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Abstract: River freshwater contribution in the European Atlantic margin and its influence on the
sea salinity field are analyzed. The impacts of using a new river discharge database as part of the
freshwater forcing in a regional ocean model are assessed. Ocean model scenarios, based on the
CMEMS (Copernicus Marine Environment Monitoring Service) operational IBI-MFC (Iberia Biscay
Ireland Monitoring Forecasting Centre) model set-up, are run to test different (observed, modeled and
climatological) river and coastal freshwater forcing configurations throughout 2018. The modelled
salinity fields are validated, using as a reference all known available in-situ observational data sources.
The IBI model application is proven to adequately simulate the regional salinity, and the scenarios
showcase the effects of varying imposed river outflows. Some model improvement is achieved
using the new forcing (i.e., better capture of salinity variability and more realistic simulation of
baroclinic frontal structures linked to coastal and river freshwater buoyancy plumes). Major impacts
are identified in areas with bigger river discharges (i.e., the French shelf or the northwestern Iberian
coast). Instead, the Portuguese shelf or the Gulf of Cadiz are less impacted by changes in the imposed
river inflows, and other dynamical factors in these areas play a major role in the configuration of the
regional salinity.

Keywords: river freshwater discharges; operational ocean models; sea surface salinity field; IBI
region; LAMBDA river database; IBI model validation; model sensitivity tests

1. Introduction

In the global water cycle, ocean-atmosphere surface net freshwater fluxes are balanced
by ocean transport and land discharges within the oceans. The return of terrestrial runoff
into oceans is mostly concentrated at the mouths of the world’s major rivers, and it locally
provides significant freshwater inflows, forcing changes in sea water densities. Conse-
quently, realistic estimates of land freshwater discharges into oceans are needed to globally
study water budgets [1]. At regional and local scales, and very specifically on coastal
and shelf areas, the river runoff contribution is a major forcing of the ocean dynamics,
having a strong influence on water stratification [2]. Besides, it also introduces significant
fluctuations in local circulation patterns, generating important buoyant freshwater river
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plume-like flow structures [3]. Thus, noticeable on-shelf baroclinic frontal areas are caused
and maintained in time by the freshwater contributions of one or various major rivers
discharging in nearby coastal areas. These areas, generally located in coastal shelf seas or
into estuaries where currents patterns are governed by density differences between salt sea
water and fresh river water are known as Region of Fresh Water Influence (ROFI, [4]). The
discharged freshwater volume, and its temporal variability, impact on the local circulation
of such ROFI areas, by means of different interactions between the linked buoyancy plume
structure and any existing regional ambient flow features (i.e., major current flowing along
the slope, currents linked to open sea dynamics, barotropic tidal shelf currents, or ocean
transports responding to prevailing wind regimes [5,6]). The coastal freshwater inputs
even modulate typical coastal effects, such as upwelling events [7], having major impacts
on the productivity and the whole ecological environment [8].

Due to this key role played at different scales on the ocean system, there is a growing
interest in including realistic freshwater signals coming from land in operational ocean
model systems.

In global ocean and basin models, which are extensively used in climate prediction
and reanalysis production, this freshwater input is crucial to maintain water balances and
to reproduce salinity fields with realistic latitudinal gradients that affect climate signals
such as the Atlantic Meridional Overturning transports [9]. It is important to note that these
global ocean model applications are not fit-for-purpose for performing on coastal areas as
many processes of paramount importance to reproduce shelf dynamics are parameterized,
filtered out, or simply not included. Furthermore, due to the typical global model coarse
resolution, coastlines are not realistically represented. This limitation of global ocean
models to deal with coastal areas has conditioned the way to force such models with
punctual freshwater river discharges. Since most global models cannot accurately represent
river mouths or estuaries, the freshwater river contribution has been traditionally included
by means of some modification in surface ocean-atmosphere water fluxes along coastal
areas (mostly modifying the evaporation-precipitation (E-P) ratio along coastal model grid
points, as proposed by Bourdallé-Badie and Tréguier [10]).

The use of coastal and river freshwater forcing derived from climatological data has
been a primary, and still a very commonly accepted, approach in global ocean modeling.
However, available databases and services that progressively provide better estimates of
coastal runoff and river discharges have started to improve ocean model freshwater coastal
forcing input. Several research initiatives and established services are focused on generat-
ing at a global scale up-to-date runoff and freshwater river discharge historical datasets.
Dai et al. [11] compiled for community use a global dataset with monthly streamflow at
farthest downstream stations for the world’s 925 largest ocean-reaching rivers; likewise,
the service currently provided by the Global Runoff Data Centre [12], under the auspices
of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), delivers quality controlled “historical”
databases, comprising daily and monthly mean river discharges from more than 9900
in-situ stations from 159 countries. The GloFAS-ERA5 (Global Flood Awareness System)
operational global river discharge reanalysis [13] produces, consistently with the ECMWF
ERA5 (European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts global reanalysis, version
5th) atmospheric reanalysis and using a river network, a global gridded data product (with
a horizontal resolution of 0.1 degree and at a daily time step) that covers from 1979 to
near-real-time (within a delay of 7 days).

However, when we move into coastal ocean modeling, approaches and needs are slightly
different: in their review of coastal modeling science foundation, Kourafalou et al. [14]
pointed out the need of applying very high-resolution models at coastal scales, able to
accurately capture coastal features, and forced with realistic punctual river inflows to ad-
equately reproduce the related dynamics occurring in ROFI areas. This demand in terms
of high-resolution models is crucial when forecasting estuarine circulation. Model applica-
tions focused on estuaries show horizontal resolutions that range from kilometric scales (at
coastal boundaries) to meters (within the estuary zones). These extremely high coastal model
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resolutions should be accompanied by a combination of ad hoc riverine and atmospheric
forcing with appropriate temporal variability (being needed daily, and even higher temporal
frequency data). Therefore, neither river discharge monthly climatological products nor
coarse resolution watershed model estimations are fully satisfactory when used to force
operational ocean coastal models [15].

Lately, the utility of dynamical model downscaling from the deep ocean, across the con-
tinental shelf and into the coastal areas, has been extensively demonstrated [16–18]. In the
framework of the Copernicus Marine Environment Monitoring Service (CMEMS), a global
ocean model together with a wealth of regional ocean model systems, are operationally run-
ning to deliver short-term forecast and multi-year reanalysis information on the physical
and biogeochemical ocean for the global ocean and the European regional seas (CMEMS,
2020 [19]). Specifically, along the European Atlantic façade, CMEMS provides a regional
service (besides its global one) for the so-called IBI area (Iberia-Biscay-Ireland regional
seas [20]). These CMEMS IBI regional products, down-scaled from the CMEMS global
ones, are aimed to characterize upper-ocean dynamics at finer scales and to provide better
boundary conditions for very-high-resolution coastal models, embedded into IBI solution,
used by other non-CMEMS downstream services (as pointed out by Le Traon et al. [21],
among others, one of the goals of the CMEMS mission).

The latest review of the current European capacity in terms of operational marine and
coastal modeling systems [22] maps the organizations and the operational model systems
at regional and coastal scales across Europe and points out the sustained availability of
CMEMS global and regional scale core products as a positive driver to favor proliferation
of “downstream” services devoted to coastal monitoring and forecasting. Likewise, this
review highlights the availability of different operational ocean models, covering in some
cases overlapped areas.

The availability of different operational regional and coastal model solutions in some
IBI areas is seen as an opportunity for on-going initiatives, such as the MyCoast Project [23].
This EU Interreg Atlantic Program project is aimed at enhancing the regional cooperation,
taking benefit of synergies among existing operational oceanographic tools and services to
develop improved coastal risk services to support marine safety, fight against pollution,
and generally, to increase preparedness to extreme met-ocean coastal events. MyCoast
develops and upgrades different risk tools, making them suitable for using different op-
erational model solutions as inputs. In parallel to this interoperability enhancement, a
multi-model intercomparison exercise was conducted to deepen the knowledge on the
different model products used as forcing by the MyCoast risk tools, identifying differences
and analogies between 9 operational regional and coastal model solutions on overlapping
areas. This multi-model comparison exercise, operationally updated since 2018, shows gen-
eral consistency among the models, especially for sea surface temperature (SST). However,
noticeable differences in sea surface salinity (SSS), mostly on shelf areas, are found (see
Figure 1).

These modelled salinity differences are particularly evident in ROFI zones, such as
the northwestern Iberian shelf and the French shelf in the Gulf of Biscay, and seem mostly
related to the diverse treatment that each operational ocean model system gives to the
coastal and river freshwater discharge forcing. Indeed, Matulka et al. [24] inform that
the approaches followed to include freshwater inputs in each operational forecast system,
shown in Figure 1, vary from one model set-up to another, using: (1) data derived from
daily observations taken in river flow stations (i.e., the MeteoGalicia MTG-ROMS set-up
and the CMEMS IBI one, but this one using observations only for some of the major rivers),
(2) daily freshwater discharges at river mouths produced by hydrological models (this
is the case for IBI, especially for its five-days-ahead forecast run), (3) data derived from
river discharge monthly climatology (a very common approach, fully or partially used
in IBI, IMI-ROMS and SHOM-HyCOM operational ocean model set-ups), and finally, (4)
the no river forcing option (in this case, used only by the IST-MOHID operational version,
available when the study was performed). Independently of the approach used to include
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this freshwater signal, what seems clear is that having a non-optimal representation of this
coastal and river freshwater forcing in ocean model set-ups can lead to biased simulated
ocean states, jeopardizing the reliability of ocean forecasts, and diminishing forecast skill
on ROFI areas.
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MITGCM) I for the Strait of Gibraltar (dark blue), the Instituto Superior Tecnico de Lisboa (IST-
MOHID) system for the western Iberian domain (purple), the MeteoGalicia (MTG-ROMS) forecast 
service for the Northwestern Iberian domain (cyan), the Irish Marine Institute (IMI-ROMS) appli-
cation for Ireland (red), the Service hydrographique et océanographique de la Marine application 
(SHOM-HyCOM) for the Gulf of Biscay (yellow). 
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Figure 1. 2018 Spring (March-April-May) Sea Surface Salinity (SSS) field (psu) simulated by different
operational ocean models in the IBI region. The following ocean model solutions, included in the
MyCoast Multi-Model Exercise, are shown (each application based on a different model and covering
a different geographical domain): The CMEMS IBI regional solution, based on NEMO model and
covering the whole IBI region (CMEMS-IBI-NEMO), the Puertos del Estado model (PdE-MITGCM)
I for the Strait of Gibraltar (dark blue), the Instituto Superior Tecnico de Lisboa (IST-MOHID) system
for the western Iberian domain (purple), the MeteoGalicia (MTG-ROMS) forecast service for the
Northwestern Iberian domain (cyan), the Irish Marine Institute (IMI-ROMS) application for Ireland
(red), the Service hydrographique et océanographique de la Marine application (SHOM-HyCOM) for the
Gulf of Biscay (yellow).

