
and net annual primary production.

In this study, we investigated the interannual variability in phytoplankton phenology driven by the intrin-
sic, chaotic high-frequency ocean variability associated with mesoscale turbulence. More specifically, we
addressed the following questions: Does internal variability contribute to significant interannual variabil-
ity in the timing and amplitude of seasonal, surface phytoplankton blooms at the local scale? What are the
underlying processes? Does this contribution translate to biogeochemically relevant fluxes at larger scale?
What model resolution is needed to capture it? To answer these questions, we used 5 years of an idealized,
submesoscale permitting ocean biogeochemical primitive equation model experiment where year-to-year
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Figure 1. Comparison of chlorophyll peak and eddy kinetic energy (EKE) in the model and observed from space in the
North Atlantic. (a) Median value of chlorophyll peak over the 5 years of model outputs. (b) Median value of chloro-
phyll peak over 15 years of satellite ocean color data (GlobColour product). (c) Annual mean eddy kinetic energy in the
model. (d) Annual mean eddy kinetic energy computed from the AVISO satellite altimetry product. The black lines in
Figures 1a and 1b mark the contours which were used to delimitate the boundaries of the subtropical and subpolar
zones in Figure 3. The model rotated rectangle is reported in Figure 1b for illustration purpose only. The dashed rectan-
gle in Figure 1b is the area over which data analyses shown in Figures 3a and 3b were performed. The white (respectively
black) star in Figure 1a shows the position of the subpolar (respectively subtropical) virtual mooring used in Figure 2.

variations in the atmospheric forcing were excluded [Lévy et al., 2012b]. We repeated the same experiment
at progressively decreasing horizontal resolution until internally driven interannual variations eventually
vanished. The model configuration mimicked the North Atlantic stratified subtropics and strongly seasonal
subpolar regimes. This allowed us to compare the internally driven variability in the model to the observed
variability in North Atlantic ocean color data at similar latitudes.

2. Method

We used an idealized configuration of the primitive equation model Nucleus for European Modelling of
the Ocean (NEMO) [Madec, 2008] used in conjunction with the biogeochemical model LOBSTER (Lodyc
Ocean Biogeochemical System for Ecosystem and Resources) [Lévy et al., 2012b]. This configuration resolved
features analogous to a Western boundary current, stratified subtropics, and strongly seasonal subpolar
regimes at high resolution [Lévy et al., 2012b]. A large number of interacting, transient mesoscale eddies
were spontaneously and chaotically generated. We examined how this internal eddy variability induced
year-to-year variations in key biogeochemical metrics.

The model domain was a rotated rectangle, bounded by vertical walls and by a flat bottom that covered the
latitudinal range 15◦N to 50◦N (Figure 1). The circulation was forced by a repeating annual cycle of zonal
wind and buoyancy fluxes, which varied seasonally in a sinusoidal manner between winter and summer
extrema. Thus, there was no variability at intraseasonal or interannual time scales in the forcings. The hor-
izontal resolution was submesoscale permitting (1/54◦). The biogeochemical model LOBSTER solves for
phytoplankton, zooplankton, detritus, dissolved organic matter, nitrate, and ammonium. The model was
integrated for 55 years from an initial state derived after 1000 years of integration at low (1◦) resolution from
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Figure 2. Illustration of phytoplankton variability over two consecutive years in the model, at the two virtual moorings,
(a and c) subtropical and (b and d) subpolar, shown in Figure 1a. The thin black lines are isopycnals and the dashed line
is the mixed-layer base. Note that different time periods are shown at the two moorings

constant density and nitrate profiles. An initial drift disappeared after ∼30 years [see Figure 2 in Lévy et al.,
2012b]. Due to storage limitation, only the last 5 years were saved at high temporal resolution (every 2 days).
Outputs were then coarsened on a 1/9◦ grid (corresponding to the effective model resolution [Lévy et al.,
2012c]). More detailed information about the model configuration, closures, and parameters can be found
in Lévy et al. [2010, 2012b]. We focused on interannual variability of three metrics: the timing and the ampli-
tude of the seasonally recurrent surface chlorophyll bloom peak, which can be easily assessed from ocean
color observations; and the annual mean new production (defined as the net primary production supported
by nitrate), which is more relevant from a biogeochemical perspective. Interannual variability was estimated
by computing the standard deviation 𝜎 of the three metrics over the 5 years of simulation at each grid point.
We defined the interannual variability range as 2𝜎, and we expressed it as a percentage of the mean value
for peak amplitude and new production and in days for peak timing. The sensitivity of our results to the lim-
ited 5 year sampling will be addressed in section 4. Ranges showed coherent patterns over the subpolar and
subtropical regions. Thus, for the sake of brevity, we arbitrarily delimited a subpolar and a subtropical zone
using two contours of phytoplankton peak amplitude (Figure 1a) and discussed our results in terms of the
median value of the range over each of these two zones. These median values were fairly insensitive to the
choice of the contour values used to define the boundaries.

