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Hydrographic data from two oceanographic cruises conducted during March 2006 and January/February
2007 are used to investigate the thermohaline structure related to the observed circulation along the
Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System (MBRS). From our observations we identify three water masses in the
MBRS: the Caribbean Surface Water (CSW), North Atlantic Subtropical Underwater (SUW), and Tropical
Atlantic Central Water (TACW). Little vertical structure in temperature is observed in the upper 100 m of
the water column, but important differences are observed in the salinity distribution both horizontally
and with depth. Freshwater inputs to the system from the mainland can be traced in the surface layer,
with two possible sources: one from surface rivers located along the southern portion of the MBRS, and
the other originating from an underground river system located along the northern portion of the MBRS.
The thermohaline structure in the MBRS reﬂects the dynamics of the observed circulation. Uplifted
isopycnals along most of the central and northern coastline of the MBRS reﬂect the effects of the strong
geostrophic circulation ﬂowing northward, i.e. the Yucatan Current. To the south along the MBRS, much
weaker velocities are observed, with the Honduras Gyre dominating the ﬂow in this region as presented
during January/February 2007. These two regions are separated by onshore and divergent alongshore
ﬂow associated with the impingement of the Cayman Current on the shore and the MBRS.
& 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Description of water masses in the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System, with local inﬂuences due to upwelling and land runoff.
Index terms:
4220 (Coral reef systems)
4223 (Descriptive and regional oceanography)
4512 (Currents)
4520 (Eddies and mesoscale processes)
Keywords:
Yucatan Current
Mesoamerican Barrier Reef
Hydrography
Water masses
Geostrophy

1. Introduction
Our knowledge of the hydrographic and water mass characteristics of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System (MBRS) relies
primarily on studies from nearby regions such as the Gulf of
Mexico, the Lesser Antilles, the Windward Passage, the Straits of
Florida, the coast of Venezuela, and the Yucatan Channel area (c.f.
Wüst, 1964; Lambert and Sturges, 1977; Morrison and Nowlin,
1982; Tomczak and Godfrey, 2003; Hernandez-Guerra and Joyce,
2000). In general, the MBRS receives water masses that are imported by the Caribbean Current, having entered from the Atlantic
Ocean through the multiple passages between the northern and
eastern Caribbean islands. En route to the MBRS the water masses
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are modiﬁed by mixing with ambient water masses, air-sea exchange (evaporation, precipitation, heating, cooling), and freshening by land runoff. In addition, extreme weather events occur at
times, capable of producing dramatic changes in the thermohaline
structure of the water masses (Jaimes and Shay, 2009). Finally,
once the water masses arrive at the MBRS, the spatial distribution
of thermohaline properties is determined by the circulation, which
is dominated by the strong, northward-ﬂowing Yucatan Current in
the northern MBRS, the presence of weaker southward currents
and the mesoscale Honduras Gyre in the southern MBRS, and the
impingement of the Cayman Current onto the coast, which forms a
hydrographic boundary between the northern and southern regions (Carrillo et al., 2015).
How hydrographic structures and their variability in the MBRS
are related to the regional circulation is poorly understood. Most
physical oceanographic studies in the MBRS and the greater
western Caribbean have concentrated on basin-scale circulation,
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leaving regional hydrographic characteristics unexplored. This is
particularly true for how the water masses and thermohaline
structure relate to the circulation. Thus, there is a critical need for
regional hydrographic observations using traditional shipboard
oceanographic methods that have not often been employed in the
MBRS during the last two decades.
The need for regional oceanographic study of the MBRS is made
urgent by the recent report of the Status and Trends of Caribbean
Coral Reefs 1970–2012 (Jackson et al., 2014), in which it is reported
that coral coverage in the MBRS is in a dramatic decline, and that
the reefs may even disappear in this region in the next 20 years.
This is an alarming prognosis for the MBRS, the second largest
barrier reef in the world and the largest in the Atlantic Ocean. It is
well known that one of the primary factors affecting coral reef
growth is the water quality of the surrounding water column
(Nichols and Williams, 2009), yet the thermohaline structure and
chemical properties of the waters over the MBRS remain poorly

known, and a baseline does not yet exist for this region. Beyond
direct inﬂuences on coral physiology, both the hydrographic conditions and the regional circulation inﬂuence the dynamics of
benthic and pelagic communities that interact with the reef ecosystem (Nichols and Williams, 2009) and the circulation is a primary factor in connectivity along the MBRS. The lack of physical
oceanographic observations in the MBRS is in sharp contrast to the
urgent need to understand the future of this biodiverse and yet
fragile ecosystem.
Here we report on two recent surveys and present new information on the water masses and hydrography along the MBRS.
What water masses are present along the MBRS? How does the
regional circulation explain the distribution of these water masses
and associated hydrographic structure? How do local processes
modify water mass characteristics and associated horizontal and
vertical distributions of temperature and salinity? The aim of this
work is to provide a regional baseline of the thermohaline