The MyCoast multi-model intercomparison exercise is further proof of the necessity
to improve coastal freshwater signals in operational ocean models. This need, already
identified within the operational oceanographic community [22], includes improved stan-
dardized freshwater river inputs (considering not only flow rates but also particulate and
dissolved matter key for biogeochemical processes) and foresees, as a longer-term objective,
to include connection and coupling with land hydrology models.
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Likewise, the CMEMS Service, as part of its Evolution Strategy and scientific research
priorities (CMEMS Scientific and Technical Advisory Committee, 2017 [25]), identified the
enhancement of land forcing within their medium- and long-term objectives.

CMEMS has supported in the last years different research projects on cutting-edge
science and technological developments, needed to ensure future state-of-the-art service
evolutions. Within the last call for tenders (2018–2020), two CMEMS service evolution
projects were dedicated to make the required research to improve the freshwater river
discharge inputs for global and regional CMEMS models: the BRONCO (Benefits of dy-
namically modelled river discharge input for ocean an coupled atmosphere-land-ocena
systems) Project [26] was aimed at generating a global river discharge reanalysis, using the
GloFAS system driven by the ECMWF ERA5 atmospheric reanalysis. On the other hand,
the LAMBDA (Land Marine Boundary Development and Analysis) Project [27], regionally
focused on the European Atlantic Façade and the North Sea, had the objective of achieving
better estimations, by means of high-resolution hydrological model simulations, for charac-
terizing major, and also some minor, river contributions and their day-to-day variability
(highly needed for operational ocean coastal models). The resulting new freshwater model
estimates, more realistic and adjusted using observations along historical periods, repro-
duce not only more reliable long-term changes in continental freshwater discharges into
the oceans, but also a more detailed spatial distribution. These model products and in-situ
observational data are operationally updated, made available and downloadable into the
LAMBDA product viewer web interface (http://www.cmems-lambda.eu/mapviewer/
(accessed on 8 April 2021)).

The present work aims to quantify the potential added value of using this new
LAMBDA freshwater discharge product as part of the fresh water forcing of a regional
ocean model simulation. To this aim, different model scenarios, based on the CMEMS IBI
model configuration, have been designed and run. The modelled salinity fields, resulting
from the different sensitivity IBI test runs, are validated by means of comparison with
different in-situ observational data sources. Despite that test runs are performed over the
whole IBI model domain, this study mostly focuses on ROFI areas of the Atlantic Iberia
and on the French shelf in the Gulf of Biscay.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Description of Study Domain: In-Situ Observed Salinity Products

The region of study, hereafter referred as IBBIS, is a subset of the IBI operational
configuration (Figure 2) and spans from the Strait of Gibraltar (35◦ N) to Bretagne (48.6◦ N).
The warm and saline Iberian Poleward Current (IPC, [28]) flows along the steep slope of
the narrow shelf of the Western Iberian Peninsula (50 km wide at its maximum, west of
8◦ W), then around the Galician shelf, and finally, enters the Bay of Biscay, separating the
continental shelf waters from the open-ocean dynamics. This semi-enclosed Bay of Biscay
features a narrow shelf on its southern part that widens towards the North (~150 km at
47◦ N), separated from a deep abyssal plain (more than 4000 m depth) by a steep and
rugged slope, with many canyons. The main drivers on the shelf of this IBBIS domain are
wind, tides and freshwater coastal runoff. The ocean dynamic varies locally, depending on
the orientation of the coast, width of the shelf, freshwater discharge rates and other factors.

In this study, the IBBIS domain has been divided in three subregions, each one featur-
ing its own characteristics: the CADIZ area, that is the Northern shelf of the Gulf of Cádiz,
the Western Iberian Shelf (WISHE area), that includes the western shelf of the Iberian
Peninsula, and the Gulf of Biscay (BISCA area).

The CADIZ area, at the southern tip of the Iberian Peninsula, is the place where the
exchanges between the Atlantic and Mediterranean take place, across the Strait of Gibraltar.
The saline MOW (Mediterranean Outflow Waters) come as a subsurface outflow from the
Strait of Gibraltar, and cascade along the slope of the narrow shelf of the bay [29,30]. The
circulation on the shelf is wind-driven, with a clear seasonal variability [31]: upwelling
occurs in summer under the influence of northerlies, while downwelling takes place in
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winter under the influence of southerlies [32]. The variability on the shelf is explained
by the front between the cold upwelled shelf-waters and the warmer southern waters
(e.g., Reference [33]). Two main rivers, Guadalquivir and Guadiana, feed the shelf on its
wider portion: in winter, the increased river runoff cools down the shelf waters [34] and
contributes to the generation of a westward inshore flow [35], although this is not the
main driver.
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Figure 2. Study Domain. Location of the in-situ measurements used in this study: fixed moorings
(purple), surface transects with thermo-salinometer (blue), coastal profiles with CTD (Conductivity,
Temperature, and Depth) instrumentation (orange) and profiles with XBT (eXpendable BathyTher-
mograph) instrumentation (red). Black rectangles show subregions in which the study is focused
(IBBIS, CADIZ, WISHE, BISCA). The names of the main rivers included in the IBI model set-up and
the geographical features mentioned in the paper are denoted in grey. The shaded field shows the
IBI averaged surface salinity over the year 2018, from the reference simulation; the 200 m isobath,
delimiting the shelf, is depicted in dashed line.

The WISHE area features a narrow shelf (30 to 90 km at its widest), and in comparison
to the other proposed study subregions, this is the most sensitive to open-ocean general
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circulation patterns occurring in the North-eastern Atlantic. The geostrophic flow of
the IPC intensifies in winter and isolates the narrow shelf’s waters from the open-ocean
southward circulation. Along the Galician coast, the currents are mainly wind-driven [36].
The WISHE area marks the limit of the Eastern North Atlantic Upwelling region, with a
frequent development of equatorward filaments at the coast in spring and autumn [37].
The interactions and front dynamics between the IPC and the shelf waters are complex [38].
The Western Iberian Buoyant Plume extends from the Mondego river northwards and
is characterized by a salinity below 35.8. It is fed by the Mondego, Douro and Minho
rivers and the numerous Rias of Galicia. Under non-upwelling conditions, the plume stays
confined to the inner shelf and contributes to the stratification and cooling of the shelf
waters. On the other hand, under upwelling conditions, the plume extends offshore, and
masks the thermal signature of the IPC.

Finally, in the BISCA area, the IPC develops instabilities and eddies along its path
which propagate offshore and take part of the general anticyclonic circulation of the open-
ocean section [28,39]. On the French shelf, the main drivers are the coastal density-driven
jets which interact with the tidal signal [40,41], and the surface wind-driven currents that
advect shelf waters southward, e.g., Solabarrieta et al. [42]. In winter, the activity is weak
over the shelf, but intense mesoscale activity takes place in the open ocean. The Southwest-
ern winds induce northeastward drift over the shelf. From spring, the wind weakens and
the dynamic activity on the shelf reaches the same levels of energy as offshore [43]. The
major source of freshwater on the BISCA shelf is the river outflow, with a seasonal cycle
featuring a maximum of discharge in winter and spring. The main rivers are the Loire
and Vilaine system (47◦ N), the Garonne (45◦ N) and the Adour, in the South-West corner
of the bay. Freshwater filaments extend from the coast and participate in the cross-shelf
exchange [44]. Patches of low-salinity surface waters can be pushed by wind-induced
coastal upwellings and reach the shelf-break [45]. Along the northern Iberian coast, the
numerous rivers have a small averaged runoff, but can have peaks of torrential discharge,
principally in spring and autumn. The accumulated outflow from these coastal rivers in
winter and spring induces a low-salinity front on the narrow shelf [46], that can reach the
shelf-break and extend down to 50 m depth [47].

All the in-situ salinity observations available for the year 2018 were gathered and
explored to assess the capacity of the IBI model configurations to reproduce salinity fronts
and river plume extension on the shelf, depending on each freshwater forcing. Table 1
shows an overview of the available observations used in each of the study areas.

Table 1. Overview of the in-situ observational salinity data sources in the study domain and subregions.

Bay of Biscay (BISCA):
9.5 W–5.8 W/

35.5 N–37.38 N

Western Iberian Shelf
(WISHE): 10.5 W–
7 W/37.4 N–44.5 N

Gulf of Cadiz
(CADIZ): 10 W–

6.5 W/43 N–48.5 N

Iberian-Biscay
(IBBIS):

12 W–0 W/35 N–48.6 N

Hourly SSS Timeseries
at Mooring Buoy

7 stations (M1 to M7,
from N to S)

5 stations (M8 to M12,
from N to S) 1 station (M13) 13 stations (M1 to M13,

from N to S)
(Shelf) XBT salinity

profiles 106 profiles - - 106 profiles

Weekly (Coastal) CTD
salinity profiles - 5 stations - 5 stations

Surface (Shelf)
salinityTransects - 1 campaign (IPMA 28

April–20 May 2018)
1 campaign (IPMA 21

May–30 May 2018)
1 campaign (IPMA 28
April–30 May 2018)

Hourly timeseries of salinity from mooring stations for the year 2018 were obtained
from the CMEMS in-situ observational product (Copernicus Marine In-Situ Tac Data
Management Team (2019) [48]). The buoys are mostly moored on the shelf or at the shelf-
break (see their locations, represented by purple dots, in Figure 2) and measurements are
collected at surface and subsurface (mostly between 1 and 3 m deep). After processing,
13 stations are available at the whole study area: 7 in the BISCA zone (numbered M1 to M7,
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following the coast southwards from Bretagne to Galicia), 5 in the WISHE one (numbered
M8 to M12, from North to South) and 1 in the CADIZ subregion (M13). Data from all of
them have been used for the model validation, however some stations provide a limited
exploitable input; in some cases, there is no more than a few months of data available (e.g.,
M4), whereas in other cases, the buoy is moored too close to the coast, not being fully useful
for a meaningful validation of a regional model such as IBI (e.g., M3 or M10). However,
as salinity observational data are sparse, it has been decided not to discard them, but use
them with caution.

Weekly salinity profiles from 5 conductivity-temperature-depth (CTD) stations over
the year 2018 located at Rias Baixas within the WISHE area were provided by the Instituto
Tecnolóxico para o Control do medio Mariño de Galicia (INTECMAR). These CTD measures have
been running since 1992 and the current INTECMAR oceanographic network is formed
by 43 stations distributed along the Galician Coast [49]. These weekly campaigns are very
coastal, with most of the stations in Rias and estuaries. The depth values are not uniform
over the year, depending on the devices used to measure the data [50]. In this study, only
samples from the 5 most offshore INTECMAR CTD stations (identified by orange stars in
Figure 2) over the year 2018 are used, and these measurements are compared with daily
modelled salinity profiles extracted, at the closet model grid point, from the different IBI
model runs.