3. Results

The main features of the model solution [Lévy et al., 2010, 2012b] are briefly reminded. The forcing generates
a strong jet, which runs diagonally across the domain at ∼30◦N and separates a nutrient-depleted subtrop-
ical region south of 30◦N from a nutrient-rich subpolar region north of 36◦N, with a transition intergyre
region in between. The jet is baroclinically unstable, and this instability is the main source of eddy energy
in the model. The eddy kinetic energy (EKE) shows patterns and intensity comparable to those observed in
the North Atlantic (Figures 1c and 1d). The model also captures the strong contrast in phytoplankton peak
amplitude that is observed between the oligotrophic subtropical North Atlantic and the more productive
subpolar North Atlantic (Figures 1a and 1b).

Phytoplankton profiles at two virtual moorings in the model subtropical and subpolar gyres (stars in
Figure 1a) over 2 consecutive years serve to illustrate year-to-year variability of the model phenology
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Figure 3. Interannual variability range against bin size for (a) phytoplankton peak amplitude, (b) phytoplankton peak
timing, and (c) annual mean new production. Shown are median values over the subtropical (red) and subpolar (blue)
zones delimited in Figure 1. Thick lines show the range in the 1/54◦ resolution model simulation. Dashed lines show the
range in ocean color data, with vertical bars indicating the 25%–75% quartile resulting from randomly undersampling
5 of the 15 available years. (d) Range in new production binned at 5◦ against model grid resolution. Open circles in
Figures 3c and 3d both show the range in new production binned at 5◦ in the 1∕54◦ resolution simulation.

(Figure 2). Given that the atmospheric forcing is climatological, if internal variability was negligible, we
would expect the seasonal time evolution of phytoplankton to repeat itself identically. This was clearly not
the case. Instead, at both moorings, the seasonal evolution was strongly disrupted by intraseasonal events.
These events were associated with the chaotic passage of submesoscale density fronts (black contours
in Figure 2).

The qualitative results at the two moorings were then generalized to the entire subtropical and subpolar
zones. At the scale of model pixels (1/9◦ bins in Figures 3a and 3b), the model showed interannual variability
in phytoplankton peak timing close to 2 months in the subtropical zone and 2 weeks in the subpolar zone.
Ranges in phytoplankton peak amplitude were close to 80% in the subpolar zone and 40% in the subtrop-
ics. Variability in the intergyre zone located in between the subpolar and subtropical zones was somehow
intermediate and is not shown here.

As illustrated in Figure 2, variability at this local scale was related to the passage of submesoscale fronts in
this model. One might thus expect the variability to decrease after averaging over larger scales, as positive
and negative anomalies associated to fronts might partially cancel out. In order to evaluate how much of the
local variability was retained at larger scale, we binned the phytoplankton fields prior to computing ranges,
with bin size 1/3◦, 1/2◦, 1◦, 2◦, and 5◦ (Figure 3). As expected, ranges started to significantly decrease as
bin size increased above the eddy decorrelation length scale (>1◦). Nevertheless, variability did not cancel
out and on the contrary remained rather large for the largest 5◦ bins, with 1 (respectively 3) weeks for peak
timing and 30% (respectively 20%) for peak amplitude in the subpolar (respectively subtropical) zone.

Perhaps most importantly, internal variability led to significant interannual variations of the model annual
mean new production (Figure 3c), notably in the subtropical region, with variations ranging from 40% at the
local scale (1/9◦ bins) to nearly 20% at the large scale (5◦ bins). In contrast, in the subpolar region, the vari-
ability in new production was not as marked (10% at 1/9◦ and less than 5% at 5◦). This might be surprising
given the relatively large variability in phytoplankton peak amplitude in the subpolar zone.
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High horizontal resolution is a necessary condition to simulate intense mesoscale eddy fields and associated
submesoscale fronts. The same model run at 1/9◦ horizontal resolution instead of 1/54◦ showed significantly
lowered EKE, associated with fewer, shorter-lived, and less intense eddies [Lévy et al., 2010]. In order to assess
which model resolution is needed to capture the full strength of the internally driven interannual variability,
we used a series of similar model experiments run at decreasing horizontal resolution (1/27◦, 1/9◦, 1/3◦,
and 1◦, see Lévy et al. [2012c]). We found a sharp decrease in internally driven interannual variability of
new production in the subtropical zone when the resolution was below submesoscale permitting (>1/27◦,
Figure 3d). The simulation with a resolution of 1/9◦ could only capture half of the interannual variability
simulated at 1/54◦, and this dropped to less than one third with a resolution of 1/3◦. At 1◦ resolution, eddy
variability was entirely suppressed and interannual variability vanished.