Fig. 1. a) Study area showing Western Caribbean Sea basins, the narrow shelf and other selected bathymetric features offshore of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef region.
Bathymetry is shaded in gray, with thick contours at 1000, 2000, 3000, and 4000 m, and shows the narrow shelf. Selected cross-sections (dashed lines) and hydrographic
stations for b) March 2006 and c) January 2007 are also shown.
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Fig. 2. Temperature-Salinity diagram with water masses delimited by squares according to the ranges of values listed in Table 1. Color indicates oxygen content. Values
outside the mean curve are labeled as “Upwelling” and correspond to casts from the area near Contoy Island. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure
legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

structure and water masses of the MBRS and their interaction with
the observed circulation. This information will guide regional resource management and also be valuable for validation of numerical models.
In order to achieve these goals, a set of conductivity-temperature-depth (CTD) data from two oceanographic surveys conducted
during March 2006 and January/February 2007 was used. We focus herein on the upper water masses (above 500 m depth), where
a relatively rapid rate of renewal, transport, and distribution depends strongly on the regional circulation. This is the second part
(Part 2) of the Pathways and Hydrography in the Mesoamerican
Barrier Reef System study, providing the ﬁrst detailed examination
of water masses and the thermohaline structure along the MBRS
and its relationship with the circulation as observed and reported
in Part 1 (Carrillo et al., 2015).

2. Data and methods
Hydrographic data were collected in the MBRS during two
oceanographic cruises conducted aboard the NOAA Ship Gordon
Gunter during March 2006 and January/February 2007 (hereafter
M06 and J07). The station array was selected to provide a measure
of larval ﬁsh diversity and abundance while also resolving the
major oceanographic features, involving a trade-off between
density of stations and spatial coverage (Fig. 1). At each station,
CTD casts were obtained using a Sea-Bird Electronics (SBE) Model
911 Plus system conﬁgured with dual temperature (SBE 3), conductivity (SBE 4), and oxygen sensors (SBE 43), chlorophyll a
(chl_a) ﬂuorometers (WET Labs ECO FL), and a 24-Niskin bottle
water sampler. Post-cruise processing of the CTD data set was
performed using standard techniques. Most CTD casts were taken
from the surface to 500 m depth, although some deeper casts were
also obtained. During M06, the Mexican Caribbean (extending
from the Yucatan Channel to the border between Mexico and
Belize) was surveyed with a total of 51 CTD casts. During J07, the
Belizean, Guatemalan and Mexican coasts were surveyed with a

total of 95 CTD stations.
Geostrophic velocity ﬁelds were obtained from dynamic height
differences derived from the density anomaly ﬁelds, assuming a
level of no motion along the isopycnal sigma-t¼27.0 kg m  3. We
chose this sigma-t isopycnal as the no-motion reference level after
comparing Acoustic Doppler Current Proﬁler (ADCP) data (Carrillo
et al., 2015) with geostrophic velocity ﬁelds derived by using different water depths (e.g., 500 m) and sigma-t isopycnals for the
no-motion reference level. While geostrophic velocities were very
similar to ADCP velocities in general (not shown), at speciﬁc stations geostrophic estimates underestimated ADCP-observed magnitudes by 70.05–0.15 m/s, but up to 0.5 m/s on the northernmost sections. The geostrophic ﬁeld was derived from vertical
integration of the thermal-wind equation above the depth of the
isopycnal sigma-t¼ 27.0 kg m  3. Objective mapping was used to
obtain smoothed gridded ﬁelds according to Carrillo et al. (2002).
To describe the thermohaline structure along the MBRS, we
selected the following cross-sections: Line A, the northernmost
section offshore Contoy Island to  115 km offshore; Line C, located 60 km north of Bahía de la Ascension and south of Cozumel
Island; Lines G and I, north and south of Chinchorro Bank, respectively, and in the Cayman Current impingement zone; and
Lines N and P, which are representative cross-sections in Belizean
coastal waters, with Line P just south of Glovers Reef and in the
Gulf of Honduras. Lines N and P were only occupied during 2007.
Since the location of Line A was different in the M06 and M07
cruises, it is labeled as Line A06 and Line A07, respectively.

3. Results
3.1. Water masses
A temperature-salinity diagram for all data shows the water
masses present during the M06 and J07 cruises (Fig. 2) – and associated oxygen concentrations. The water masses are delineated
by lines in Fig. 2, and the deﬁnitions of the water masses are listed
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Table 1
Water mass deﬁnitions for the MBRS, range of values obtained from our shipboard data, and the water mass properties deﬁned by Gallegos (1996).

Caribbean Surface Water
North Atlantic Subtropical
Underwater
Tropical Atlantic Central Water
Antarctic Intermediate Water
North Atlantic Deep Water

ID

Temp (°C) Sal (psu)

CSW
SUW

Z 25
19.0–26

TACW 7.9–20
AAIW 2.0–7.9
NADW 1.5–6.0

Density (kg/
m³)

Depth (m)

Observations

34.5–36.6 o 24.52
36.6–37
24.24–26.25

0–100
50–250

34.9–36.6 26.25–27.2
33.8–34.9 27.2–27.47
34.9–35.0 4 27.47

300–600
600–900
900bottom

Surface Warmer Layer, Mixed Layer
Maximum salinity, Sal Z 37, 25.4 kg/m3 centered at approx 150 m,
Subtropical origin
Low oxygen, tropical Atlantic origin
Low salinity signal
Labrador sea origin

those summarized by Gallegos (1996) and Gallegos and Czitrom
(1997). The ﬁve primary water masses of the Caribbean basin were
present off the MBRS during our cruises:

 Caribbean Surface Water (CSW) – 4% of the volume of the
Caribbean.

 North Atlantic Subtropical Underwater (SUW) – 5% of the volume of the Caribbean; formed in central tropical Atlantic.

