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Abstract: Since 2016, the Argo (Array for Real-Time Geostrophic Oceanography) ocean salinity data
has exhibited significant drift, directly affecting the accurate quantification of the global steric sea
level (SSL) rates. To further investigate how salinity drift affects the estimation of SSL rates in different
depths and regions, we divide the 0–2000 m into three layers (0–300 m, 300–1000 m and 1000–2000 m)
and select five open oceans (the South and North Pacific, the South and North Atlantic, and the Indian
Ocean) for discussion. By comparing the SSL rates between the periods of 2005–2015 and 2005–2019,
we can evaluate the impact of salinity drift. Taking the estimated results from the IPRC (provided
by the International Pacific Research Center at the University of Hawaii) and BOA (provided by the
Second Institute of Oceanography, China) data as examples, we find that the effect of salinity drift
is the largest at the depth of 1000–2000 m, about 29% for IPRC data and about 18% for BOA data.
Moreover, the South Atlantic is susceptible to the effects of salinity drift, with an approximately 13%
impact for IPRC data and 21% for BOA data.

Keywords: ocean salinity drift; steric sea level rate; different depths; different open oceans

1. Introduction

Since the onset of the industrial era, greenhouse gas concentrations within the atmo-
sphere have surged dramatically, leading to serious global warming [1]. As an immense
reservoir of energy, the ocean absorbs most of the solar radiation that reaches the Earth’s
surface, contributing to an increase in ocean heat content (OHC) [2]. Recent research has
indicated that the upper OHC (within 0–2000 m depth) has attained unprecedented levels
and is projected to further escalate in the future [3]. In the context of global warming,
the melting of polar ice sheets and mountain glaciers [4,5], as well as changes in terres-
trial water reserves [6,7], have caused a substantial influx of freshwater into the oceans.
Freshwater, originating from rainfall, evaporation, and land sources, enters different ocean
regions as a result of ocean circulation mechanisms, resulting in regional variations in ocean
salinity. Therefore, accurate estimation of the steric sea level (SSL) change caused by ocean
temperature and salinity change is essential for comprehending regional sea level changes.

Prior to the year 2000, the measurement of ocean temperature primarily relied on
ship-board thermometers, mainly using eXpandable Bathy Thermographs (XBTs). In some
smaller sea areas, the ocean temperature changes could also be measured using Mechani-
cal Bathy Thermographs (MBTs) in conjunction with Conductivity–Temperature–Depth
(CTD) instruments [8]. However, due to the influence of the operating environment, mea-
surements of ocean temperature change are limited to the upper 700 m and have large
uncertainties [9]. Since 2000, the implementation of the Array for Real-Time Geostrophic
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Oceanography (Argo) network has introduced a new technological approach for quan-
titatively evaluating the SSL change [10]. In contrast to conventional observations, the
Argo network can provide near-global coverage of ocean temperature and salinity changes
within the 0–2000 m depth range. Considering the above situation, in this study, we mainly
use the Argo temperature and salinity data to estimate the SSL change.

At present, many international institutions have released Argo gridded products.
These institutions have used different data processing strategies in the production of
gridded products, resulting in non-negligible differences in their estimated SSL changes.
To obtain more reliable estimates of SSL changes, researchers often use the process-
ing strategy of averaging the results obtained from multiple institutions. For example,
Chen et al. (2020) averaged the estimates from three commonly used Argo datasets and
obtained a near-global mean SSL change rate of 1.0 mm/year from January 2005 to April
2020 [11]. However, they found that there was a notable bias of up to 0.4 mm/year between
the near-global mean SSL change rates estimated from the above three datasets. Barnoud
et al. (2021) identified that the significant deviation since 2016 in halo-steric sea level (HSSL)
changes was the primary factor contributing to the discrepancy mentioned above [12].
Additionally, Ponte et al. (2021) used satellite gravity data to reconstruct global mean ocean
salinity changes, providing supplementary evidence of the significant drift in Argo salinity
data since 2016 [13].

