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Abstract: Surface wind trends and variability over Antarctica and the Southern Ocean and their
implications to wind energy in the region are analyzed using the gridded ERA-Interim reanalysis
data between 1979 and 2017 and the Self-Organizing Map (SOM) technique. In general, surface winds
are stronger over the coastal regions of East Antarctica and the Transantarctic Mountains and weaker
over the Ross and Ronne ice shelves and the Antarctic Peninsula; and stronger in winter and weaker
in summer. Winds in the southern Indian and Pacific Oceans and along coastal regions exhibit a
strong interannual variability that appears to be correlated to the Antarctic Oscillation (AAO) index.
A significantly positive trend in surface wind speeds is found across most regions and about 20% and
17% of the austral autumn and summer wind trends, respectively, and less than 1% of the winter
and spring wind trends may be explained by the trends in the AAO index. Except for the Antarctic
Peninsula, Ronne and Ross ice shelves, and small areas in the interior East Antarctica, most of the
continent is found to be suitable for the development of wind power.
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1. Introduction

As a clean, renewable energy resource, wind energy has been gaining attention in recent decades.
Studies have identified many regions around the globe that are rich in wind energy resources both
onshore [1–6] and offshore [7–9]. One continent that has vast regions of ample wind resources is
Antarctica because of its unique geographical location and topography [10]. Several studies have
examined wind energy potential in Antarctica, but most of these studies are limited to areas where
there is an observational station including Casey, Davis, Dumont D’Urville, Marson, Macquarie [11],
Maitri [12], SANAE IV [13], Wasa [14], and Princess Elisabeth [15]. There has been, to our knowledge,
a lack of study on wind resources over the entire Antarctic continent and adjacent oceans.

The near-surface wind field in Antarctica is dominated largely by katabatic winds, large-scale
downslope wind systems. Katabatic winds are especially strong in austral winter, as cold, dense air
on the snow-covered interior plateau rushes down to the coast, making the continent the windiest
place on earth. The strong seasonal and spatial variability of the katabatic winds contributes greatly
to the variations of the Antarctic surface wind field. Mather and Miller [16] were some of the first
to describe the katabatic winds in Eastern Antarctica. Later, diagnostic models were used to infer
surface wind fields over the Antarctic continent [17–19]. The proliferation in high-resolution numerical
modeling in the late 20th century resulted in a significant improvement in our knowledge about the

Atmosphere 2020, 11, 108; doi:10.3390/atmos11010108 www.mdpi.com/journal/atmosphere

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/atmosphere
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0535-1937
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2287-7220
http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4433/11/1/108?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/atmos11010108
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/atmosphere


Atmosphere 2020, 11, 108 2 of 20

forcing mechanisms for surface winds in Antarctica [20–28]. Parish [29] attributed the Antarctic surface
winds to a pressure gradient force related to katabatic winds, a large-scale pressure gradient force
and thermal winds. Van den Broeke and van Lipzig [30] and Parish and Cassano [31] indicated that
the variations of the Antarctic surface winds are a result of seasonal and regional variations of the
large-scale synoptic forces and local katabatic forcing. Yasunari and Kodama [32] and Simmonds and
Law [33] revealed that the katabatic flows and near-surface winds in Antarctica are also influenced
by the Antarctic polar vortex. Parish and Bromwich [34] noted that katabatic winds are involved in
zonally averaged meridional circulations over the high southern latitudes.

Surface winds including katabatic winds in Antarctica have been changing significantly over time
with different trends depending on location, season, and time period. To explore the variability and
change of wind speed and to assess wind energy source at some stations, previous studies utilized
data from observations to analyze wind speed change. Turner et al. [35] showed that for the period
1951–2000, seasonal mean surface wind speeds exhibited a significant positive trend for the summer
season at Faraday, but a negative trend for the autumn season at Casey and a negative trend in
all seasons but summer at Amundsen-Scott. Later, Turner et al. [36] recorded a significant positive
(negative) trend in wintertime mean wind speed at Mawson and Davis (Halley) stations for the period
1979–2006. More recently, Chenoli et al. [37] noted a decreasing trend throughout the year at the
McMurdo station over the period 1979–2005.

The strong spatial dependency of the trends in near-surface winds in Antarctica noted in the
aforementioned studies motivated the current study that extends the trend analysis of near-surface
winds from a few isolated locations to the entire Antarctic continent and the surrounding oceans.
The novelty of this study lies in the focus on continent-scale spatial variability of the trends in surface
wind and wind energy resources instead of trends at a specific location or a region and the search for a
possible explanation for the spatial variability.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Data and method of analysis are described in
Section 2. The results are presented in Section 3, starting with annual and interannual variation and
trends averaged over five different regions of Antarctica and the Southern Ocean, which is followed by
more in-depth statistical analyses on the interannual variability and trends. Conclusions are given in
Section 4 along with some discussion of the limitations of the current work and potential future work.