 Tropical Atlantic Central Water (TACW) – 12% of the volume of



Fig. 3. Mean vertical proﬁles of temperature (black: °C), dissolved oxygen (green:
ml/L), salinity (red), and density (blue: kg/m3) for the uppermost 500 m. M06
proﬁles are shown as dashed lines, and J07 proﬁles as solid lines. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web
version of this article.)

in Table 1. In order to maintain consistency with water mass
names for the North Atlantic and Caribbean Waters, we use water
mass deﬁnitions from Gallegos (1996). However, we extend the
deﬁnitions of the water masses for this region because the salinity
and temperature ranges differed from those that have been deﬁned for regions closer to the entrance to the Caribbean Basin and

the Caribbean; mixture of North and South Atlantic Central
Waters.
Antarctic Intermediate Water (AAIW) – 6% of the volume of the
Caribbean; formed at the Sub-Antarctic Front.
North Atlantic Deep Water (NADW) – 73% of the volume of the
Caribbean.

The well-mixed warm surface layer off the MBRS is comprised
of CSW, with salinity modiﬁed by local precipitation, runoff, and
upwelling (Wüst, 1964; Hernandez-Guerra and Joyce, 2000). Dissolved oxygen is Z 4 ml/L with maximum values up to 4.67 ml/L.
The high-salinity SUW lies beneath the CSW. Centered at about
150 m depth, the SUW is represented in our data with a maximum
salinity of 36.92 in its core and a dissolved oxygen content of 3.37–
4.06 ml/L. Merino (1997) referred to this water mass as Subtropical
Intermediate Water (STUW 23 °C and 36.89 salinity) and Enriquez
et al. (2013) named Caribbean Subtropical Underwater (CSUW) in
the Yucatan Shelf with temperature values of 22–26 °C and salinity
values of 36.4–36.7. From about 200 m to below 500 m the TACW
is found, with oxygen decreasing to as low as 2.82 ml/L at depth.
The TACW exhibits a tighter range of values, indicating less modiﬁcation through mixing, and surface/land inﬂuences. Below the
TACW one ﬁnds the low-salinity AAIW with salinities about 34.9
and oxygen about 3.5 ml/L. Finally, the deepest areas ( 4950 m)
are ﬁlled with NADW, cold waters with high levels of oxygen, up to
 5 ml/L. In this work, we address only waters above 500 m depth,
which excludes the Intermediate and Deep water masses.
Mixing and water mass modiﬁcation are evident in Fig. 2. The
CSW water mass is being formed by the addition of freshwater
combined with heating near the surface. The lowest CSW salinity
values were observed at locations close to freshwater sources
along the MBRS. Also, mixing is evident between the uppermost
part of the TACW and CSW, yielding waters that are of the same
density as SUW but markedly fresher (Fig. 2: these points deviate
from the main temperature-salinity curve at temperatures between 16 and 26 °C). These data correspond to CTD casts taken
near Contoy Island in the north and close to the Yucatan coast
(Fig. 1), a region characterized by upwelling (Cochrane, 1966, 1968,
1969; Ruiz, 1979; Merino, 1997). We refer to this upwelled water
again below.
3.2. Vertical proﬁles
Mean vertical proﬁles of temperature, salinity, density and
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dissolved oxygen are shown in Fig. 3. The surface mixed layer was
deﬁned by the depth at which the temperature is 0.8 °C cooler
than the surface (c.f., threshold approach used by Kara et al.
(2003)). This surface layer has a mean thickness of 93 m and a
mean temperature of 26.5 °C during M06 (dashed lines), and 85 m
and 27.12 °C during J07 (solid lines). Below this layer, temperature
decreases monotonically (   0.062 °C/m) towards the 200 m
depth. From 200 m to 500 m depth it decreases at a rate of
0.025 °C/m.
Salinity is lowest in the surface layer, with markedly lower
values in the uppermost 5–10 m (lowest during J07). Maximum
salinity is observed in the SUW between 110 and 150 m with peak
values at 135 m and 124 m in M06 and J07, respectively. Below this
maximum, salinity decreases monotonically (   0.005/m) to
500 m depth.
Density proﬁles exhibit a surface mixed layer with a well-deﬁned pycnocline, below which stratiﬁcation decreases slowly with
depth. Surface densities are very low due to the combination of
high temperature and low salinity values (CSW), and density increases rapidly over 50 m with the transition to the colder, highsalinity SUW. Locally the stratiﬁcation can attain values of
0.05 kg/m4, representing high stability. The depth of the pycnocline does not coincide exactly with that of the thermocline; it is
shallower due to the inﬂuence of salinity. The barrier layer thickness, deﬁned as the depth difference between the thermocline and
the pycnocline (de Boyer Montégut et al., 2007), was 14 m during
M06 and 17 m during J07.
The vertical proﬁle of dissolved oxygen shows two local minima. The shallower minimum (  3.4 ml/L) is found in the core of
the salinity maximum layer (SUW), and the deeper oxygen minimum (  2.8 ml/L) is found in the lower TACW near 500 m. Surface
waters contain the most oxygen (4.7 and 4.4 ml/L for M06 and J07,
respectively).
Salinity is most variable above the pycnocline (Fig. 4), and also
below the core of the SUW where mixing with TACW is observed.
In the top 40 m of the water column, salinity can be as low as 34.5
or as high as 36.1 (Fig. 2). Between 40 and 80 m depth, the salinity
values are 4 35.85 but o36.8. Below 100 m depth, the salinity is
436.0 and increases until a maximum salinity is observed between 120 and 140 m, which represents the core of the SUW. The
halocline can be as shallow as 5 m or as deep as 130 m, with a
tradeoff between depth and intensity (Fig. 4): where freshwater
inputs are retained near-surface, shallow haloclines are observed
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with ΔS 41.0 whereas where freshwater is mixed to depth, haloclines are deeper and weaker with ΔS r0.5.
3.3. Hydrographic sections
Vertical structure changes with distance from the coast, due to
upwelling and runoff effects. This is evident in the hydrographic
sections plotted in Figs. 5–10.
The northernmost section (Lines A06, A07, Fig. 5) is characterized by an upward displacement of the water masses close to the
shelf in both cruises. At the shelf edge the 25 °C isotherm is displaced 100 m and the 21 °C isotherm is displaced 150 m above
their offshore depths. Maximum salinity of 36.85 is centered between 100 and 200 m depth (shallower nearer to the shelf). In J07
this SUW is observed at depths of 20–30 m over the shelf adjacent
to Contoy Island, with salinity lowered by mixing with both SUW
and CSW, which are also found over the shelf in this upwelling
region. Local freshwater runoff is also evident in a thin layer with
So35.5.
In the section located immediately south of Cozumel (Line C,
Fig. 6), the uplifting of the water masses is less evident near-surface but uplifting of the TACW by 100 m or more was observed at
depth. Salinity in the uppermost 50 m depth was patchy, due to
local inﬂuences. During M06, a low-salinity layer was found offshore, with values r35.75 down to 40 m, and in J07 a shallower
layer with surface salinity o35.25 was observed. Following the
isoline that separates CWS from SUW, a dome centered at ∼35–
40 km can be observed during both M06 and J07. The vertical
structure of SUW in this area resembles a lens typical of an eddylike feature.
In sections along Lines G and I, north and south of Chinchorro
Bank, there are notable differences between M06 and J07
(Figs. 7 and 8). In general, the upward displacement of the isotherms near the coast is much weaker than it was for the northern
lines (A and C). While uplifting 4 100 m is evident at depth during
J07, uplifting is o50 m in M06 on Line G (Fig. 7). In M06, isolines
closer to the surface are not uplifted – in fact the isohalines above
SUW deepen towards the coast on both lines G and I, indicating
southward ﬂow (based on geostrophy). Near the surface, a thin
low-salinity layer is evident nearshore in both years and on both
lines, with surface values being as low as 34.0 on Line G in J07 –
presumably indicating local sources.
Belizean waters at the southernmost extent of the MBRS were
only sampled during J07 (Lines N and P; Figs. 9 and 10). There is a
marked low-salinity surface layer in this region, only 10 m deep on
Line N and mixing down to 30 m on Line P. Salinities are lower and
the largest area of freshwater inﬂuence was observed along these
southern lines. A slight uplifting of the isolines is observed at Line
N (Fig. 9) and a slight downward bending of isolines is observed in
the southernmost transect, Line P (Fig. 10).
3.4. Horizontal thermal structure