On the basis of previous studies, there remain two challenges: (1) The averaging
approach can only work effectively to estimate the more reliable SSL change when all
Argo datasets exhibit no obvious drifts. However, if there is a non-negligible drift in the
Argo datasets from a specific institution, the averaging approach would fail to obtain a
reliable estimation of SSL change. In such cases, it becomes imperative to comprehend the
characteristics of salinity drift before considering the application of an averaging strategy.
(2) There is still very limited research on the impact of Argo salinity drift (since 2016) on the
estimation of regional SSL change, since most current studies focus on the effect on global
SSL change estimates. Therefore, our study aims to investigate the impact of Argo salinity
drift since 2016 on the assessment of HSSL and SSL change rates at different ocean depths
and in different open oceans. The results of our investigation will contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the effects of salinity drift and facilitate the development
of methods to correct for salinity data drift. Ultimately, this will improve the accuracy of
assessing sea level dynamic changes.

2. Materials and Methods

In this study, we use three Argo gridded products, namely SIO data (provided by the
Scripps Institution of Oceanography at the University of California at San Diego) [14], IPRC
data (provided by the International Pacific Research Center at the University of Hawaii
at Mānoa), and BOA data (provided by the Second Institute of Oceanography of China
at Hangzhou) [15], to estimate the SSL changes. These datasets are provided on a 1◦ × 1◦

grid. However, they exhibit differences in terms of spatial coverage, data length, and
depth stratification, as shown in Table 1 [16]. To enable comparative analysis, we chose an
overlapping coverage area ranging from 60◦S to 60◦N as the study area and an overlapping
period spanning from January 2005 to December 2019 as the research period.

Table 1. Detailed information of SIO, IPRC, and BOA Argo gridded data used in this study.

Datasets Time Span Latitude Coverage Vertical Stratification Maximum Depth Data Source

SIO January 2004–March 2024 65◦S–80◦N 58 layers 1975 dbar Argo

IPRC January 2005–April 2020 60◦S–60◦N 27 layers 2000 m Argo

BOA January 2004–June 2023 80◦S–80◦N 58 layers 1975 dbar Argo
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2.1. Extraction of Linear Rates from SSL Changes

According to the monthly Argo temperature, salinity, and depth (or pressure) gridded
data, the TSSL, HSSL, and total SSL time series can be obtained by Equation (1):

SSL = 1
ρ0

∫ h
0

[
ρ(T, S)− ρ

(
T, S

)]
dz

TSSL =
∫ h

0 α
(
T − T

)
dz

HSSL = −
∫ h

0 β
(
S− S

)
dz

(1)

where ρ is the ocean density (unit: kg/m3), ρ0 is the mean ocean density (1028 kg/m3). The
parameters h, T, and S represent the ocean depth (unit: m), ocean temperature (unit: ◦C),
and salinity (unit: PSU), respectively. The coefficients α and β correspond to the thermal
expansion coefficient and salt shrinkage coefficient, respectively. Among them, the α can be
calculated by α = 1

ρ0

∂ρ
∂T , and the β can be calculated by β = − 1

ρ0

∂ρ
∂S .

Then, we can extract the non-seasonal changes and their corresponding linear rates
from the SSL time series using Equation (2):

SSLA(θ, ϕ) = asin(2πt)+bcos(2πt)+csin(4πt)+dcos(4πt)+et + f (2)

where the parameters a, b, c, and d denote the amplitudes of the sine and co-sine components
for the annual and semi-annual terms, respectively. The term et corresponds to the linear
rates, while the f accounts for the residual variations, including high-frequency errors
and unmodeled signals. By subtracting the annual and semi-annual changes from the
overall SSL changes, we can isolate the non-seasonal changes. It should be noted that the
uncertainty related to the estimated linear rate in this study is determined using the formal
error of the least squares fit method, with a confidence level of 95%.