Surface Transects measured every 10 min with thermo-salinometers (TSG) installed
on board of the research vessel Noruega were performed during the year 2018. Data from
this specific campaign were provided by the Instituto Português do Mar e da Atmosfera
(IPMA). Blue transects depicted in Figure 2 show the on-shelf measurements taken from
42◦ N southwards. This IPMA campaign covers part of the WISHE and CADIZ zones for a
short time (from 28 April until 30 May 2018). The salinity is calculated as the salinity of
the water inside the TSG and it represents salinity of the oceanic surface layer. Therefore,
these measurements are used to validate the surface salinity extracted from the different
IBI model simulations performed.

Daily salinity expendable bathythermograph (XBT) profiles are obtained from the
Coriolis Ocean Dataset for Reanalysis for the Ireland-Biscay-Iberia region [51] real-time
website (www.coriolis.eu.org (accessed on 8 April 2021)). These data are located on the
shelf (red dots in Figure 2) in the BISCA area and are a part of the RECOPESCA (Réseau
de mesure de l’activité de pêche spatialisé et de données environnementales à usage scientifique)
Project campaigns (IFREMER; L’Institut Français de Recherche pour l’Exploitation de la Mer),
which collect in-situ data in the Bay of Biscay onboard fishing vessels [52]. The salinity XBT
profiles are compared to the daily modelled salinity profiles extracted from IBI simulations
at the closest grid point.

2.2. Description of the New River Freshwater LAMBDA Database

The CMEMS Service Evolution LAMBDA project [27] aimed to improve land boundary
conditions by coupling watershed models to ocean regional models. The project study
area simulated the territories draining to the European Atlantic front and the North Sea, to
provide boundary conditions to the CMEMS IBI and NWS (North West Shelves) Monitoring
and Forecasting Centers, using the MOHID (Water Modelling System) Land model [53]
with regular grids with a 0.05◦ horizontal resolution. The MOHID Land model, part of the
MOHID Modeling System (http://www.mohid.com (accessed on 8 April 2021); [54]), is a
physically based, spatially distributed, continuous, variable time step model for the water
and property cycles in inland waters that allows simulation of single and multi-catchment
simulations.

Each drainage basin domain was simulated for a 11-year period (1 January 2008–1
January 2019) using ERA5 reanalysis meteorology from the Copernicus Climate Change
Service (https://climate.copernicus.eu/ (accessed on 8 April 2021)). These simulations
resulted in the first LAMBDA data product, used in this study, consisting of daily flow and
temperature values near the river mouth for a total of 54 main European rivers. In a second
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phase, 70 extra discharges for minor rivers in Western Iberia and 364 extra discharges
for Ireland and UK domain were extracted to obtain a more comprehensive freshwater
budget in these areas. However, these extra rivers included in a second release of the
LAMBDA database are not fully validated yet and the model resolution (too coarse) used
may be a limitation to accurately represent flows from such minor rivers. Therefore, in
this work, only used freshwater data for rivers (the ones used currently as forcing of
the IBI model application) included in the first release of the LAMBDA database was
used. More information about the LAMBDA project products and results can be seen in
Campuzano et al. [55].

2.3. The CMEMS IBI Salinity Model Product

The CMEMS-IBI Near-Real-Time forecast and analysis operational product [56] is
generated daily by means of a NEMO model application [57], run over a regional grid (see
geographical coverage in Figure 1) with a horizontal resolution of 1/36◦ (around 3 km) and
50 unevenly distributed z vertical levels. A best estimate of the ocean state (IBI analysis
generated through a model run with data assimilation on a weekly basis) and a five-day-
ahead forecast (daily updated free model run) are routinely produced for a number of
hydrodynamic variables, among others: temperature, salinity, mixed layer depth, zonal and
meridional velocity currents and sea surface height. While hourly-averaged estimations
are provided for the sea surface, daily-averaged values are computed for the rest of the
three-dimensional water column in the entire IBI regional domain. Hourly 3D physical
forecast data, covering exclusively the continental shelf and coastal areas, are additionally
delivered to foster the dynamical downscaling and subsequent implementation of coastal
downstream services.

The CMEMS IBI system uses a SAM2-based (second generation of Mercator Assimi-
lation System) data assimilation scheme [58] to enhance its predictive skills by constrain-
ing the model in a multivariate way with a wealth of observations: Altimeter data (i.e.,
along-track sea-level anomalies), in-situ temperature and salinity vertical profiles (from
the CMEMS CORA—Coriolis Ocean Dataset for Reanalysis- 4.1 database) and satellite-
derived sea surface temperature (OSTIA—Operational Sea Surface Temperature and Sea
Ice Analysis- product) are regularly assimilated to estimate periodically initial conditions
for numerical forecast simulation. The resulting product from this latest IBI analysis run is
what is delivered as historical best estimates.

At the time of the experiment, the IBI ocean model operational simulation is forced
by 3-h daily updated high-resolution (1/8◦) meteorological conditions provided by the
European Center for Medium-Range Weather Forecast (ECMWF). Lateral open boundary
conditions for temperature, salinity and currents, imposed from daily outputs from the
parent system (the CMEMS GLOBAL ocean forecast [59]), are complemented with 11 tidal
harmonics built from the FES2014 [60] tidal model solution. Land freshwater forcing
is included in the IBI operational model set-up. Discharged flows for 33 of the main
rivers presented in the IBI area are considered. In-depth insights into this IBI coastal and
riverine freshwater forcing are provided in the next section devoted to describing the IBI
model sensitivity tests performed in this study. For further technical specifications of the
CMEMS-IBI model solution, the reader is referred to Sotillo et al. [20] and Aznar et al. [61].

The multi-parameter skill assessment of this CMEMS IBI ocean forecast system is
operationally conducted through the NARVAL (North Atlantic Regional VALidation) tool-
box, which routinely monitors its performance and prognostic capabilities by computing
a variety of quality indicators [62]. Both real-time (‘online mode’) and regular-scheduled
(‘delayed-mode’) comparisons are performed using a wealth of independent observational
sources as a benchmark, encompassing in-situ observations (collected by moorings, tide-
gauges, drifters, gliders and Argo floats networks) and remote-sensed estimations (from
satellites and high-frequency radars). For salinity field, the CMEMS-IBI model performance
is evaluated using a multiple spatio-temporal scale adopting a multi-platform approach
(see list of observational data sources used in the IBI validation in Table 2).
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Table 2. Summary of observational (Obs) platforms used in NARVAL (North Atlantic Regional VALidation) toolbox to
validate IBI model salinity (* the climatology used is the World Ocean Atlas (WOA) 2013).

Obs Source Obs Type Vertical Coverage Geographical
Coverage

Temporal
Frequency Purpose

Mooring Buoys In-situ Surface Mostly on shelf Hourly Validation
SMOS Remote sensed Surface IBI domain Daily Validation

Argo profilers In-situ 3-Dimensional Open waters Daily Validation
Gliders In-situ 3-Dimensional Ibiza Channel Daily Validation

Climatology * Gridded product 3-Dimensional IBI domain Monthly Consistency

With respect to in-situ observations, the NARVAL software tool makes routine com-
parisons of CMEMS IBI salinity model products, extracting sea surface salinity timeseries
on the grid points closest to the mooring buoy locations, and salinity profiles where Argo
or glider observations are available.

Additionally, the IBI SSS field is validated using daily remotely sensed satellite estima-
tions derived from the European Space Agency’s Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS)
mission. In recent years, the SMOS products have steadily evolved to mitigate systematic
biases detected in coastal areas [63], and today, they better portray plume patterns in
major river basins [64,65]. However, in the IBI area, there is still room for improvement
in these SMOS-derived products, especially in the operational ones and at very coastal
areas where systematic biases are identified. The operational SMOS products’ limitations
(not able to fully capture variability associated to minor coastal freshwater contributions)
have conditioned their use in NARVAL to operationally assess IBI salinity product quality,
focusing the validation only on deep open waters.

It is pointed out that recent updates of SMOS products, taking benefit of new LAMBDA
Project developments, has resulted in a new 9-year (2011–2019) reprocessing of global
SMOS SSS daily maps. This new dataset introduces significant improvements with respect
to the operational and previous SMOS versions, tending to improve salinity gradients,
preserving the small-scale ones close to the coast [66], and minimizing latitudinal and
seasonal biases [67]. These improvements support the possibility of using this new SMOS
satellite data as a salinity reference in model assessments, and the IBI-MFC has introduced
it in NARVAL as an extra salinity data source for IBI delayed mode validations.

Highlights from the operational validation of IBI salinity products with in-situ obser-
vations and comparisons with the new SMOS satellite product are shown in Section 3.1.

2.4. Description of the IBI Model Sensitivity Tests Performed Using LAMBDA Product as Forcing

In the CMEMS IBI operational NEMO model set-up, inputs from 33 rivers are pre-
scribed as a daily flux of freshwater (0.1 psu. The main rivers of the European Atlantic Shelf
are considered (e.g., Garonne or Rhine, which have mean outflows larger than 1000 m3s−1),
but also smaller rivers which can present a strong temporal variability (e.g., Guadalquivir,
whose flow is usually below 200 m3s−1, but has peaks up to 6000 m3s−1). To compen-
sate the input from missing rivers, whose individual debits can be negligible but in total
have a significant impact on the coastal salinity, a monthly climatological runoff (hereafter
FWF_CRF) is applied all along the coast. It is derived from the same climatology used
in the CMEMS GLOBAL configuration. The overall freshwater input, surface runoff and
rivers, in the operational CMEMS IBI configuration during 2018, had a daily mean flow
of 16 × 103 m3s−1, where river discharge accounted for 67%. The river discharge flows
used in the reference CMEMS IBI configuration consist of a composite of observations and
climatology (hereafter referred to as FWF_REF) provided by the GRDC (Global Runoff
Data Centre; http://www.bafg.de/GRDC (accessed on 8 April 2021)), the French “Banque
Hydro” dataset (http://www.hydro.eaufrance.fr/ (accessed on 8 April 2021)), simulations
from the Swedish Meteorological Service (SMHI) E-HYPE ((HYdrological Predictions for
the Environment)) hydrological model (http://e-hypeweb.smhi.se (accessed on 8 April
2021)) and observations gathered by the Previmer project. For further technical details on
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how freshwater forcing is included in the IBI operational forecast service, the reader is
referred to Amo et al. [56].