Fig. 4. Vertical proﬁles of salinity for the uppermost 150 m, showing the nearly
homogeneous surface water, near-surface halocline, and the core of the SUW. The
thick line shows the mean salinity proﬁle over both cruises.

The depth of the surface mixed layer is mapped for M06 and
J07 in Fig. 11. The depth of this thermal layer is greater offshore
than in the coastal waters. On the northernmost lines close to the
Yucatan shelf, this layer is  50 m thick during both cruises.
Elsewhere along the coast, the surface mixed layer extends to 80–
90 m whereas depths of 120 m are found offshore during M06 and
100 m offshore during J07. The temperature ﬁeld at 150 m depth
shows colder water close to the coast (Fig. 11c and d), with lower
values during J07 than M06 in the area between Cozumel and
Chinchorro. At the northern limit of the cruise, the coldest waters
were observed in M06: the minimum 150 m temperature is 16 °C
(2 °C lower than J07) and shows a strong thermal gradient of 6 °C/
37 km along the offshore edge of the cold water. However, during
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Fig. 5. Cross-sectional distribution of temperature and salinity at the northernmost section of the MBRS (Lines A06 and A07) between the surface and 500 m. Contours for
salinity are in increments of 0.25, temperature contours in increments of 1 °C. The thick black lines delineate the water masses. The stations are marked at the top. a)
Temperature, M06; b) Temperature, J07; c) Salinity, M06; and d) Salinity, J07.

J07, the 20 °C isotherm is observed as far south as Xcalak
(  18.5°N). The same isotherm is only evident in the northern
portion of the MBRS, north of Bahía de la Ascension (  20.0°N) in
M06. During J07 a relatively strong thermal gradient was observed
at 150 m between the coast and offshore waters (4 °C/37 km) in
the area between the southern end of Cozumel and northern
Chinchorro Bank, while it is weaker during M06 in the same area.
The horizontal distributions of the 12 and 22 °C isotherms are
shown in Fig. 12. The 12 °C topography (Fig. 12a and b) gives an
indication of the uplifting of the isotherms located at the lower
base of the upper water masses, and the topography of the 22 °C
isotherm (Fig. 12c and d) is used to illustrate the upward displacement of the isotherms, similarly to the way in which Merino
(1997) used the 22.5 °C isotherm to demonstrate upwelling over
the Yucatan shelf. In addition, the 22 °C isotherm is relatively close
to 20 °C, which is considered the upper limit of the permanent
thermocline in the tropics (Tomczak and Godfrey, 2003). The