2.2. Evaluation of the Salinity Drift Effect on SSL Linear Rates

To assess the impact of the salinity drift since 2016 on the regional SSL rates estimated
from each institution’s data, several steps are undertaken. Firstly, it is necessary to select a
more reasonable HSSL change as a reference estimate. Secondly, the estimated HSSL rates
obtained from each institution’s data during the period unaffected by the significant salinity
drift since 2016 (i.e., 2005–2015) are compared to the reference estimate. The differences
observed during this period are mainly due to the different data processing strategies used
by the different institutions in generating the gridded products. Thirdly, the HSSL rates
estimated from different institutions’ data are compared with the reference estimate for the
entire study period. In addition to the contribution of different data processing strategies
used by various institutions, this difference also includes the contribution of salinity drift
effects since 2016. Finally, by comparing these results over the two time periods, we can
quantitatively evaluate the impact of salinity drift since 2016 on the estimation of the HSSL
rate over the period of 2005–2019.

In our study, we chose the HSSL change estimated from SIO data as a more reasonable
result (more details can be found in Section 4). The impact of salinity drift since 2016 on
IPRC and BOA data can be evaluated using Equation (3):

Drhssl= Dhssl
2005–2019−Dhssl

2005–2015

DrPCT
hssl = Drhssl

eIPRC/BOA
hssl,2005–2019

|Drhssl | ≤
∣∣∣eIPRC/BOA

hssl,2005–2019

∣∣∣
DrPCT

hssl = |Drhssl |
|Drhssl |+

∣∣∣Drhssl−eIPRC/BOA
hssl,2005–2019

∣∣∣ |Drhssl | >
∣∣∣eIPRC/BOA

hssl,2005–2019

∣∣∣ (3)

where the term eIPRC/BOA
hssl,2005–2019 denotes the HSSL rates estimated using IPRC or BOA data

during 2005–2019. The terms Dhssl
2005–2015 and Dhssl

2005–2019 indicate the difference between the
estimated HSSL rates from IPRC or BOA data and those obtained from SIO data during
2005–2015 and 2005–2019, respectively. Among them, the Dhssl

2005–2015 is mainly attributed to
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different data processing strategies adopted by various institutions. Dhssl
2005–2019 reflects the

combined influence of different data processing strategies and salinity drift since 2016. We
assume that the effect caused by different data processing strategies during 2005–2019 is
largely consistent with that observed during 2005–2015. Consequently, the term Drhssl can
represent the impact of salinity drift on the estimation of the HSSL rates over the period
2005–2019. Then, combined with the eIPRC/BOA

hssl,2005–2019, we can quantitatively assess the impact
caused by the salinity drift in percentage terms (i.e., DrPCT

hssl ).
Finally, combining the contribution of the HSSL rate to the total SSL rate, we can

further determine the impact of salinity drift since 2016 on the total SSL rate estimates
using Equation (4):

DrPCT
total =

∣∣∣eIPRC/BOA
hssl,2005–2019

∣∣∣∣∣∣eIPRC/BOA
hssl,2005–2019

∣∣∣+eIPRC/BOA
tssl,2005–2019

×DrPCT
hssl (4)

where the eIPRC/BOA
tssl,2005–2019 represents the TSSL rates estimated by IPRC or BOA data during

2005–2019.

3. Results

In this section, we analyze the impact of salinity drift since 2016 on the estimation of
regional SSL rates, with calculations in Section 3.1 focusing on the effect of salinity drift
across different depth ranges of the ocean, and those in Section 3.2 comparing the effects
among various open oceans.

3.1. Effect of Salinity Drift in Different Depths

Given the large variability in ocean temperature and salinity changes across different
depths, we divide the ocean depth range of 0–2000 m (where the Argo data are provided)
into three parts: 0–300 m, 300–1000 m, and 1000–2000 m. Within the 0–300 m depth range,
the ocean surface interacts with freshwater sources, such as rainfall, evaporation, ice sheets,
and glacier meltwater, resulting in the most significant variations in ocean temperature and
salinity. In the 300–1000 m depth range, the amplitude of ocean temperature and salinity
changes is relatively smaller than those in the 0–300 m depth range. At depths deeper
than 1000 m, the ocean temperature and salinity changes are weakest. Notably, there is a
significant difference in vertical stratification among the SIO, IPRC, and BOA datasets. In
order to ensure comparability among the estimated SSL changes from various institutions,
the temperature and salinity data are interpolated to the values at 1 m depth intervals.