2. Methods

The European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) Interim Reanalysis
(ERA-Interim) [38] dataset for the period 1979–2017 is used in this study. The temporal resolution
of ERA-Interim data is six-hourly and the spatial resolution is about 80 km (T255) and 60 vertical
levels from surface to 0.1 hPa. Produced with a more advanced data assimilation algorithm (12-h
4D-Var vs. 3D-Var as in previous reanalyses) and with more observational data, especially satellite
data, ERA-Interim reanalysis demonstrated better performance in the assessment of the Antarctic
surface winds and precipitation [39] as compared to most other contemporary reanalysis products
with the exception of the newly released ERA-5 whose performance in Antarctica is yet to be evaluated.
However, ERA-Interim still contains a large bias in surface wind speed in coastal regions due to the
underestimation of katabatic winds [27,40]. The primary variable of interest for this study is 10 m
wind speed, but other fields, such as the mean sea level pressure (MSLP), are also extracted from the
ERA-Interim in order to explain the surface wind variability.

The 10 m wind speed variability in the domain south of the 60◦ S latitude line (Figure 1) is analyzed
using the Self-Organizing Map technique (SOM) [41].
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Figure 1. The study domain (south of 60◦ S) partitioned into five sectors (West Antarctica, East Antarctica,
Pacific Ocean, Atlantic Ocean, and Indian Ocean) (a) and the topography as resolved by the
ERA-Interim (b).

SOM is a neural-network-based clustering method that transforms high-dimensional input data
into a two-dimensional array of nodes. The array is shown as a Sammon map [42] where the distance
between two nodes suggests the similarity of their spatial patterns and thus the SOM array demonstrates
a series of continuous varying spatial modes that capture more objectively the varying patterns in the
input data. Like the empirical orthogonal function (EOF) method, the SOM method gives the main
modes of the variability of a certain variable in a certain region. Unlike the EOF method, the SOM
method is not confined by stringent requirement of orthogonality [43]. Nigro and Cassano [44] used
the SOM method to examine surface wind patterns over the Ross Ice Shelf of Antarctica. Using the
SOM method, Yu et al. [6] identified the main anomalous atmospheric circulation patterns related to
the Antarctic melt-season sea ice trend. The outcome of SOM analysis depends on the number of nodes
utilized and as a result, it is important to determine the number of nodes to use prior to the analysis.
The criterion is that the number is neither too small to miss important patterns of variability, nor too
large to complicate result interpretation with unnecessary details. A previous study using SOM for a
similar domain [6] suggested that nine SOM nodes (3 × 3 grid) is optimal for describing the variability
of seasonal wind speed in Antarctica and its surrounding oceans.

For each season of the year over the 38-year study period, seasonal mean wind speed is calculated
at each grid point in the domain and the spatial pattern is then matched to one of the nine SOM
patterns (nodes) based on the minimum Euclidean distance. The frequency of the occurrences of each
SOM pattern is then calculated by the number of matches divided by the total number of years during
the 38-year (1979–2017) study period. Following the previous method [45], the percentage of the total
trend in the seasonal mean wind speed accounted for by a SOM pattern is estimated by the product of
the SOM pattern and the trend in the frequency of occurrences of that SOM pattern.

Besides, the monthly Antarctic Oscillation (AAO) index is derived from the Climate Prediction
Center (CPC) of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) (https://www.cpc.
ncep.noaa.gov/products/precip/CWlink/daily_ao_index/aao/aao.shtml). As first mode of atmospheric
circulation variability in southern mid–high latitudes, the positive phase of the AAO index indicates
positive (negative) height anomalies in southern middle (high) latitude and vice versa.