Ten rivers discharge in the IBBIS area (Figure 1). Four of them are along the French
coast (BISCA area), four in the Western Iberian shelf (WISHE area) and two in the Gulf
of Cádiz (CADIZ area). Since April 2018, most of the river discharges were forced by a
monthly climatology (FWF_CLM) or by an annual mean flow (in the IBBIS region, only
the Mondego river), calculated from the reference forcing. The new forcing set that will be
assessed in this study comes from the LAMBDA project watershed product (FWF_LAM),
described above. Table 3 shows the mean daily and cumulated annual flow for each of the
forcing datasets in the four areas. Mean daily flow of the LAMBDA forcing for year 2018 in
the IBBIS area reaches 8910 m3s−1, that is 70% more than the river input used for the IBI
reference run (5223 m3s−1) and 128% more than the climatological forcing (3893 m3s−1).

Table 3. Mean daily river discharge (m3s−1) and cumulated discharge (103 m3s−1) over 2018 for each forcing set, in the full
study domain (IBBIS) and the three subregions (BISCA, WISHE, CADIZ).

IBI Freshwater Discharge Forcing
Data Mean Daily (Cumulated) Freshwater Discharge in m3s−1 (in 103 m3s−1)

BISCA 1 WISHE 2 CADIZ 3 IBBIS 1,2,3

FWF_REF (IBI_OP Reference Forcing) 1031 (2826) 624 (1709) 251 (687) 1906 (5223)
FWF_LAM (LAMBDA Forcing) 1876 (5141) 1017 (2787) 358 (982) 3252 (8910)

FWF_CLM (Climatology) 806 (2207) 486 (1330) 130 (355) 1421 (3893)
FWF_CRF (Coastal runoff climatology) 6 (463) 3 (261) 1 (57) 10 (843)

The rivers prescribed as forcing in the subregions are: 1 Vilaine, Loire, Garonne, Adour. 2 Minho, Douro, Mondego, Tagus. 3 Guadiana,
Guadalquivir.

Figure 3 shows the daily river discharge of the reference forcing (FWF_REF, blue line),
LAMBDA river database (FWF_LAM, red line), climatology (FWF_CLM, cyan dashed
line) and the extra coastal runoff (FWF_CRF, grey line), in the IBBIS domain and the three
subdomains (BISCA, WISHE, CADIZ). For the IBBIS region, in the first months of 2018,
the variability and intensity are equivalent in both the reference and the new LAMBDA
datasets, with peaks of freshwater in January and March, though peaks are not always
simultaneous (Figure 3a). From April onwards, the FWF_REF is mainly based on the
climatology and shows a smooth decrease in total river debit from Spring up to August,
when it reaches a minimum average daily flow of ≈2000 m3s−1. LAMBDA features a
minimum in summer too, associated with a reduced variability, but shows two important
peaks in June and November, that do not exist in the IBI reference forcing. The difference
between the two datasets is particularly important in BISCA (Figure 3b), where the mean
river discharge is 1.8 times more important in the new forcing (Table 3).

The impact of using new river discharge forcing in CMEMS-IBI, and more specifically
on the simulated salinity fields and frontal features linked to river plumes, will be evaluated
through specific IBI-like model scenarios. To assess the performance of the numerical
model and identify the main sources of uncertainty linked to the river runoff forcing in the
model simulations, four scenarios forced by the previously described freshwater discharge
parametrization were performed over the year 2018.

Table 4 shows an overview of the four IBI model land boundary scenarios: IBI_REF is
the reference simulation forced by the reference river discharge forcing, and its parameter-
ization is identical to the one used in the operational IBI configuration, IBI_LAM differs
from IBI_REF by using the LAMBDA river database forcing, IBI_NOR is like IBI_LAM, but
without adding the extra coastal runoff (i.e., the river discharge forcing is the only input
of freshwater), and finally, IBI_CLM is a run forced by climatology. The latter scenario
was simulated only over the first 6 months of 2018, because the reference run from April is
using as forcing the same climatology.
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Table 4. IBI model scenarios: Overview of model runs with each specific treatment of river and coastal freshwater inputs.

IBI Model
Scenario

River Discharge
Forcing

Use of Extra Coastal
Runoff IBI Model Run Type and Main Features

IBI_REF FWF_REF Yes Free run (from 1 January 2018 to 31 December 2018).
Control run.

IBI_LAM FWF_LAM Yes Free run (from 1 January 2018 to 26 December 2018).
LAMBDA river forcing scenario

IBI_NOR FWF_LAM No Free run (from 1 January 2018 to 26 December 2018).
LAMBDA river forcing, but no Coastal runoff

IBI_CLM FWF_CLM Yes Free run (from 1 January 2018 to 19 June 2018).
River climatological forcing scenario

IBI_OP FWF_REF Yes

CMEMS IBI Operational product (from 1 January 2018 to 31
December 2018)

Data Assimilation scheme included (weekly update from
IBI Analysis). Used as reference.

All the IBI scenarios were performed with the same model parametrization and forcing
datasets, excluding the freshwater forcing, as the CMEMS-IBI operational configuration. A
spin-up run of 110 days was performed to generate the same initial condition for all model
scenarios. The model started from rest (the 6 September 2017) with initial three-dimensional
temperature and salinity fields taken from the CMEMS-IBI operational outputs. After this
spin-up period, the model solution was evaluated as stable, showing on the 1 January 2018
velocity fields similar in magnitude and pattern to the CMEMS-IBI operational solution.

All the outputs from these IBI model scenario runs are delivered at hourly frequency
for the sea surface, and at a daily frequency for the rest of the water column. Thus, to
validate model salinity outputs, surface hourly model data have been used for comparison
with mooring observed timeseries to take advantage of the higher temporal frequency of
these available in-situ salinity observations. On the other hand, to compare with other
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observational data sources, such as the ones based on CTD or XBT profiles, daily model
salinity outputs at the closest grid point and depth are collocated.

3. Results
3.1. How Does the Operational CMEMS IBI Forecast Model Reproduce Salinity Fields?

In this section, and before analyzing specific results from the IBI model sensitivity
tests performed, it is shown how the CMEMS IBI operational model system reproduced
salinity fields for the study year (2018). NARVAL toolbox provided a wealth of outcomes
and quality indicators on a monthly basis that allowed to quantify CMEMS-IBI prognostic
capabilities to reproduce the salinity field during such year. Equally, “parent-son” model
intercomparisons were regularly conducted with the purpose of checking the consistency
of the CMEMS global solution and the regional downscaled IBI model solution, identifying
any potential problem that might be inherited from the coarser global system. In this
context, Lorente et al. [17] previously showcased the discrepancies in coastal areas during
2018 between the CMEMS IBI and its parent solution (CMEMS GLOBAL) due to the
differences in both the horizontal resolution and the freshwater forcing implemented in
their respective operational chains.

The CMEMS operational IBI performance appeared to be rather consistent, especially
in open deep waters (Figure 4). The qualitative resemblance of yearly averaged maps of
SSS for 2018 between the IBI model product and SMOS estimations was significantly high,
with slight differences arising in nearshore shallower areas, especially in the African coastal
upwelling region (Figure 4a,b).

With the aim of assessing IBI accuracy in the entire water column, quality-controlled
salinity profiles collected by Argo floats were regularly used as a benchmark (Figure 4c–f).
Monthly maps of skill metrics were computed by NARVAL toolbox for several depth
layers and also for the entire full profiles, as exposed in Figure 4c,d. As it can be observed,
moderate RMSE and high correlation values were obtained for March 2018, with most of the
values emerging in the range [0–0.5] PSU and [0.71–0.93], respectively. Complementarily,
monthly qualitative comparisons were conducted with a focus on specific subregions
(Figure 4e,f). Here, the salinity profiles observed and modeled in the Gulf of Biscay
are shown (the BISCA subregion displayed in Figure 2). Model outputs were vertically
interpolated into the observation depth levels to facilitate the visual comparison. Likewise,
averaged salinity profiles (solid black lines) were calculated to infer the main features of
the water column in this area. According to the values for specific levels (in blue), the
model-observations accordance was relevant for March 2018. Reduced differences were
detected in the upper layer, where higher spatial-temporal variability of the salinity field is
observed, lying between 33 and 36 PSU. Monthly statistical results for the rest of the year
(not shown) illustrated that CMEMS IBI performance in off-shelf waters was consistent,
operating within acceptable ranges all the year-long.

Since accuracy of SMOS remote-sensed estimations is higher in open offshore waters
(these products showing a more limited precision in coastal areas mostly due to the lack
of valid observations—this is so especially in the operational products and somehow
minimized in the reprocessed ones) and Argo observations were constrained to offshore
waters beyond the continental shelf, ancillary validation exercises with coastal buoys were
required to objectively evaluate CMEMS IBI performance in the periphery of ROFI areas,
where impulsive-type freshwater discharges might be noticeable. Using surface salinity
observations from the coastal moorings available along the northwestern Iberian shelf
(M5–M12 mooring buoys, depicted in Figure 2), a contingency table is served, not only
as a summary of the most relevant SSS drop events occurred during 2018, but also as
a qualitative overview of the CMEMS IBI model ability to adequately reproduce them
(Figure 5a).
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Figure 5. (a) Contingency table focused on significant sea surface salinity (SSS) drops detected during
2018 at coastal buoys moored around the Iberian Peninsula (buoys M2–M12 used, see Figure 2 for loca-
tion). Hit, miss and false alarm events are highlighted in green, purple and yellow colors, respectively.
(b) Six-month observed (blue dots) and IBI modeled (red line) SSS timeseries at Silleiro buoy (M12).
Relevant SSS drops marked with colored dashed squares. (c) Three-month timeseries comparison of
SSS observed at Cabo de Peñas buoy (M7) and modelled by CMEMS-IBI at the closest grid point.

As it can be deduced from the contingency table, CMEMS IBI was able to represent 69%
(24 of 35) of the episodes categorized here, with variable degreed of precision. By contrast,
almost 50% (22 of 46) of the forecasted SSS drop events constituted false alarms, which
were not confirmed by the in-situ observation. To better illustrate this validation approach,
two examples at 2 buoys’ locations are provided (Figure 5b,c). In the first case, the 6-month
SSS timeseries at Silleiro buoy (M12) location revealed a series of events, categorized as
modelled hit and miss event (Figure 5b), chronologically described hereinafter:

• 22–28 February 2018: False alarm. IBI showed a SSS drop (more than 1 PSU), not so
intense in the observed data.

• 20–30 March 2018: Hit. Both IBI and observed data exhibited a SSS drop (of more than
2 PSUs), with a very similar time evolution.

• 21 April–1 May 2018: Hit. Both IBI and Silleiro Buoy observation exhibited a SSS drop
(about 2 PSUs), and the model overestimates the observed decrease.

• 10–14 May 2018: False alarm. IBI showed a non-observed SSS drop (around 1 PSU).
• 30 May–10 June 2018: False alarm. IBI showed a SSS drop around 1 PSU.