Figure 1 depicts the non-seasonal variations of SSL in the depth range of 1000–2000 m.
In particular, Figure 1e shows the non-seasonal variation of HSSL within this depth range,
while Figure 1f shows the linear trend of HSSL corresponding to different time periods. By
observing the estimated HSSL rates obtained from the three datasets during 2016–2019, one
can find that the estimation results of IPRC and BOA data show a more significant decreas-
ing trend than that of the SIO data estimation, which is influenced by the salinity drift since
2016 (the values are shown in Table 2). Moreover, from 2005 to 2015, the HSSL changes
estimated from all three datasets exhibit an increasing trend of about 0.06 ± 0.02 mm/year
(SIO), 0.11 ± 0.03 mm/year (IPRC), and 0.09 ± 0.02 mm/year (BOA), respectively. For
a longer time period (2005–2019), the HSSL change estimated by SIO data shows a very
weak decreasing trend (about −0.01 ± 0.01 mm/year) during 2005–2019, while the HSSL
changes estimated by IPRC and BOA data exhibit a relatively significant decreasing trend
(about −0.07 ± 0.03 mm/year).

Based on the above results, one can find that the HSSL rate obtained from the IPRC
and BOA data differs from that from SIO data by about −0.06 ± 0.03 mm/year for the
period 2005–2019. The impact resulting from different data processing strategies adopted
by various institutions is estimated to be 0.05 ± 0.04 mm/year for the IPRC and BOA
data and 0.03 ± 0.03 mm/year for the BOA and SIO data. Consequently, the salin-
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ity drift since 2016 in IPRC and BOA data affects their estimated HSSL rates by about
−0.11 ± 0.05 mm/year and −0.09 ± 0.04 mm/year during 2005–2019, respectively. Refer-
ring to Equation (3), we can figure out that the salinity drift effects account for about 73%
and 82% of the HSSL rates for IPRC and BOA data, respectively. Moreover, considering the
TSSL rate and total SSL rate during the same period (shown in Figure 1b,d), the contribution
of the HSSL rate to the total SSL rate is approximately 39% for the IPRC data and about 22%
for the BOA data. Furthermore, by using Equation (4), we can determine that the salinity
drift in IPRC and BOA data has an impact on their estimated total SSL rates of about 29%
and 18%, respectively.
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Figure 1. Non−seasonal variations of the near−global mean SSL at the 1000–2000 m depth from
2005 to 2019. (a) Time series of total SSL change; (b) Linear trend of SSL over different time periods;
(c) Same as (a) but for thermosteric sea level change; (d) Same as (b) but for thermosteric sea level
change; (e) Same as (a) but for halosteric sea level change; (f) Same as (b) but for halosteric sea
level change.

Table 2. The HSSL, TSSL, and total SSL rates (in mm/year) estimated from SIO, IPRC, and BOA data
for different time periods, at the depth of 1000–2000 m.