topographies of both the 12 °C and 22 °C isotherms show an uplifting close to the coast during both cruises. Depth differences of
the 12 °C isotherm between offshore and onshore waters are up to
200 m and 250 m during M06 and J07, respectively. During J07, the
12 °C isotherm is shallower close to the coast and considerably
shallower close to the Yucatan shelf, with values up to 250 m,
whereas just north of Bahía de la Ascension it is about 200 m
depth. During J07, the 12 °C isotherm in the Belizean and Gulf of
Honduras waters shows depths  350–400 m, deeper than those
observed in the Mexican Caribbean coastal waters. Differences
between both cruises are found around Chinchorro Bank, where
the 12 °C isotherm is relatively shallower during M06 than during
J07.
Both cruises show an uplifting of the 22 °C isotherm from deep
waters towards the coast. This isotherm is observed at depths
4170 m in oceanic waters, whereas it is observed at about 130 m
in coastal waters. As was observed in other thermal topographies,
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Fig. 6. Same as Fig. 5, but for the cross-section south of Cozumel Channel (Line C).

there are some coastal areas with considerable uplifting. The rising
of the isotherm can be traced as far south as Xcalak (about
18.25°N), and it intensiﬁes northwards along the coast, with a
maximum on the Yucatan shelf. This isotherm is close to the surface in the northern MBRS near the Yucatan shelf, where it reaches
depths as shallow as 20 m and 80 m during J07 and M06, respectively. Another shallow area was seen between the south end
of Cozumel Island and latitude of about 19.25°N (around the bays
of Ascension and Espiritu Santo), where it is observed at 120 m
and up to 110 m near Bahía Ascension during J07.
3.5. Horizontal salinity structure
There is high variability of the surface salinity data within the
ﬁrst 120 m (Fig. 4). Horizontal salinity distribution maps at 5 m,
25 m (near the surface, below the halocline), 50 m (top of the
halocline) and 75 m (within the halocline) were selected for the
analysis. In general, during both cruises, the surface salinity shows
patchiness and lower salinity near the coast.
During M06, over a large portion of the sampled area of the
MBRS, the 5 m salinity is r35.8 (Fig. 13a). As the salinity increases
with depth some patterns emerge, such as near the northern tip of
the MBRS where uplifted high-salinity waters representing the
SUW are observed in the 50-m and 75-m salinity distributions
(Fig. 13c and d). Also, with increasing depth, it becomes evident
that there is relatively saltier water there than is found in the
coastal waters over Chinchorro Bank. A large lens of lower salinity
water, at about 50 m depth, is observed close to the Yucatan Basin

(southeast of Cozumel Island).
During J07, the whole coast of the MBRS shows 5 m salinities
lower than 35.8 (Fig. 13e), as also seen during M06, with two relatively large areas showing particularly low salinities (as low as
35.2). One is located in the northern MBRS (from Espiritu Santo
and Bahía de la Ascension to Isla Contoy), and the second is located
in the southern MBRS (near Belize/Gulf of Honduras). The northern low-salinity area is present at both 25 m and 50 m depth
(Fig. 13g), and the salinity anomaly is reduced to a small portion of
low-salinity water (35.8) at 75 m depth (Fig. 13h) located near the
coast north of Bahía de la Ascension. The southern low-salinity
area, located in the Gulf of Honduras, can be traced at 25 m depth
(Fig. 13f), but is weak at 50 m (Fig. 13g) and not clear by 75 m
(Fig. 13h). As was observed for M06, the central MBRS area around
Chinchorro Bank (18–19 °N) shows relatively higher salinity values
at the surface during J07, and at 25 and 50 m depth. Higher salinity
values were also observed in the northernmost part of the MBRS at
50 m depth, generating strong salinity gradients of about 0.4/
48 km. At 75 m depth, except in the northern MBRS, the whole
area shows salinity values greater than 36.0, in contrast to those of
the salinity ﬁeld at 50 m. In particular, in the Gulf of Honduras and
north of Cozumel the salinity ﬁeld shows higher values (436.4).
Although most of the coast shows relatively high salinity values at
this depth, one station at about 20 km from the coast north of
Bahía de la Ascension shows lower salinity values (35.9).
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Fig. 7. Same as Fig. 5, but for the cross-section north of Chinchorro Bank (Line G).

3.6. Geostrophic velocity ﬁelds
Geostrophic velocities from the M06 and J07 cruises were calculated from dynamic height differences derived from the density
anomaly ﬁelds (Fig. 14a and b). The isopycnal sigmat¼ 27.0 kg m  3 was used as the level of no motion. Geostrophic
ﬂow ﬁelds were improved by combining altimetry-derived ﬂows
and geostrophic velocities derived from hydrography. The altimeter-derived geostrophic currents were obtained from the Rio05
output model estimated from dynamic topography averaged over

a 10-day period (Rio and Hernandez, 2004). The time periods used
in this analysis correspond to March 26–30, 2006 and January 17–
22, 2007 for M06 and J07, respectively. Both cruises show similar
surface geostrophic velocity ﬁelds, with strong northward ﬂow of
the Yucatan Current in the northern portion of the MBRS and relatively weaker velocities in the southern portion. During M06
(Fig. 14a), the Chinchorro area shows weak ﬂows, indeed southward ﬂows were obtained at the southern portion of this bank.
The northward ﬂow of the Yucatan Current is best deﬁned between a latitude of approximately 19.25°N up to the Yucatan
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Fig. 8. Same as Fig. 5, but for the cross-section south of Chinchorro Bank (Line I).