4. Discussion

Our model revealed significant interannual variability in surface phytoplankton bloom phenology, namely,
in phytoplankton peak timing and peak amplitude. The simulated interannual variability ensued from sub-
seasonal variations associated to the passage of submesoscale fronts. These fronts perturbed the mean
seasonal cycle in a random manner, which lead to year-to-year fluctuations (Figure 2). These variations were
large at the local scale of a model’s pixel, and did not cancel out after 5◦ binning (Figure 3). This suggested
that interannual variations in ocean color images binned over scales of 1◦ to 5◦, as those commonly used for
the study of large-scale bloom dynamics [Martinez et al., 2009; Behrenfeld, 2010], arise not only from external
processes (atmospheric/climate forcings) but also from internal processes associated with mesoscale turbu-
lence. This might partly elucidate why climate indices, although useful indicators, can never fully explain the
observed variability.

Interannual variability in our model resulted solely from internal processes, a contribution which is difficult
to disentangle from observations alone. As a crude attempt to gain some insight on the relative importance
of internal variability to total interannual variability, we have repeated the interannual variability range anal-
ysis using ocean color observations (dashed lines in Figures 3a and 3b). We used 15 years of multisatellite
8 days chlorophyll composites available at 1/4◦ resolution (Glocolour product, http://www.globcolour.info/).
Due to the very idealized nature of our model configuration, comparing the variability in the model and in
these observations is only indicative. Despite the limitation due to the idealized nature of our experiment,
we found as expected that the interannual variability in the observations was larger than in the model over
5◦ bins. Next we stipulate, for the purpose of this discussion, that this extra amount of variability ensued
from climate variability and atmospheric synoptic events. Interestingly, this rough comparison suggested
that, both in the subpolar and subtropical zones, roughly half of the observed large-scale variability in phy-
toplankton peak amplitude might be attributable to internal variability. This was also the case regarding
large-scale phytoplankton peak timing in the subtropics. In contrast, only ∼1/5 of the observed variability
in peak timing in the subpolar zone could be explained by internal variability, suggesting that the remain-
ing 4/5 may be atmospherically driven. At small scale, the amplitude of small-scale interannual variability
in the observations is likely to be underestimated, due to the large amount of missing data at this time and
space scale [Cole et al., 2012]. This underestimation, along with our model deficiencies, could explain some
mismatches between the modeled and observed levels of variability for small bin size: the slopes of the
phytoplankton peak timing and peak amplitude ranges against bin size were not as steep in the observa-
tions as they were in the model, particularly in the subpolar zone, and the observed levels of variability for
phytoplankton peak amplitude in the subtropics were unexpectedly below model estimates.

However, as stated above, these estimations must be handled with great care due to the simplicity of our
model. A more reliable assessment would require a realistic model configuration forced with the full spec-
trum of atmospheric variability. If this realistic model captured the same amount of variability than in the
observations, it would be possible to isolate the contribution of internal drivers to interannual variability by
performing a twin model experiment forced by a repeating seasonal cycle as in Penduff et al. [2011].

Moreover, in our model, mesoscale turbulence is the only source of internal variability. Evidence for this is
that interannual variability cancels out when the model is run at 1◦ resolution (Figure 3d). However, inter-
nal variability in the ocean might also arise from other processes not well captured in our model, such as
unforced interdecadal modes of the thermohaline circulation [Huck et al., 2001] or oscillations in population
dynamics [Poggiale et al., 2013].

LÉVY ET AL. ©2014. American Geophysical Union. All Rights Reserved. 2471



Geophysical Research Letters 10.1002/2014GL059608

Figure 4. (a) Mean (color bars) ±𝜎 (black horizontal lines) of the annual
advective (blue) and diffusive (red) sources of nitrate into the upper 120 m,
binned at 5◦ and averaged over the subtropical and subpolar zones shown
in Figure 1a. (b) Range in bloom peak timing (reported from Figure 3b)
against bin size, compared with the range in the restratification date
(dashed line, defined as the date at which the mixed layer depth has
shoaled above 50 m).