Data
HSSL TSSL SSL

2005–2015 2016–2019 2005–2019 2005–2019 2005–2019

SIO 0.06 ± 0.02 0 ± 0.04 −0.01 ± 0.01 0.26 ± 0.01 0.25 ± 0.02

IPRC 0.11 ± 0.03 −0.21 ± 0.18 −0.07 ± 0.03 0.11 ± 0.01 0.04 ± 0.03

BOA 0.09 ± 0.02 −0.34 ± 0.05 −0.07 ± 0.02 0.25 ± 0.01 0.18 ± 0.02

Besides the above results for the 1000–2000 m depth, we also quantify the impact
of salinity data drift within the 0–300 m and 300–1000 m depth ranges. The correspond-
ing results are included in the Supplementary Materials for brevity. For the 0–300 m
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depth range, the influence of the salinity data drift since 2016 on the estimation of HSSL
rates for IPRC and BOA data during 2005–2019 is about −0.03 ± 0.07 mm/year and
−0.04 ± 0.07 mm/year, respectively (as shown in Figure S1 and Table S1). Notably, the
uncertainties of the above two linear rates determined through error propagation calcu-
lations are about twice as large as the linear rates themselves. Therefore, although we
have conducted a detailed analysis of the effect of salinity data drift within this depth
range (see the Supplementary Materials), the reliability of these results needs to be veri-
fied by other independent observations. For the 300–1000 m depth range, the influence
of salinity data drift in this depth range is approximately −0.06 ± 0.06 mm/year and
−0.07 ± 0.06 mm/year, respectively (in Figure S2 and Table S2). The uncertainty of these
rates is approximately comparable to the magnitude of the rates themselves. Therefore,
the detailed analysis results within this depth range (see Supplementary Materials) also
require further discussion and validation.

3.2. Effect of Salinity Drift in Different Open Ocean Regions

Influenced by the divergence of ocean mass transport and complex climate changes in
local regions, the SSL change exhibits distinct local characteristics. Therefore, investigating
the impact of ocean salinity drift on the regional SSL change rate is crucial. In this study,
according to the ocean boundary data provided by Fourcy et al. (2013), we have selected
five open oceans for discussion, namely the North Pacific, South Pacific, North Atlantic,
South Atlantic, and Indian Ocean [17]. Considering the overlapping regions among the
three Argo datasets, these five open oceans have been further divided into specific regions,
as shown in Figure 2. This subsection will concentrate on analyzing the impact of salinity
drift since 2016 on the estimation of total SSL within these regions.
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Figure 2. The sub-basin ocean regions within the 60◦S–60◦N latitude range.

Figure 3 shows the non-seasonal variations of the regional mean SSL in the South
Atlantic from 2005 to 2019. In particular, Figure 3e displays the non-seasonal variations of
HSSL within the South Atlantic, and Figure 3f shows the corresponding HSSL rates over
different periods in this region. During the period of 2016–2019, it is evident that the HSSL
estimated from all three Argo datasets shows a noticeable decreasing rate. However, the
HSSL decreasing rates estimated by IPRC and BOA data are −2.58 ± 0.49 mm/year and
−3.46 ± 0.66 mm/year, respectively, which are much larger than those estimated by SIO
data (−1.49 ± 0.59 mm/year). In addition, from 2005 to 2015, the estimated HSSL obtained
from SIO and BOA data indicate a decreasing rate, approximately −0.23 ± 0.14 mm/year
and −0.13 ± 0.16 mm/year, respectively. However, the estimate of IPRC data shows an
increasing rate, with a value of about 0.20 ± 0.19 mm/year. During 2005–2019, we can find
that the HSSL changes estimated by the three Argo datasets consistently show a decreasing
trend. Nonetheless, there are differences in the amplitude of these rates (see Table 3).
Among them, the HSSL rate estimated using BOA data exceeds that estimated using BOA
data by about 0.34 ± 0.15 mm/year, while the estimated result from IPRC data is only
0.14 ± 0.03 mm/year larger than the estimate from SIO data.
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(a) Time series of the total SSL change; (b) Linear trend of the SSL changes over different time periods;
(c) Same as (a) but for the thermosteric sea level change; (d) Same as (b) but for the thermosteric
sea level change; (e) Same as (a) but for the halosteric sea level change; (f) Same as (b) but for the
halosteric sea level change.

Table 3. The HSSL, TSSL, and total SSL rates (in mm/year) estimated from the SIO, IPRC, and BOA
data for different time periods within the South Atlantic Ocean.