In the second case (Figure 5c), the 3-month comparison of SSS at Cabo de Peñas buoy
(M7) location showed the following timeline features (hits and a miss event):

• 1–9 January 2019: Hit. Both IBI and observed data exhibited a moderate SSS drop of
0.5 PSU and a steady recovery during the following days.

• 13–17 February 2019: Miss. Observed drop of 0.5 PSU not reproduced by IBI.
• 25–28 February 2019: Hit. IBI clearly overestimated the observed SSS drop.
• 20–26 March 2019: Hit. IBI clearly overestimated the observed SSS drop.

3.2. IBI Model Sensitivity to Changes in Freshwater Coastal and River Forcing

This section shows the main results of the IBI modeling scenarios performed to
evaluate the regional impact on salinity after using different river/coastal freshwater
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forcing. In order to assess the four different IBI scenarios performed and to identify the
main sources of uncertainty linked to the use of different river runoff forcing, the modelled
outcomes have been validated with different in-situ salinity observations.

Figure 6 shows the seasonal SSS of IBI_REF, and the mean difference with the other
simulations. In winter, that is the first 3 months after the start of the runs, the differences in
the surface salinity field between the various simulations are limited to the shelf, and more
specifically to the ROFI areas. Due to the higher river discharge of LAMBDA, IBI_LAM
and IBI_NOR are fresher than IBI_REF. The same patterns are found in autumn. The
small differences observed offshore at this time come from the expected propagation of
the differences within the domain after 12 months of simulation but confirm that there
is no noticeable bias appearing with any of the forcing sets. In spring and summer, the
river discharge of LAMBDA is stronger than the other sources (as seen in Figure 3) and the
fresher water masses of the two simulations forced by LAMBDA (IBI_LAM and IBI_NOR)
extend to the open ocean, especially in the BISCA area. The Vilaine and Loire river system
(at 47◦ N) impacts the surface and subsurface layers all year-long. The southernmost
section of BISCA is the most sensible to the impact of the coastal runoff, as shown by the
higher salinity of IBI_NOR in this area.

The simulation forced by a climatology (IBI_CLM) is saltier than the other simulations
(+0.05 PSU over the IBBIS domain compared to IBI_REF) in winter. This emphasizes the
fact that using a climatology vs. realistic daily river discharge significatively changes the
salinity budget on the shelf.

These mean SSS seasonal snapshots from the test simulations show differences in the
salinity patterns. Furthermore, it is needed to validate the simulated salinity fields against
observations in order to assess the impact of these changes in the freshwater forcing.

The comparison with observed salinity timeseries from moorings shows that all
the simulations globally manage to accurately reproduce the spatial-temporal variability
of salinity at the coast and at the shelf-break, within the IBBIS domain (Figure 7). The
correlations between mooring measurements and model scenarios outputs are most of the
time above 0.6, and the standard deviation below 0.5 PSU. The capacity of the IBI model
to reproduce the salinity is more explained by the geography and resolution of the local
dynamics than by the parametrization of the river forcing: it can indeed be seen on the
Taylor diagram (Figure 7a) that points are gathered by station, rather than being gathered
by simulations. The simulation forced 6 months by the climatology differs most of the time
from the others: it may be explained by the impact of a diurnal vs. climatological freshwater
discharge forcing or by the shorter length of the simulation (6 months vs. 1 year).

As each subregion features its proper dynamics and local processes, the assessment of
the salinity variability and fronts location, and the assessment of the impact of the river
discharge forcing on the IBI configuration, have been conducted separately in BISCA,
WISHE and CADIZ areas.

3.2.1. BISCA Region

The BISCA area is sensible to the open-ocean dynamics in its Southern part, where
the shelf is narrower and the poleward slope-current is close to the coast. Where the shelf
is wider, in the French shelf area, the tides and the freshwater runoff are the dominant
factors. This local variability shows in the mooring’s measurements: in the northern part
(M1 and M2, in Bretagne), the salinity is steady in summer and autumn, when stratification
occurs. In the southern section (M5 to M7), the variability is, on the contrary, strong in
spring/summer, when the mesoscale activity on the shelf is at its maximum (such as M6,
Figure 7b). The simulations are all coherent with these local seasonal patterns. In the
case of the station M6, IBI_CLM features an unrealistic variability in winter, that tends to
support the hypothesis that a climatological river forcing degrades the solution in terms of
variability, compared to a diurnal one.
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Figure 6. (a) Seasonal surface salinity in winter 2018 from IBI_REF (left panel) and difference of seasonal surface salinity
between IBI_LAM, IBI_NOR, IBI_CLM (respectively in panels from left to right) and IBI_REF. (b) Same as (a) but in spring.
(c) Same as (a) but in summer. (d) Same as (a) but in autumn. Red (blue) shading in the panels (a) to (c) means that the
simulation is saltier (fresher) than IBI_REF. Salinity mean values and statistical metrics (root mean square error and bias
computed when comparing each scenario with the reference one) are shown in each panel. Grey dots show the river mouth
locations of the rivers considered in the IBI model set-up.
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Figure 7. (a) Taylor diagrams showing observed-modelled salinity comparisons at moorings in the BISCA, WISHE and
CADIZ areas. Each location is represented by a different symbol, whereas colors represent the model scenario simulation
(IBI_REF in blue, IBI_CLM in light blue, IBI_LAM in red and IBI_NOR in orange). M3, M4 and M10, because of the
important bias between observations and simulations, are not represented here. (b) Timeseries of salinity at station M6, at
the shelf-break of Santander, Northern Spain, in BISCA. The color code is the same as in panel (a).
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The RECOPESCA campaign took place from 24 April to 30 May 2018. Even though its
temporal coverage is limited to one month, it covers the whole French shelf and allows
to estimate the extension of the ROFI (Figure 8). The low-salinity front does not reach the
shelf break on the wider part of the shelf (north of 46◦ N). All the simulations overestimate
the offshore extension of the ROFI, but the run forced by a climatology which, as seen
from the in-situ timeseries, degrades the variability of salinity, features a smaller bias at
the time of the campaign (1.55 PSU at the surface) than the other simulations. We can
hypothesize that all the “realistic” river forcing data introduce too much discharged water
on the shelf and/or do not manage to evacuate it. Nevertheless, validation of the salinity
field is difficult because of the great variability of salinity on the shelf in the BISCA area
due to large inputs of fresh water and strong variability.
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Figure 8. Sea surface salinity (SSS) measured with XBTs from the RECOPESCA campaign for May 2018 in the BISCA area.
The right panel shows observed (OBS) salinity, whereas panels on the left show the respective differences between the
simulated salinity by each model scenario (i.e., IBI_REF, IBI_LAM, IBI_CLM, IBI_NOR) and the RECOPESCA observations.

The combined input from the extra coastal runoff and LAMBDA (IBI_LAM) creates
a significant fresh pool of water on the shelf, particularly in the South, which degrades
the solution at the time of the RECOPESCA campaign (Figure 8 and Table 5). However,
by removing the extra coastal runoff (IBI_NOR), the solution is improved. The same
observation can be made from the moorings’ timeseries: the simulation run with LAMBDA
but without extra coastal runoff locally improves the solution, meaning that the salinity
bias does not come from the LAMBDA forcing itself. In fact, the extra coastal runoff is
not needed anymore on the southern shelf of Biscay, as the freshwater discharge is more
realistic, even though it is still needed in other areas, where rivers are not parametrized
(such as Brittany in the northern BISCA). A full network of coastal salinity observations
would be optimal to tune this extra monthly runoff.
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Table 5. Mean difference (Bias) and Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE) between observed salinity (from mooring buoys and
RECOPESCA XBT profiles) and simulated one (from the IBI_REF, IBI_LAM, IBI_CLM, IBI_NOR model scenarios), over the
respective length of the simulations, in the BISCA area. The smallest model bias and RMSE for each dataset are in bold. The
mooring data have hourly frequency and RECOPESCA data daily frequency. N is the number of measurements.

Salinity Observations in BISCA RMSE Bias (Model Observations)
IBI_REF IBI_LAM IBI_CLM * IBI_NOR IBI_REF IBI_LAM IBI_CLM * IBI_NOR

Mooring (2018) Depth (m) N
M1 5 8314 1.18 1.21 1.35 1.54 0.16 0.04 0.75 0.97
M2 1 3622 0.96 1.58 0.64 1.22 −0.72 −1.36 −0.52 −0.94
M3 1 6633 2.68 2.63 2.47 3.71 1.28 1.14 1.33 2.88
M4 10 2701 0.78 1.18 0.91 1.59 −0.65 −0.92 −0.69 −1.12
M5 3 6938 0.31 0.49 0.39 0.28 −0.11 −0.28 −0.13 0.00
M6 3 8160 0.24 0.38 0.15 0.19 −0.11 −0.24 −0.04 −0.03
M7 3 7022 0.32 0.30 0.48 0.38 0.18 0.11 0.22 0.29

RECOPESCA
(May 2018) Depth (m) N

0 106 1.69 2.14 1.55 1.79 −0.76 −1.24 −0.52 −0.79
5 106 0.99 1.39 0.74 1.14 −0.67 −1.03 −0.39 −0.71

10 106 0.47 0.61 0.46 0.56 −0.21 −0.32 −0.03 −0.21
20 106 0.38 0.43 0.28 0.39 −0.20 −0.25 −0.10 −0.19
50 106 0.11 0.09 0.09 0.09 −0.06 −0.06 −0.05 −0.04

* IBI_CLM timeseries are shorter than the others.

3.2.2. WISHE Region

The salinity at the shelf-break of WISHE is validated by comparison against the
mooring stations M8, M9 and M12, all situated in the Northern part of the area. Here,
salinity is steadier than in the BISCA area and it is mainly controlled by the slope current.
However, occasional episodes marked by the advection of lower salinity water masses
coming from the shelf (and highly modified by river and coastal freshwater influence) are
clearly identified in the mooring sites. As previously commented in the description of
the CMEMS salinity product validation, the IBI operational system can capture to some
extent such noticeable surface salinity drops occurred in the peripheries of ROFI areas (see
the forecast contingency table shown in Figure 5 in Section 3.1). Likewise, the IBI model
scenarios generally accurately reproduce these observed freshwater intrusions, with small
variations in timing and/or intensity.

As an example, Figure 9 shows the salinity from March to May 2018 at the western
shelf-break of Galicia (station M9). A first well-marked event occurred on 20 March 2018
and has been documented by Campuzano [68] and Lorente et al. [17], and a second one
less clearly defined occurred around 22 April 2018. This event of low-salinity intrusion
at the shelf-break took place all around the Galician shelf (indeed, the same salinity drop
event was also observed at the M12 station for the same period, see Figure 5b). All the IBI
model simulations capture the events, at both locations, but show different performance
characteristics. Thus, IBI_LAM is clearly too fresh during the first SSS drop event, but it is
the only model run to replicate the low-salinity minimum observed on 30 April 2018. On
the other hand, IBI_REF seems to be the only simulation to accurately capture the salinity
drop on 14 April 2018. Finally, IBI_CLM is systematically too salty and IBI_NOR features a
false salinity drop on 22 April 2018 at M12, further south (figure not shown).