Due to computational and storage
constraints, only 5 years of model out-
puts were available. Given this rather
small number, we checked the accu-
racy of our estimate over the ocean
color data set, for which 15 years were
available. This was done by randomly
selecting 5 of the 15 years, 100 times,
and by computing the 25%–75%
quartile over the 100 different esti-
mates of 𝜎 (vertical lines in Figures 3a
and 3b). This revealed a median accu-
racy of the order of 10% on peak
amplitude and 5 days in peak timing.
Our detected changes are well above
this threshold error confirming the
robustness of the results discussed in
this paper.

Our model also revealed significant
interannual variability in 5◦ binned
annual new production, particularly
in the subtropical gyre, of the order
∼20% (Figure 3c). The full strength
of this signal could only be captured
at fine (Δx < 1∕27◦) horizontal reso-
lution (Figure 3d). This suggested that
intermittent vertical advection at sub-
mesoscale fronts (whose full strength
requires high resolution) could be

responsible for the observed interannual variability. This was further confirmed by a more detailed anal-
ysis of the nitrate budget in the euphotic layer. This budget exhibited large interannual variability in the
advective (and to a lesser extent, in the diffusive) supply of nitrate in both regions (Figure 4a). In the sub-
tropics, the magnitude of this variability was large enough to overcome the mean advective loss of nitrate
which resulted from downward Ekman pumping [Lévy et al., 2012b]; hence, the actual sign of the annual
nitrate supply to the subtropical zone varied interannually. The intermittent nature of these nitrate pulses
also explained the variability in phytoplankton peak timing in the otherwise depleted subtropics with some
of the peaks being in fact associated with such events (Figure 2a).

Another potential internal mechanism that could drive interannual variability in bloom peak timing is
restratification by submesoscales [Boccaletti et al., 2007]. This process induced interannual variations of the
time at which the mixed layer shoaled between winter and spring in our model (dashed lines in Figure 4b).
To test this hypothesis, we compared this restratification date range to the peak date range (Figure 4b). In
the subtropics, the restratification date range was only about half of the peak date range illustrating that
varying restratification times was not sufficient to explain the large variability in peak dates. Indeed, as men-
tioned before, part of this variability can be attributable to the time variability in nutrient supply pulses.
However, in the subpolar zone, the two ranges are closer which supports the hypothesis that submesoscale
stratification could be responsible for the simulated interannual variability in bloom timing. This is also illus-
trated in Figures 2b and 2d where a strong submesoscale front causes an earlier mixed layer shoaling and
a phytoplankton peak occurring 1 week earlier in year 1 than in year 2. It should be reminded, however,
that the effect of submesoscale restratification on bloom timing is rather small compared with the atmo-
spherically driven variability (Figure 3a) and has only marginal consequences on the annual new production
budget (Figure 3c).
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5. Conclusion

A highly idealized model which showed features reminiscent of the North Atlantic phytoplankton bloom
and eddy variability was used to investigate how internal variability associated with submesoscale fronts
drove interannual variability in the bloom. The processes that have been highlighted are not specific to the
North Atlantic and should also apply to the North Pacific or to the Southern Ocean. The advantage of using
an idealized model was that it could be run at very high horizontal resolution. Our results suggested that
transient nutrient supply by submesoscale fronts induced interannual variability in annual mean new pro-
duction, hence, in export production [Resplandy et al., 2012], over the scale of oceanic provinces. Another
source of variability was restratification at these fronts which induced moderate variability in bloom tim-
ing. Such variability could only be captured with a model at submesoscale permitting resolution and rapidly
decreased at coarser resolution. Comparison with variability in 5◦ binned ocean color data suggested that
this internally driven variability is not small relative to climate-driven variability, which might explain the
generally moderate levels of correlation between ocean color data and climate indices. At small scale, we
found that internal variability could be as large as external variability, which calls for even more caution
when trying to relate the variability observed from moorings or time series stations to climate indices.

The present results need to be confirmed in the frame of longer, more realistic, basin scale simulations, with
variable interannual atmospheric forcings, which will also allow more rigorous comparison with the variabil-
ity observed in the ocean and more robust statistics. However, they suggest that submesoscale permitting
resolution is needed to capture the full strength of the variability. This is unlike internal variability of core
physical properties, such as sea level anomaly, which could be captured at 1/4◦ resolution [Penduff et al.,
2011]. It relates to the paramount sensitivity of biogeochemistry to vertical fluxes which are much stronger
at the submesoscale than at the mesoscale [Capet et al., 2008].
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