Channel. During J07 (Fig. 14b), northward geostrophic velocities
are clearly deﬁned from 18.25°N to farther north, and were closer
to the coast and conﬁned in a narrower area than had been observed during M06 (Fig. 14a). In the Gulf of Honduras, the geostrophic ﬁeld showed the weakest velocities and a southward ﬂow
(Fig. 14b).
Cross-sections of geostrophic velocity were estimated for the
previously described hydrographic lines by using the level of no
motion of sigma-t ¼27 kg/m3 (Fig. 15). These velocity cross-sections show a northward ﬂow on Lines A, C and G during M06, and
on Lines A, C, G, I and N during J07. The maximum on each crosssection shows the core of the Yucatan Current. The northward
ﬂows show maximum speeds (up to 0.8 m/s during M06 and
0.6 m/s during J07) at the northernmost lines A06 and A07, located
in the Yucatan Channel, with weaker ﬂows farther south. The
Yucatan Current is not evident at Line I during M06 and Line P
during J07. During M06, the northward current seen in Line A06 is
about 60 km wide, with speeds up to 0.8 m/s in the 15 km wide

core. Speeds of 0.2 m/s can be observed at a depth of 200 m.
Moving southward to Line C, the northward ﬂow is divided into
two main cores, one stronger current (up to 0.4 m/s) directed into
the Cozumel Channel with a narrow core about 20 km wide, and
the other weaker current located on the ocean side of Cozumel
and reaching speeds of about 0.2 m/s. At Line G, located north of
Chinchorro, the northward ﬂow is weaker (0.2 m/s), with a core of
about 10 km width, along the eastern side of the bank in the direction of the deep basin. South of Chinchorro, Line I shows a
weaker northward ﬂow, centered at 150 m depth with speeds
o0.2 m/s. During J07, Line A07 included shallower stations on the
Yucatan shelf than were occupied during M06. Line C shows that
the core of the Yucatan Current is weaker and located farther
offshore during J07 than observed during M06, where it had been
stronger and closer to the coast. Lines around Chinchorro Bank
during J07 show the current closer to the coast, with speeds up to
0.35 m/s at Line G, and 0.2 m/s at Line I, located south of
Chinchorro. The Belizean cross-sections (Lines N and P) resemble
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Fig. 9. Same as Fig. 5, but for the cross-section located off the Belizean coast (Line N).

Fig. 10. Same as Fig. 5, but for the cross-section located at the southernmost section of the MBRS in the Gulf of Honduras (Line P).

Lines G and I of M06, respectively. A weak northward ﬂow is
evident at Line N, and a very weak southward ﬂow is present at
Line P.

4. Discussion
The thermohaline structure of the MBRS shows a vertical distribution that is typical of subtropical and tropical Atlantic regions,
with North Atlantic Subtropical Underwater (SUW) overlying
Tropical Atlantic Central Water (TACW) and ﬂowing through the

region. Near-surface is a layer of Caribbean Surface Water (CSW),
formed from the modiﬁcation of SUW by land runoff and surface
warming (Fig. 2). In the MBRS, this vertical structure is altered by
shoaling of isolines associated with uplifting of the isopycnals
where the Yucatan Current interacts with the coast, and some
more localized and mild deepening of isolines in the Gulf of
Honduras associated with cyclonic ﬂow and freshwater inﬂows.
Based on geostrophy, the deformation of isopycnals provides
information on circulation that agrees well with currents measured directly by ADCP (Carrillo et al., 2015). Although the principle of geostrophy and the coarse resolution of the station grid
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Fig. 11. a) Depth of the thermal mixed layer for M06; b) Temperature distribution at 150 m for M06; c) Depth of the thermal mixed layer for J07; and d) Temperature
distribution at 150 m for J07.
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Fig. 12. a) Depth of the 12 °C isotherm for M06; b) Depth of the 22 °C isotherm for M06; c) Depth of the 12 °C isotherm for M06; and d) Depth of the 12 °C for J07.

can only resolve broad patterns (length scales of order 100 km and
larger), these hydrographic data describe the primary features,
including the Yucatan Current and differences between the M06
and J07 cruises and across latitudes. However, the geostrophic

ﬁelds cannot resolve submesoscale features such as the AscensionCozumel Coastal Eddy (Carrillo et al., 2015), the wakes behind
Chinchorro Bank and Cozumel Island, or the ageostrophic ﬂow
features in the Cozumel Channel described by Chávez et al. (2003)
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Fig. 13. Horizontal salinity distribution at a) 5 m depth during M06; b) 25 m during M06; c) 50 m during M06; d) 75 m during M06; e) 5 m depth J07; f) 25 m during J07; g)
50 m during J07; and h) 75 m during J07.