Snapshots of model salinity fields at the dates when salinity dropped are observed
in-situ (figures not shown) and indicate that these recorded events of low salinity are
caused by filaments of freshwater, extending from the shelf towards the open ocean. The
model simulations, actually all of them, feature these freshwater filaments, but with small
spatiotemporal variations (of the order of a day or a few kilometers), meaning that at a
given location (such as the mooring station), missing an event can be a matter of a few
model grid points. Essentially, the resolution of this dynamical scale is stochastic, and a
systematic resolution cannot be expected from a regional configuration such as the IBI one.
However, this assessment shows that the IBI model configuration can catch the level of
dynamical activity, with all model scenarios reproducing main salinity drop events. Once



J. Mar. Sci. Eng. 2021, 9, 401 21 of 35

again, we emphasize that the use of a climatology slightly degrades the variability (timing
and intensity) of the salinity.
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In order to complete the analysis in this area, the weekly salinity profiles obtained
from the INTECMAR CTD station records are used, located at same latitude as moorings
M10 and M11. These observations are very coastal and taken at the mouth of the Rias
Baixas in Galicia. This area is affected by freshwater plumes originating from discharges
of several rivers [49], which are not parameterized in the IBI model set-up as proper river
sources, but somehow it should be taken into account by means of the extra coastal runoff
climatological forcing.

For validating the IBI model scenarios, simulated salinity profiles at the closest model
grid point are vertically interpolated into the depth levels of the observations. All the
simulations accurately reproduce the variability of salinity with observed data: steady in
summer, but with salinity drops in winter and spring, affecting the whole water column in
March and April. Table 6 shows statistics for the model validation at the 5 CTD INTECMAR
stations. Figure 10 shows temporal evolution of observed and modelled salinities at the
INTECMAR station C3 (8.96◦ W/42.48◦ N), showing a negative bias for all simulations in
winter and the beginning of spring (stronger in November and December for IBI_LAM
simulation), and a positive bias in the month of April (stronger for IBI_CLM simulation).
Statistically, the simulation without extra coastal runoff has a better variability than the
other simulations, with a correlation most of the time better than the other test simulations
at both the INTECMAR stations and at the mooring buoy station, and also a smaller bias.
It seems that by removing this extra local freshwater input, the simulated variability of
salinity is improved. This fact can suggest that the salinity budget in this coastal point is
rather controlled by the extension and variability of the western Iberian Buoyant Plume
(mainly supplied and controlled by discharges of the Minho, Duero and Mondego rivers)
than by the local runoff from the nearby Rias.

There are no timeseries of observed salinity from mooring buoys on the southern part
of the WISHE area. However, the IPMA campaign recorded surface salinity transects across
the Portuguese shelf, going South from 42◦ N. These thermo-salinometer measurements
(taken from 28 April to 20 May 2018) have been used to validate the different IBI model
scenarios in the area. Figure 11 shows how all the simulations have a negative surface
salinity bias from 42◦ N to 39.5◦ N and at the Tejo river mouth, but inversely are too salty
on the southern part of the measured area. As all the model scenarios feature the same
pattern of bias in the region, it seems that the river discharge forcing data source is not
the main cause of salinity errors on the shelf freshwater budget, with there being other
dynamical factors that may explain this model behavior.
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Table 6. Mean difference (Bias) and Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE) between observed salinity (from mooring buoys, an
IPMA campaign with thermo-salinograph and INTECMAR CTD stations) and simulated one (from the IBI_REF, IBI_LAM,
IBI_CLM, IBI_NOR model scenarios), over the respective length of the simulations, in the WISHE area. The smallest model
bias and RMSE for each dataset are in bold. The mooring data have hourly frequency, the IPMA data was measured every
10 min and INTECMAR measurements at each CTD station have a weekly frequency. N is the number of measurements.

Salinity Observations in WISHE RMSE Bias (Model Observations)
IBI_REF IBI_LAM IBI_CLM * IBI_NOR IBI_REF IBI_LAM IBI_CLM * IBI_NOR

Moorings (2018) Depth (m) N
M8 3 8587 0.16 0.13 0.09 0.19 0.12 0.10 0.06 0.15
M9 3 8676 0.19 0.20 0.13 0.17 0.06 0.03 –0.01 0.08
M10 3 6981 13.1 13.0 17.7 13.48 9.2 8.9 14.0 9.62
M11 9 6835 1.43 1.99 1.64 1.19 −0.93 −1.35 −0.96 −0.24
M12 3 8701 0.28 0.34 0.91 0.38 −0.03 −0.10 −0.05 −0.01

IPMA Depth (m) N
surface 1563 0.51 0.73 0.50 0.64 −0.14 −0.18 −0.06 0.01

INTECMAR N
C1 41 0.35 0.45 0.47 0.32 0.15 0.25 0.20 0.02
C2 38 0.50 0.62 0.78 0.48 0.14 0.26 0.17 0.03
C3 48 0.36 0.51 0.55 0.43 −0.06 0.07 −0.14 −0.04
C4 45 0.39 0.53 0.45 0.38 0.05 0.14 0.07 −0.01
C5 45 0.48 0.66 0.59 0.51 0.10 0.21 0.09 0.04

* IBI_CLM timeseries are shorter than the others.
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3.2.3. CADIZ Region

At the northern shelf-break of the Bay of Cádiz, we know from the data at mooring
M13 that the salinity is steady around 36.5 PSU, except in summer when some small
freshwater intrusions occur (±0.2 PSU, Figure 12b). The simulations have a correct average
salinity here (less than 0.2 PSU of bias, Table 7), but they reproduce punctual spurious
intrusions, associated with peaks of river discharge. For instance, the strong river discharge
of the reference forcing in February (Figure 3) has induced an extension of the ROFI up
to the station, which is not realistic and only reproduced by IBI_REF. The same kind of
behavior is observed in IBI_LAM in November.
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Table 7. Mean difference (Bias) and Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE) between observed salinity (from the M13 mooring
buoy and the IPMA campaign) and simulated one (from the IBI_REF, IBI_LAM, IBI_CLM, IBI_NOR model scenarios), over
the respective length of the simulations, in the CADIZ area. The smallest model bias and RMSE for each dataset are in bold.
The mooring data have hourly frequency and IPMA data was measured every 10 min. N is the number of measurements.

Salinity Observations in CADIZ RMSE Bias (Model Observations)
IBI_REF IBI_LAM IBI_CLM * IBI_NOR IBI_REF IBI_LAM IBI_CLM * IBI_NOR

Mooring (2018) Depth (m) N
M13 3 8587 0.45 0.37 0.21 0.41 −0.19 −0.20 −0.15 −0.17

IPMA (May
2018) surface 1217 0.59 1.18 0.42 1.12 −0.50 −0.87 −0.28 −0.71

* IBI_CLM timeseries are shorter than the others.

While the salinity at the M13 shelf-break station features a higher variability from
May to August (Figure 12), the model scenario simulations reproduce instabilities over a
longer period (March to July) and much fresher waters (up to 5 PSU of bias with respect to
the measured salinity). The most significant error occurs in March, where all simulations
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except the one forced by the climatology reproduce a significative drop of salinity at the
shelf-break. The IPMA campaign in CADIZ area took place in late May on the shelf. The
comparison against the simulated salinities shows that the bias of salinity observed at the
shelf-break mooring for this period of the year extends to the whole shelf, from 8.2◦ W
to the strait of Gibraltar. In this regard, Table 7 shows how the waters simulated by the
proposed model scenarios are 0.5 to 0.87 PSU fresher than the ones observed in the IPMA
campaign. This bias is especially strong in the simulations forced by LAMBDA, which has
the biggest river discharge at this time of the year.

Even though the comparison of IBI model scenarios against surface salinity shelf
transects shows a systematic bias in the IBI simulations in May, this assessment cannot
be extended to the whole period of study, as there is no salinity measurement available
in winter on the shelf to support or invalidate the assumption. In this case, observations
from the only mooring buoy available in the region (M13, located at the shelf-break and far
away from the coast) show much lower variability than in the mooring buoy cases shown
for the other study subregions. Indeed, the existence of salinity drop events, controlled by
ROFIs intrusions, are not so evident at this M13 station. The climatological forcing seems
to be the most adequate in this CADIZ region, showing lower errors and bias.

4. Discussion

The present study analyzed the response of an operational ocean model regional
application to changes in its river and coastal freshwater forcing inputs. The study is
focused on the European Atlantic margin, the so-called IBI area, and the study domain
(IBBIS) has been divided into three subregions of interest: CADIZ, WISHE and BISCA (see
geographical domains in Figure 2). It should be emphasized that the two latter regions
(both the Western Iberian Shelf (WISHE) and the Gulf of Biscay (BISCA)) are ROFI areas,
where circulation patterns are ruled by significant density differences and the baroclinic
frontal features existing between the saltier sea waters and the fresher coastal ones (highly
influenced by coastal run-off and river freshwater discharges). It is well-known that
differences between existing operational modelled salinity products become particularly
evident in ROFI areas (mostly due to the diverse usages that operational forecast services
apply to coastal and river freshwater forcing). Thus, a non-optimal representation of
coastal and river freshwater signal in the ocean model set-ups can certainly lead to biased
simulated ocean patterns, jeopardizing the reliability of ocean forecasts in these ROFI areas.

Simultaneously to this need of operational ocean models to count with an optimal
land freshwater forcing, there is a steady effort by the hydrology community to enhance
monitoring of rivers and runoff rates. Several multidisciplinary R&D projects and initiatives
are working on building new improved freshwater river discharge databases (combining
hydrological models and observational data sources) that can be useful to improve ocean
model forecasting. With the objective of quantifying the impacts that coastal and river
freshwater contributions have on IBI regional ocean model simulations, the new LAMBDA
river discharge database (LAMBDA Project [27], Campuzano et al. [55]) was tested as part
of the IBI ocean model freshwater forcing.