Data
HSSL TSSL SSL

2005–2015 2016–2019 2005–2019 2005–2019 2005–2019

SIO −0.23 ± 0.14 −1.49 ± 0.59 −0.19 ± 0.01 1.74 ± 0.24 1.55 ± 0.19

IPRC 0.20 ± 0.19 −2.58 ± 0.49 −0.33 ± 0.03 1.44 ± 0.22 1.11 ± 0.19

BOA −0.13 ± 0.16 −3.46 ± 0.66 −0.53 ± 0.02 1.62 ± 0.26 1.09 ± 0.18

For the estimation results of the BOA data, the HSSL changes for 2005–2015 exhibit a
decreasing trend, which is generally consistent with the estimates of the SIO data. How-
ever, the HSSL changes estimated by the BOA data show a significant decreasing trend
during 2016–2019. This situation results in a much larger decreasing trend in the HSSL
changes estimated by the BOA data than that estimated by the SIO data for 2005–2019.
On the other hand, for the estimation results of the IPRC data, although a significantly
larger decreasing trend in HSSL is observed during 2016–2019, its increasing trend during
2005–2015 counteracts a small portion of the contribution from the decreasing trend during
2016–2019. For a longer period of 2005–2019, one can find a larger decreasing trend in HSSL
changes estimated by the IPRC data than that estimated by the SIO data during 2005–2019.
However, this difference is smaller than the difference between the BOA and SIO data
estimates during the same period.
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Considering the aforementioned situations, within the South Atlantic, the differences
in HSSL rates resulting from different data processing strategies adopted by each data
center are about 0.43 ± 0.24 mm/year (IPRC vs. SIO) and 0.10 ± 0.21 mm/year (BOA vs.
SIO), respectively. Therefore, over the period of 2005–2019, the impact of salinity drift in
IPRC and BOA data (since 2016) on the estimation of the HSSL rate within this region is
about −0.57 ± 0.24 mm/year and −0.44 ± 0.26 mm/year, respectively. The influence of
salinity drift accounts for approximately 70% and 83% of the estimated HSSL rate derived
from IPRC and BOA data, respectively. Furthermore, for a longer period of 2005–2019,
about 81% of the total SSL rate estimated from IPRC data is attributed to TSSL changes,
and the remaining 19% is attributed to HSSL changes (as shown in Figure 3b,d). As to the
estimated results obtained from BOA data, the TSSL change rate explains about 75% of the
total SSL change rate, while the HSSL change rate accounts for about 25% of the total SSL
change rate. Therefore, for the estimation of the total SSL rate, the effect of salinity drift
(since 2016) is about 13% in the IPRC data and about 21% in the BOA data.

We also analyze the cases for the other open oceans, including the Indian Ocean, the
North and South Pacific, and the North Atlantic. The corresponding results are included in
the Supplementary Materials for brevity. For the Indian Ocean over the period of 2005–2019,
the estimated HSSL demonstrates a decreasing trend based on IPRC and BOA data, while
the estimation results derived from SIO data show an increasing trend (see Figure S3 and
Table S3). There are large differences between the estimation results of these three data,
which are −0.44 ± 0.09 mm/year (IPRC and SIO) and −0.55 ± 0.10 mm/year (BOA and
SIO), respectively. However, for the period of 2005–2015, the HSSL estimated from IPRC
and BOA data exhibits a large difference compared to that from the SIO data, which is
−0.34 ± 0.14 mm/year and −0.30 ± 0.16 mm/year, respectively. During this period, the
contribution of the salinity drift in IPRC and BOA data is about −0.10 ± 0.17 mm/year
and −0.25 ± 0.17 mm/year, respectively. Therefore, it is noteworthy that the uncertainty
in the contribution of salinity drift, calculated according to the error propagation law,
is even larger than the numerical values themselves. Consequently, although we have
continued to analyze the impact of salinity drift on the estimation of the total SSL rate (see
in the Supplementary Material), the results still need to be verified by further independent
observations in the future.

As to the non-seasonal variations of HSSL within the North and South Pacific, sig-
nificant differences can be observed between the time series of estimated HSSL derived
from the IPRC data and the SIO data during the periods of 2005–2015 and 2016–2019 (see
Figures S4 and S5 and Tables S4 and S5). Therefore, it is difficult to assess the impact
of salinity drift on the IPRC data using only the segmental analysis method. However,
regarding the estimation derived from BOA data, one can find notable deviations from the
SIO data estimates within the North Pacific, with a significant downward deviation over
the periods 2005–2006 and 2017–2019 and a noticeable upward deviation during 2014–2015.
The combined effect of HSSL changes over the above three periods (2005–2006, 2017–2019,
and 2014–2015) results in the HSSL decreasing rates estimated by the BOA data from 2005
to 2019 being consistent with the estimates from the SIO data. In the South Pacific, the differ-
ences between the estimated HSSL rates from the BOA data and the estimation results from
the SIO data are relatively small during 2005–2015 and 2005–2019. However, considerable
uncertainties can also be noted along with these differences. Therefore, for more reliable
analysis in the future, it is necessary to conduct an evaluation of the impact of salinity drift
on BOA data in this region with the assistance of other independent observations.