and Ochoa et al. (2005).
In the northern region, characterized by strong northward ﬂow
(Carrillo et al., 2015), coastal waters are colder and saltier in
general, owing to the shoaling of temperature and salinity isolines.
Described previously by Merino (1997), this current-driven upwelling raises isotherms/isohalines/isopycnals by 100 m or more.
Cochrane (1966; 1968) proposed that this upwelling could be induced by bottom friction associated with the strong Yucatan
Current. However, Jiménez Lagunes (2004) analyzed this hypothesis using a numerical model, and the results did not support that
hypothesis. Ramos Musalem (2013), by using a global circulation
model (MITgcm), suggested coastally-trapped waves as the most
likely forcing mechanism of the upwelling observed in this area;
however, available cold water needs to be present for the vertical
transport at 120 m depth. Recently, Reyes-Mendoza et al. (2016)
analyzed the effect of wind and found that upwelling pulses were
not correlated with wind-driven Ekman transport, suggesting that
it is a process not locally controlled. We observed that an uplifting
of the isotherms occurs along the MBRS while the Yucatan Current
is present. In the northernmost portion of the MBRS, the uplifting
of the isotherms is enhanced, allowing any vertical transport
mechanism to produce the upwelling. These observations suggest

that the upwelling in the northernmost MBRS could be associated
with strengthening of the Yucatan Current, and at times the SUW
will outcrop at the surface near Isla Contoy, forming a marked
thermal front that can be seen along the shelf edge, extending
north to about 25°N latitude (Pérez de los Reyes et al., 1996). This
strongest upwelling occurs where the Yucatan Current separates
from the coast as the shelf widens – a phenomenon similar to that
observed over the Agulhas Bank, where the Agulhas Current separates from the coast (Swart and Largier, 1987; Lutjeharms et al.,
2000). This upwelling varies seasonally, weakest during autumn
and winter and strongest during spring and summer (Merino,
1997) – our winter cruises were during the weaker phase of the
upwelling.
Uplifting is less clear in the central MBRS, where the northward
current is weaker (and absent in the southern MBRS), but it was
observed as far south as Xcalak (18.25°N) during J07. Local intensiﬁcation of uplifting is observed north of Bahia de la Ascension, and where the current separates from the coast forming the
Ascension-Cozumel Coastal Eddy, as described in Carrillo et al.
(2015).
Upwelling is important in determining water quality in the
shallowest areas over the Yucatan continental shelf. This upwelled
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Fig. 14. Surface geostrophic velocities (in m/s) derived from hydrographic and altimetry data for a) M06; and b) J07.

water can be traced by its temperature-salinity signature (16–
20 °C; 36.1–36.5), and it has been designated as Yucatan Upwelling
Water (YUW) by Merino (1997), while Enriquez et al. (2013) refer
to it as Caribbean Subtropical Underwater (CSUW) when observed
over the Yucatan Shelf. This upwelled water also has high nutrients and low oxygen. Thus, where upwelling occurs, MBRS
coastal habitats are exposed to these water properties; moreover,
the upwelling enhances algal blooms, underpinning the growing
concerns for harmful red tide events over the Yucatan Shelf (Enriquez et al., 2010).
Land runoff is also an important factor in coastal water quality
and this is strongest in the southern MBRS where twelve rivers
together discharge about 1232 m3 s  1 into the Gulf of Honduras
(Thattai et al., 2003), lowering salinity in the uppermost 50 m near
the surface. These low-salinity waters are advected south and
entrained into the Honduras Gyre (Cherubin et al., 2008), creating
a regional feature (Fig. 16) and eventually being entrained in the
Yucatan Current. In addition to salinity inﬂuences, land runoff may
also contain biogenic materials as well as pollutants – but little is
known about the loading of runoff to the Gulf of Honduras.
Low salinity waters were also observed in coastal areas farther
to the north, with values about 0.6 units lower in the northern
MBRS (Figs. 13 and 16) – a result which was not expected, since

there are no rivers in the Yucatan and this region is characterized
by upwelling of high-salinity water. However, the Yucatan Peninsula is characterized by permeable karstic geology (Perry et al.,
2002; Bauer-Gottwein et al., 2011), in which underground rivers
may exist. Low salinities in coastal waters between 19°N and 20°N
match up with locations where underground rivers and sinkholes
are known to be connected to the sea (Smart et al., 2006; Beddows
et al., 2007; Charvet, 2009). In this region, submarine groundwater
discharge has been estimated at 568 m3 d  1 m  1 length of
shoreline, but only 48 m3 d  1 m  1 in the northern portion near
Puerto Morelos (Null et al., 2014). A single groundwater spring in
the northern peninsula has been documented with a discharge of
up to 34,560–40,000 m3 d  1, even during the dry season (ValleLevinson et al., 2011; Parra et al., 2015). Moreover, it has been
reported that spring salinity could range between 28 and 36
modulated by changes in sea level (Valle-Levinson et al., 2011;
Parra et al., 2015). Further, Enriquez et al. (2013) have previously
reported low salinities on the Yucatan Shelf, north of the Peninsula. Although our observations were not close enough to the
coast to trace the freshwater discharge from the karstic river
system, previous studies in this area have shown signiﬁcant crossshore salinity gradients along 60 km of the coastline in the
northern MBRS (Carrillo Bibriezca et al., 2008). Nevertheless, we
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Fig. 15. Cross-sectional structure of geostrophic ﬂow velocity (m/s) and density (kg/m3) for M06 and J07. a) Lines A06 and A07; b) Line C; c) Line G; d) Line I; e) Line N; and f)
Line P. Yellow lines represent station positions. Isopycnals are represented by red lines. Black contours and shading represent the derived geostrophic velocity perpendicular
to the transect. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