4.1. How Are the Proposed Ocean Model Scenarios Configured?

Several ocean model simulations were carried out here to evaluate model sensitivity
to changes in coastal and river freshwater forcing. The proposed ocean model scenarios
were built using the same NEMO model set-up used by the CMEMS IBI-MFC to generate
its operational regional forecasts along the year 2018 [56]. This IBI operational model
set-up included a freshwater forcing from land composed of two different components:
(1) punctual river discharges, imposed as an open boundary condition for the main 33
rivers discharging in the IBI model domain, and (2) an extra monthly climatological runoff
applied along all the IBI coastal grid points. This extra coastal freshwater input tends to
compensate the identified IBI discharges deficit related to missing rivers and to the use
of climatological diminished daily flow rates [69]. The river discharge values originally
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imposed in this IBI operational model set-up at the 33 rivers result from a combination of
different data sources, including: (1) observed inflows from in-situ river discharge stations
(daily forcing data applied only at 8 out of the 33 rivers, and only in hindcast and analysis
IBI runs), (2) hydrological model estimations (imposed at all the IBI rivers in the forecast
horizons, but also applied in IBI hindcast and analysis runs at those rivers where no flow
observation is available) and finally, (3) climatological inputs (prepared to be used at any
of the 33 IBI rivers as a back-up solution in case of unavailability or failure in the update of
any of the aforementioned observed and modelled river data sources). It is pointed out
that this combined use of hydrological observations and model outputs to fix the IBI river
freshwater forcing was only active until April 2018; afterwards, until the end of the year
2018, the river freshwater input responded to a pure climatological forcing (averaged daily
freshwater discharges shown in Figure 3 illustrate this situation).

The four 2018 IBI runs, performed to test model sensitivity to changes in the river and
coastal freshwater forcing, were: a control run, the reference (IBI-REF), using a freshwater
forcing data identical to the one used in the CMEMS IBI operational forecast service
(including both the punctual river contribution and the extra climatological coastal run-
off), and a first IBI sensitivity run (defined as IBI-LAM) using the new LAMBDA river
discharges at the 33 IBI river inputs and keeping the same extra added climatological
coastal run-off. The second model test run (named IBI-NOR) uses the same LAMBDA river
discharges, but in this case, no extra coastal run-off contribution is added. Finally, to build
the last IBI model scenario (IBI-CLM), a pure climatological river and coastal freshwater
forcing was used.

4.2. Is the IBI Model Application (Used in the Scenarios) Suitable to Simulate Salinity Field in the
Study Area?

The CMEMS IBI operational forecasts (generated through the NEMO set-up and
forced with the above-mentioned river and coastal freshwater forcing) can reproduce
salinity fields with an adequate level of accuracy along the whole water column. The
assessment of the IBI operational salinity product performed along the study case year
(see results in Section 3.1) confirms a level of accuracy analogous to the one provided by
Sotillo et al. [69] for longer time periods, with IBI salinity validation metrics (correlation
and RMSE) within the ranges provided in the product quality document ([0.4–0.9] and
[0.2–0.8 PSU], respectively). The assessment performed illustrates the important role
played by Argo observations in the IBI routine validation. With respect to the use of
satellite products, the utility of the new SMOS reprocessed maps should be emphasized.
This dataset tends to represent salinity gradients and on-shelf small-scale features in
the IBI area more realistically than the SMOS operational products (which are currently
far from being fit for model validation purposes in coastal IBI waters). Thus, a higher
frequency update of this reprocessed SMOS product (i.e., on a quarterly or monthly basis)
can positively impact on the routine validation processes of operational models in the IBI
area. Nevertheless, the use of these observational data sources as main references limits the
operational model salinity assessments to offshore deep waters (where Argo floats’ drifts
and SMOS products show their highest representativeness), underrepresenting the model
validation on coastal and on-shelf waters.

This limitation in the operational model validation can be partially overcome thanks to
the availability of in-situ observations at some buoys moored along the shelf-break, on-shelf
and coastal IBI waters. The product quality assessment performed comprises comparison
of the IBI operational salinity product with these in-situ surface salinity observations,
and some of the buoys used in this study (especially the ones moored along the Iberian
shelf break and coast: M4–M13) are also operationally used in NARVAL for a routine
near-real-time local assessment of IBI products.

According to some validation analyses done with in-situ observations from a buoy
moored in NW Spain (the M12 one), Lorente et al. [17] proved that the IBI operational
solution was able to capture shelf dynamics nearby ROFI areas, by better representing the
horizontal extent and strength of a river freshwater plume. This validation approach is
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extended here to all the in-situ observations available in 2018 at NW Iberian mooring buoys
(the M5–M12 ones). This analysis of IBI model and observed salinity timeseries has allowed
identifying extreme salinity drop events (associated with across shelf water movements
that extend river plumes and coastal fresher water zones to more offshore locations at the
shelf-break and beyond). Thus, 35 remarkable surface salinity drops were recorded, with 24
of them being successfully forecasted by the CMEMS IBI service. On the other hand, 11 of
these salinity decreases were missed or underestimated by the IBI model, whereas 22 “false
alarm” events (salinity drops simulated by IBI, but not observed in-situ) were identified.
This kind of observed and forecasted event categorization, summarized in contingency
tables (Figure 5a), is quite helpful to evaluate the IBI model capabilities nearby ROFI areas.
It gives a measure of how the IBI model realistically reproduces baroclinic frontal structures
and their variability, which may be linked to changes in both local dynamical patterns and
freshwater coastal and river discharges.

All these validation results of the IBI operational solution in 2018 confirm the IBI
model set-up and the approach followed in it to count with the river and coastal freshwater
forcing, as a valid approach to achieve realistic simulations of ocean salinity in the IBI
area, and they support the decision of using this IBI NEMO model set-up (analogous to
the one used in the CMEMS operational forecast service) to build the model scenarios
proposed here.

4.3. Model Scenario Validation: Are Available In-Situ Observations Adequate to Evaluate Model
Sensitivity?

The impacts on IBI model salinity related to changes in the river and coastal freshwater
forcing are assessed by means of comparing the modelled salinity fields with in-situ salinity
observations. To this purpose, a multi-platform observational salinity database (including
profiles from CTDs, XBTs and surface observations from operational mooring buoys and a
thermo-salinograph campaign) was compiled and used as a reference in the validation of
the proposed regional model scenarios. The spatial observational coverage is illustrated
in Figure 2. In-situ salinity observations on shelf and along the shelf-break have been
prioritized, searching for observational coverage on ROFI areas. This approach showcases
that prevailing effects of river plumes and coastal freshwater-induced fronts in such ROFI
areas can be analyzed and the response of each model scenario run to simulate them can
be assessed.

These IBI model scenario SSS outputs were validated through comparisons with the
different in-situ observational data sources available in the study region. The comparison
with observed salinity timeseries from moorings, mostly located on-shelf and along the
shelf-break, shows that all the IBI simulations globally manage to accurately reproduce
the spatial-temporal variability of salinity within the IBBIS domain (statistical metrics
are provided for all the stations, and some examples of modelled and observed salinity
timeseries at buoys moored in the BISCA, WISH and CADIZ areas are shown as examples
in Figures 7, 9 and 12, respectively).

It is important to mention that most of the in-situ buoy stations available for the
study are quite offshore, moored close to the shelf-break and far away from nearby coastal
discharge areas. At these locations, the seasonal variability of salinity is mostly explained
by the general circulation and the mesoscale dynamics. River freshwater discharges do not
greatly influence the salinity seasonal cycle at the shelf break, but rather act on the higher
(daily) variability of salinity, and coastal freshwater influence seems to be mostly linked
to major abrupt freshwater intrusions (such as the ones identified, and discussed, by the
validation of the operational IBI salinity performed in Section 3.2).

Moreover, it should be emphasized that local validation of model salinity against
in-situ observations at specific moored buoys is very challenging since these abrupt low-
salinity water intrusion features, that certainly mark model and observed salinity timeseries
at given locations, can be frequently under-represented by the model due to small spatial
or temporal feature shifts. Thus, in some of the occasions when the model is unable to
reproduce one of these major salinity drops locally measured at a buoy, it is seen how
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the model is able to simulate the (usually coastal) fresher water mass that causes the
recorded salinity drop, but it is not able to precisely locate the baroclinic frontal structure,
not reaching (sometimes just by a matter of model grid points) the buoy location. On the
other hand, in some other cases when the simulated frontal structure effectively reaches
the buoy location, the fresher water mass arrival can be affected by some temporal shift,
and then, abrupt salinity drops are simulated earlier or with some delay with respect to
the observed event. Keeping this in mind, the model validation performed with in-situ
mooring observations has shown that IBI model configuration is able to capture the level
of dynamical activity, reproducing all the sensitivity test simulations of the main events
with appropriate spatial-temporal accuracy.

4.4. How Different Are the River Flow Estimations Used as Forcing in the Ocean Model Scenarios?

Significant differences in terms of total daily river discharge contributions were identi-
fied among the different datasets imposed as freshwater forcing in each sensitivity model
run. Table 3 shows how the 2018 daily mean flow (averaged over the whole IBBIS study do-
main) of the new LAMBDA river forcing reaches up to 8910 m3s−1, meaning a 70% higher
contribution than the river forcing used in the IBI reference control run (5223 m3s−1) and
128% more than the pure climatological river discharge forcing (3893 m3s−1). Furthermore,
the extra climatological coastal runoff, added to compensate lacks in the IBI freshwater
signal, represents in the IBBIS region a yearly contribution of 843 m3s−1. It is worth noting
that in the first months of 2018, the variability and intensity are equivalent in both the
reference and the new LAMBDA datasets, with main peaks of freshwater in January and
March. However, from April onwards, the reference data, mainly based on climatology,
shows a smooth decrease in total river debit, whereas LAMBDA features a minimum in
summer too, associated with a reduced variability. It also shows two important peaks
in June and November, that do not exist in the IBI (climatological at that time) reference
forcing (Figure 3).

4.5. What Are the Major Impacts in Salinity Associated to the Proposed Changes in Freshwater
Forcing?

The river forcing plays a significant role in the regional simulation of the IBI sea surface
salinity, as it is seen when looking at the modelled salinity fields resulting from the different
IBI scenario runs (Figure 6). As expected, due to the higher river discharge of LAMDBA
(as mentioned above, overall 70% higher than the reference one), the sensitivity runs based
on this forcing (IBI_LAM and IBI_NOR) are fresher than the control one. Major impacts are
found during spring and summer in the BISCA subregion, when IBI simulations forced
by LAMBDA feature fresher water masses on-shelf, that extend up to open waters. On
the contrary, the simulation forced by a climatology (IBI_CLM) is saltier than the other
simulations (+0.05 PSU over the IBBIS domain compared to the reference in winter). Indeed,
using a climatology instead of realistic daily river discharge significatively changes the
surface/subsurface salinity budget, not only at the coast, but on the whole shelf and at
the shelf-break. The SSS differences between the various simulations are in general more
noticeable along the coast and on shelf waters, and especially obvious on the main IBI ROFI
areas. Indeed, small SSS changes identified in offshore deeper waters seem more linked to
the expected propagation of differences, when modeling structures after 12 months of free
simulation, and there are not such model differences in deep-water areas (outside the Gulf
of Biscay) driven by variations in the river and coastal freshwater forcing.