For the North Atlantic, noteworthy outliers can be observed in the estimated HSSL
variations of the IPRC data in February 2005 and January 2016, affecting the accuracy of
the linear rate estimation (see Figure S6). Our analysis results indicate that these notable
outliers are attributed to the significant salinity anomalies within the 300–1000 m depth
range in the eastern North Atlantic and the 300–2000 m depth range in the western North
Atlantic. In addition to the estimation from the IPRC data, the HSSL rate estimated from
the BOA data in this region is generally consistent with the estimation derived from the
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SIO data during the periods 2005–2015 and 2016–2019. However, for a longer period of
2005–2019, the HSSL decreasing rate estimated by the BOA data is slightly smaller than
that estimated by the SIO data. In summary, it is possibly not suitable to directly assess the
impact of salinity drift in IPRC and BOA data on their estimated total SSL rates over this
open ocean by using merely the segmented analysis method.

4. Discussion

In this study, we use a segmented analysis approach to quantify how salinity data drift
affects the calculation of total SSL rates. However, this method relies on the assumption that
the disparity in estimated HSSL rates by various data centers from 2005 to 2015 primarily
stems from different data processing strategies and that this effect remains relatively
consistent over the period 2005–2019. In reality, the impact caused by different data
processing strategies during 2005–2019 may be slightly larger than that observed during
2005–2015. Therefore, using the segmented analysis method may lead to an overestimation
of the absolute impact of salinity drift (since 2016).

In the segmented analysis method, it is crucial to have a reliable reference standard
to assess the effects caused by the salinity drift. In this study, we chose the HSSL change
estimated from SIO data as the reference. The reasons are as follows: (1) The SIO institution
applies an empirical relationship among the climatological state temperature, salinity, and
depth as a constraint in the data processing. Salinity data exceeding a certain threshold are
excluded from the gridding process. Consequently, when significant drifts come out in the
Argo real-time profile data, this strategy can effectively mitigate the drift in the output data
products. (2) The HSSL change estimated from the SIO data between 2005 and 2019 exhibits
a weak trend within the near global ocean. This agrees with the theory that the ocean
salt content is conserved on a global scale. Considering these factors, the HSSL change
estimated from SIO data is a suitable reference for our analysis.

The segmented analysis method proposed in this study is particularly suitable for
evaluating the impact of salinity data drift on the total SSL rate estimation in regions where
the salinity drift is significant. This methodology has proven to be effective in cases within
the depth range of 1000–2000 m, as well as in the case of the South Atlantic. However,
when dealing with cases similar to the estimates derived from the BOA data in the North
Atlantic, the segmented analysis method may not yield precise estimations. Therefore, to
achieve a more accurate estimate of the impact of salinity drift in such cases, it is necessary
to combine other independent observations with the segmented analysis method.

In addition to the segmented analysis method used in this study, a commonly used
indirect assessment method is to subtract the ocean mass change (estimated by satellite
gravity data) from the absolute sea level change (estimated by satellite altimetry data) [18,19].
However, this indirect assessment method is also subject to large uncertainties due to
the following factors: (1) The GIA models provided by different scholars exhibit large
discrepancies [20–23]; (2) The impact from the stripe noise and signal leakage errors of
GRACE and GRACE Follow-On data is notable, and the low-degree spherical harmonic
coefficients have a large uncertainty, which leads to a large uncertainty in the regional
ocean mass changes estimated from satellite gravity data [24–29]; (3) The influence of the
deep ocean (with a depth greater than 2000 m) is unknown due to a lack of observations.
These uncertainties ought to be taken into account to obtain more accurate estimates when
using the indirect assessment method.