56

L. Carrillo et al. / Continental Shelf Research 120 (2016) 41–58

Fig. 16. a) Surface salinity for J07, with geostrophic velocity ﬁeld derived from hydrographic data, and the trajectory of a surface drifter released in the Gulf of Honduras. The
size, location, and shape of the Honduras Gyre were delineated by the drifter trajectory. The underground river system in the northern Yucatan Peninsula from BauerGottwein et al. (2011) is shown in blue. b) Salinity in the uppermost 100 m on Line K, an alongshore transect 20–40 km offshore; and c) salinity in the uppermost 100 m on
Line J, an alongshore transect 80–100 km offshore. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

can make an estimate of 657 m3 s  1 freshwater discharge in the
Ascension area by assuming a discharge of 568 m3 d  1 m  1 over
100 km of shoreline. From a simple salt balance, we obtain a similar order-of-magnitude estimate in J07 by noting that the
coastal portion of the Yucatan Current exhibits a salinity decrease
of 4 0.2 over 425 m depth and extending 410 km offshore.
Thus, it appears that land runoff (and CSW production) is equally
strong in the northern MBRS, although the salinity signal is less
marked probably due to the rapid ﬂushing of coastal waters by the
Yucatan Current, which means that the submarine groundwater
discharge is strong.
The oceanography of the MBRS exhibits strong north-south
differences, with the northern region being characterized by
strong advection, upwelling and submarine groundwater discharge, while the southern region is characterized by weak currents, retention and surface discharge of land runoff. This represents marked differences in connectivity (Muhling et al., 2013;
Carrillo et al., 2015) and pelagic habitat (Muhling et al., 2013; this
paper), which can be expected to have ﬁrst-order effects on the
productivity and diversity of reef communities as well as their
susceptibility to environmental change, including ocean warming,
ocean acidiﬁcation and pollutant loading. There is growing evidence that submarine groundwater discharge over the coast could
lead to ocean acidiﬁcation with impacts on coral reefs – and speciﬁcally in the northern MBRS (Crook et al., 2012; Crook, 2015).
Implications of the latitude of impingement of the Cayman Current
have been mentioned previously by Badan et al. (2005), Ezer et al.
(2005), and Cherubin et al. (2008), but little attention was given to
the implications of this for coastal oceanography and the associated deﬁnition of coastal pelagic habitat, which is a primary

determinant of the state of the MBRS coral reef communities.
Following the discussion of circulation in Carrillo et al. (2015), the
mesoscale variability associated with the latitude of impingement
of the Cayman Current deﬁnes a transitional region that shifts
north and south over time and separates the northern and
southern regions in the MBRS, yielding a northern region dynamically dominated by the Yucatan Current and a southern MBRS
with lower speeds and the presence of the Honduras Gyre. This
was also observed in both the geostrophic and hydrographic ﬁelds
described herein. A secondary factor is the shift to karstic geology
and submarine groundwater discharge in the Yucatan Peninsula.
Moreover, from geostrophic calculations there were clear differences between M06 and J07 in the closeness to the coast of the
Yucatan Current along its northward path as was also reported
from ADCP observations (Carrillo et al., 2015). This indicates a clear
meandering of the Yucatan Current probably due to the passage of
mesoscale eddies.

5. Conclusions
Hydrographic data from two oceanographic cruises conducted
during March 2006 and January/February 2007 provided descriptions of the thermohaline structure that are consistent with
and go beyond the transport patterns outlined in Carrillo et al.
(2015). Also, the description of water types and associated distribution of water properties are key factors in the spatial distribution of habitat along the MBRS.
The thermohaline structure in the upper 500 m of the water
column along the MBRS shows a typical vertical structure for
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tropical Atlantic regions represented by the three primary water
masses previously deﬁned for the Caribbean: Caribbean Surface
Water (CSW), the Subtropical Underwater (SUW), and the Tropical
Atlantic Central Water (TACW). The surface layer, delimited by a
strong pycnocline, represents the CSW, warm with moderate
salinity and oxygen levels. Underneath the CSW is the salinity
maximum (36.92), representing the North Atlantic SUW with a
lower oxygen concentration of 3.37–4.06 ml/L. The maximum
salinity is centered at 134717 m depth during both M06 and J07
in the MBRS.
The thermohaline structure is modiﬁed by the circulation along
the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System (MBRS) and coastal freshwater interactions. The thickness and deepening or shoaling of the
thermocline is a reﬂection of the regional dynamics and land
runoff. Geostrophically-derived ﬁelds provide a reliable ﬁrst approximation to the directly-measured velocity ﬁelds as they are
qualitatively consistent with the ADCP observations and drifter
trajectories.
Observed hydrographic ﬁelds add evidence to the regional division of the MBRS according to the latitude of impingement of the
Cayman Current, since the strong ﬂow in the Yucatan Current
generates an uplifting of the isopycnals along the coast. The
strongest uplifting of the water masses is observed at the northern
tip of the MBRS, where the intensiﬁcation of the Yucatan Current
occurs in the Yucatan Channel and the widening of the Yucatan
shelf can be observed. However, the uplifting of the isotherms
occurs predominantly along the coast while the Yucatan Current is
present. Outside of this region, the vertical structure is more related to the Caribbean deep waters with deeper values of the
thermal mixed layer (100 m). In the southern part of the MBRS,
weak velocities and southward ﬂows are observed with a dominance of the Honduras Gyre.
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