4.6. What Are the Regional Impacts in the Three Areas of Interest?

Each subregion included in the study domain features its proper dynamics and counts
with different observational data sources, therefore, the assessment of salinity and frontal
structure variability related to the impacts of changes on river discharge inputs has been
conducted separately for the three proposed subregions: BISCA, WISHE and CADIZ.
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4.7. Impacts in the Gulf of Biscay

The IBI scenario simulations are all coherent in the BISCA region with the local sea-
sonal patterns. The use of climatological river data as forcing degrades the model solution
in this region, changing surface/subsurface salinity budgets (not only at the coast, but on
the whole shelf and at the shelf-break), and especially in terms of variability (featuring
the climatological run in some mooring locations’ (e.g., M6) unrealistic variability pattern,
especially in wintertime). The model variability is enhanced when daily updated river data
is included in the model forcing. This emphasizes the fact that using climatological instead
of more realistic, higher frequency (daily) freshwater discharge inputs significantly changes
the salinity budget on the shelf. The most important salinity differences between the model
scenario runs are found in this BISCA region, and particularly on the French Shelf. In its
northern side, discharges linked to the Vilaine and Loire river system impacts on surface
and subsurface layers all year-long. LAMBDA freshwater inflows are bigger than the IBI
reference ones and model simulations forced with LAMBDA in the region feature on-shelf
fresher water masses that extend up to the open ocean (particularly in spring and summer).
The combined input from the extra coastal runoff and LAMBDA (IBI_LAM) creates a
significant fresh pool of water on the shelf, particularly in the South, which degrades the
solution, at least at the RECOPESCA campaign time (Figure 8 and Table 5). However,
by removing the extra coastal runoff (IBI_NOR), the solution is improved. This extra
coastal runoff is not needed anymore on the southern shelf of Biscay, as the freshwater
discharge is more realistic, even though it can be still needed in other zones in the northern
BISCA region, such as Brittany, where rivers are not parametrized. In that sense, the BISCA
southernmost area, especially along the northern Iberian shelf, arises as the most sensitive
zone to the use of an extra coastal runoff (confirmed by the higher salinity simulated in the
area by the run without such extra coastal climatological forcing: the IBI_NOR run). In this
region, there are no major rivers (at least they are not included in the IBI river forcing as
punctual freshwater sources), but many small freshwater inputs whose cumulated flow is
not negligible. Then, here, using a monthly coastal runoff contribution added to the daily
river freshwater forcing can locally improve simulated coastal salinity. However, this extra
climatological coastal freshwater input must be tuned to avoid overestimations of total
freshwater inputs that may result in unrealistic simulation of coastal freshwater fronts or
across-shelf intrusions. Unfortunately, the lack of a network of coastal salinity observations
is a limitation in the area to adequately tune available coastal freshwater inputs.

4.8. Impacts in the Western Iberian Shelf

Salinity in the WISHE zone is steadier than in the BISCA area and, as documented in
the literature, it is defined by a coastal fresher water mass, usually limited to the narrow
shelf, but occasionally extended offshore. The location of the baroclinic front is mainly
controlled by the Iberian poleward slope current and its interactions with the shelf waters,
resulting in complex front dynamics with occasional episodes marked by strong across-
shelf-break advection of lower salinity water masses coming from coastal areas. These
intrusions of waters, highly modified by the river and coastal freshwater influence, are
clearly identified in the salinity records at mooring sites and they are captured to some
extent by the IBI model application (as previously proven through the analysis of the IBI
operational performance during the main 2018 observed salinity drops). The IBI model
application is adequate to simulate shelf dynamics in ROFI areas of the WISHE zone and
the different IBI model scenarios generally reproduce these observed freshwater intrusions,
with small variations in timing and/or intensity (with the IBI-NOR and IBI-CLM runs
showing better statistical metrics, depending on the buoy). Along the western Galician
coast (monitored through the very coastal periodic INTECMAR CTD stations located in
front of the Rias), it is the IBI-NOR run, forced with the new LAMBDA river data but
without extra coastal runoff, the model scenario that better performs statistically (showing
lower RMSE and bias when compared to the INTECMAR 2018 periodic salinity profiles).
Emphasize that present IBI model set-up does not include any riverine inflows along
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this Galician coast, except the Minho and the major, but southern, regional freshwater
contributors: the Douro and Mondego rivers. This would mean that salinity budget at
this coastal zone off the Rias is rather controlled by the extension of the western Iberian
buoyancy plume (mostly fed by freshwater contribution from these three major rivers)
than by the local runoff from the nearby Rias itself. Further south, the model scenario
assessment performed with the IPMA SSS campaign along the Portuguese shelf shows
how all runs feature a similar salinity pattern. This suggests that, in this zone, variations in
the imposed river discharge data may not be the main cause of salinity model errors on
the shelf freshwater budget. This is so even nearby the Tejo river mouth, where all runs
show a similar pattern of salinity differences, pointing out other dynamical factors as more
determinant to explain this consistent model behavior.

4.9. Impacts in the Gulf of Cadiz

This consistency between model scenarios is also seen in the Gulf of Cadiz. Here, a
similar salinity pattern is identified, with main differences between model runs located
on-shelf, and especially on coastal areas close to the two rivers considered by IBI (the
Guadalquivir and Guadiana) in the CADIZ zone. The occasional comparison with the
SSS IPMA campaign (limited to a 9-day campaign in May 2018) indicates an error pattern
marked by too-salty modelled waters in the western shelf, getting fresher as moving
eastwards closer to the 2 IBI rivers’ mouths. The model run that uses climatological
discharges at these two rivers shows lower RMSE and bias values, whereas the 2 runs
using LAMBDA inputs (IBI-LAM and IBI-NOR) show higher negative biases. This general
anomalously lower model salinity seen in the area for all the runs is directly linked to either
the excess of river freshwater contribution imposed at the 2 rivers, especially when using
LAMBDA data, or an unrealistic accumulation of freshwater at the river mouths due to the
model dynamics. All the nearby on-shelf areas seem affected, as confirmed at the single
buoy available in the region (M13, moored offshore at deep waters, but not far from the
Guadalquivir mouth).

5. Conclusions and Future Research Directions

In conclusion, the effect of varying imposed river outflows in the IBI operational
ocean model system was investigated, showcasing the potential impacts that a new river
freshwater model database (such as the LAMBDA one) can have on regional operational
forecasts. Some enhancements in model capabilities to better represent salinity and espe-
cially baroclinic frontal structures linked to coastal and river freshwater buoyancy plumes
have been demonstrated.

Although major impacts were identified on ROFI areas associated with bigger river
discharges (i.e., the French shelf in the Gulf of Biscay or the Northwestern Iberian coast), it
is found that in some other regions (such as the Portuguese shelf) or in areas with lower
riverine freshwater contribution along the study year (such as the Gulf of Cadiz), these
impacts related to changes in the imposed river inflows are lower, with other dynamical
factors playing a more important role in governing the modelled salinity field.

The CMEMS IBI operational model set-up can reproduce salinity fields with an ade-
quate level of accuracy along the whole water column, including remarkable salinity drop
events linked to across shelf water movements that extend river plumes and coastal fresher
water zones to more offshore locations at the self-break and beyond. The validation of
the 2018 IBI operational solution confirms that the IBI model set-up (and the approach
used to include in it the river and coastal fresh water forcing) is valid to achieve realistic
simulations of ocean salinity in the IBI area, and they support the decision of using this IBI
NEMO model set-up as a base to build the model scenarios proposed here.

The river forcing plays a significant role in the regional simulation of the IBI sea
surface salinity, as it is seen when looking at the modelled salinity fields resulting from
the different IBI scenario runs. Major impacts are found during spring and summer in
the BISCA subregion, when IBI simulations forced by LAMBDA feature fresher water
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masses on shelf, that extend up to open waters. On the contrary, the simulation forced
by a climatology is saltier than the other simulations. The SSS differences between the
various simulations are in general more noticeable along the coast and on shelf waters, and
especially obvious on the main IBI ROFI areas.

Significant differences in terms of total daily river discharge contributions were iden-
tified among the different river flow datasets imposed as freshwater forcing in each sen-
sitivity model run. The use of “realistic” daily updated model-derived river inputs can
benefit operational ocean models, especially improving their ability to capture salinity
variability, and as demonstrated through the model sensitivity tests performed, their uses
can be an option to avoid, or at least to minimize, the use of more static climatological
approaches (such as the coastal climatological correction currently applied in the IBI model
set-up). Furthermore, some regions, identified here as sensitive to changes in the fresh-
water forcing data, are of special interest to upgrade their river freshwater contribution,
replacing the current freshwater climatological approach. The most noticeable case is the
northern Iberian coast, where the current IBI operational model set-up does not count with
any river source (with all the regional freshwater contribution coming from the coastal
runoff correction applied), despite the existence of numerous small rivers in the area whose
cumulated freshwater contribution into the ocean is not negligible (all year round).

A full network of coastal salinity observations would be optimal to evaluate and
tune the contribution of freshwater forcing data in ocean simulations. This need of an
enhanced in-situ observational coverage should be met for on-shelf and coastal zones (and
especially in ROFI areas). Recovered ancillary databases or specific campaigns’ data (such
as the RECOPESCA or IPMA data used here) can be useful to study cases, but sustained
operational monitoring (i.e., the moored buoys) or routine periodic repetition of salinity
observations at specific locations (such as the INTECMAR data) make it possible to analyze
the salinity variability. Improvements of satellite-based products are also desired. the
with the SMOS products available for coastal uses being mostly reprocessed ones (with
an intense use of in-situ observations for calibration and filling gap purposes), again, the
in-situ component arises as critical. It should be highlighted that enhancement of the river
hydrological observation component is also a key issue: without river flow observations,
calibration of hydrological models is limited, decreasing the accuracy of freshwater river
flow estimations available to force ocean models.

The progressive replacement of static climatological river inputs in ocean models
is likely to become a key research line, needed to upgrade operational ocean circulation
models, with a broadening of scope, especially from coastal model services, to increase
the number of rivers to be considered as part of the land boundary contribution. This
would not be only a matter of including freshwater contribution from major rivers in ocean
models (currently the most common approach in operational systems), but also to count
with relatively minor ones, which can play a significant role in local coastal dynamics,
enhancing its influence under extreme weather event conditions. In that sense, Ruiz-
Parrado et al. [70] and Sotillo et al. [71] show how a lack of adequate real-time updated
river inputs is a major limitation for the performance of ocean circulation models, including
the IBI one, during specific storm events.

Future research lines could include the application of these updated river freshwater
model estimations into ocean models, not only in hindcast or analysis mode, but also
in forecast runs. The objective would be to substitute the present common approach,
mostly based on the use of persistence of the last available river discharge value, by near-
real-time updated forecasted river estimations. This upgrade, that can certainly enhance
ocean forecast skill, may lead to more integrated multi-disciplinary approaches based on
combined near-real-time forecast runs of ocean and hydrological models (both models
using the same atmospheric forcing to keep consistency).
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