Meanwhile, the salinity drift effect turns out to be greatest at the 1000–2000 m depth
range and in the South Atlantic, possibly due to the reasons as follows: Firstly, the ocean
salinity changes within the 1000–2000 m range are relatively slow. Secondly, the thickness
of the 1000–2000 m layer is much larger than that of the 0–300 m layer, which leads to
a rapid accumulation of salinity drift errors in this depth range. This makes the salinity
drift error have a relatively large impact on the estimated steric sea level rate. However,
the reason why the South Atlantic is most affected by salinity drift errors might be more
complex. It is possibly related to the spatial density of Argo float profile data. The greater
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the spatial density of the profile observations, the more drift error accumulates in the region.
Additionally, it may also be associated with the data processing strategies adopted by the
different institutions. In a word, a comprehensive explanation of this issue is intricate and
requires further detailed examination of the original Argo profile observations and also
supplementary constraints from other independent observations.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we use the segmented analysis approach to investigate the impact of
IPRC and BOA salinity data drift since 2016 on the estimation of regional total SSL rates
during 2005–2019. We find that within the observation depth range of the Argo data, the
salinity data drift has the most significant impact on their estimated total SSL rates at
depths ranging from 1000 to 2000 m. In particular, this impact is approximately 29% for
IPRC data and 18% for BOA data. Among the five selected open ocean regions, the South
Atlantic experiences the largest impact of the salinity data drift, with a value of about 13%
for IPRC and 21% for BOA data. Therefore, when estimating the linear trend of the total
SSL changes using the Argo data from 2005 to 2019, careful drift correction for salinity data
is necessary, especially for the layers with depths from 1000 to 2000 m and also for the
regions covering the South Atlantic. In addition, when averaging the results from different
institutions to obtain more reliable estimates, it is necessary to apply a smaller weight to
the data with a larger salinity drift effect. This could help us better understand the water
cycle process and quantify the regional sea level budget.

However, the impact of the salinity data drift is relatively smaller in the other two
depth ranges and the Indian Ocean. In the 0–300 m depth range, the effect is about 3% for
the IPRC data and 5% for the BOA data. In the 300–1000 m depth range, the impact is about
8% for the IPRC data and about 6% for the BOA data. In addition, in the Indian Ocean,
the influence is about 5% for IPRC data and about 13% for BOA data. Furthermore, in the
North Pacific, the South Pacific, and the North Atlantic, the impact caused by the salinity
drift cannot be effectively assessed using only the segmental analysis method. Therefore, to
accurately determine the influence of the salinity data drift on the estimation of SSL rates
in the aforementioned regions, further careful analysis is required by incorporating other
independent observations.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rs16111855/s1, Figure S1: Non-seasonal variations of the near-global mean
SSL at 0–300 m depth from 2005 to 2019; Figure S2: Non-seasonal variations of the near-global mean
SSL at 300–1000 m depth from 2005 to 2019; Figure S3: Non-seasonal variations of the regional mean
SSL in the Indian Ocean from 2005 to 2019; Figure S4: Non-seasonal variations of the regional mean
SSL in the South Pacific from 2005 to 2019; Figure S5: Non-seasonal variations of the regional mean
SSL in the North Pacific from 2005 to 2019; Figure S6: Non-seasonal variation of regional mean SSL in
the North Atlantic from 2005 to 2019; Table S1: The HSSL, TSSL, and total SSL rates (in mm/year)
estimated from SIO, IPRC and BOA data during different time periods, at the depth of 0–300 m;
Table S2: The HSSL, TSSL, and total SSL rates (in mm/year) estimated from SIO, IPRC and BOA data
for different time periods, at the depth of 300–1000 m; Table S3: The HSSL, TSSL and total SSL rates
estimated from the SIO, IPRC and BOA data in different time periods within the Indian Ocean (in
mm/year); Table S4: The HSSL, TSSL, and total SSL rates (in mm/year) estimated from the SIO and
BOA data in different time periods within the South Pacific.
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