3. Results

3.1. Annual and Interannual Variability

For this analysis, the study domain is divided into two regions of land: East Antarctica
(30◦ W–180◦ W) and West Antarctica (180◦ W–30◦ W), and three regions of ocean: the Pacific
Ocean (100◦ E–80◦ W), Atlantic Ocean (80◦ W–20◦ E), and Indian Ocean (20◦ E–100◦ E) (Figure 1).

https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/precip/CWlink/daily_ao_index/aao/aao.shtml
https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/precip/CWlink/daily_ao_index/aao/aao.shtml
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The climatological annual cycle and interannual standard deviation of daily mean 10 m wind speeds for
1979–2017 averaged over each of the five regions and over the entire domain are shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Time series of domain-averaged mean daily wind speed (a,c,e,g,i,k) and standard deviation
(b,d,f,h,j,l) (unit: m s−1), (a,b) for East Antarctica; (c,d) for West Antarctica; (e,f) for the Indian Ocean;
(g,h) for the Atlantic Ocean; (i,j) for the Pacific Ocean; (k,l) for the whole region. The numbers from
left to right indicate seasonal mean values for austral summer (DJF), autumn (MAM), winter (JJA),
and spring (SON).

In all regions, wind speeds exhibit a distinct annual cycle with a minimum in austral summer
(regional summer season means ranging from 4.9 m s−1 in West Antarctica to 7.4 m s−1 in the southern
Pacific) and a maximum in austral winter (regional winter season means ranging from 7.1 m s−1 in
West Antarctica to 9.1 m s−1 in the southern Pacific) except for the Indian Ocean, where the autumn
value (8.6 m s−1) is slightly higher than that of winter (8.5 m s−1). The magnitudes of wind speeds
vary substantially among the regions. Wind speeds averaged over West Antarctica (seasonal means
ranging from 4.9 m s−1 in summer to 6.5 m s−1 in winter) are consistently weaker than those over East
Antarctica (seasonal means from 5.6 m s−1 in summer to 7.3 m s−1 in winter) where strong katabatic
winds prevail [36]. Winds are stronger over oceans throughout the year and among the three ocean
regions, the strongest winds are over the southern Pacific (7.4 m s−1 summer—9.1 m s−1 winter) and
weakest over the southern Atlantic (6.5 m s−1 summer–7.7 m s−1 winter). These differences in the
average wind speeds over the three ocean regions appear to be consistent with the spatial pattern of
cyclone density [46], which is not a surprise as wind speeds over the Southern Ocean have been linked
to cyclone activities [10]. The amplitudes of the annual cycle also exhibit some differences among the
regions. The largest amplitude of 3.5 m s−1 is found in East Antarctica, due possibly to the strong
annual cycle of surface temperature and its related inversion over this region [47], and the smallest
annual cycle of 2.5 m s−1 appears over the southern Atlantic Ocean, possibly a result of small seasonal
variability of cyclone activity in the southern Atlantic Ocean [46].

A similar annual cycle is also seen in the interannual standard deviation of daily mean wind
speed, ranging from 2.0 m s−1 in East Antarctica to 3.1 m s−1 in the Indian Ocean in austral summer, to
2.4 m s−1 in East Antarctica to 3.5 m s−1 in the Indian Ocean in austral winter. Among the five regions,
the largest interannual variability occurs over the southern Indian Ocean, followed by the southern
Pacific Ocean, while the smallest variability is in East Antarctica where surface winds are dominated
by katabatic flows. The regional differences in the interannual variability are in good agreement with
the spatial pattern of the cyclone activity density.
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Despite the seasonal differences in the values of standard deviations, the spatial distributions of
the interannual standard deviations (Figure 3) vary little with season. Larger standard deviations
indicating stronger interannual variability occur over coastal regions where katabatic winds interact
greatly with cyclonic activities [31]. The western Ross Sea and Transantarctic Mountains also show
larger interannual variability. Small variability is seen over the interior of the Antarctic continent.
In austral winter and spring, the southern Pacific Ocean and Drake Strait display large interannual
variability, which is consistent with the variability of cyclone activity [48].
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Figure 3. Interannual standard deviation of seasonal mean wind speed (unit: m s−1) from 1979 to 2017
over the Antarctic continent and its surrounding seas for austral summer (DJF) (a), austral autumn
(MAM) (b), austral winter (JJA) (c), and austral spring (SON) (d).

Some of the interannual variability of the seasonal mean surface wind speeds over Antarctica and
the Southern Ocean may be explained by the main variability mode of atmospheric circulations on
the interannual time scale for southern mid–high latitudes, namely, AAO or the Southern Annular
Mode (SAM), characterized by out-of-phase height variations between the mid- and high latitudes [49].
Table 1 shows the correlation coefficients between the time series of the seasonal mean wind speed and
the AAO index for each of the five regions.
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Table 1. Correlation coefficients between seasonal wind speeds over the Antarctic continent
(East Antarctica and West Antarctica) and its surrounding oceans (Indian, Atlantic, and Pacific
Oceans) and the Antarctic oscillation (AAO) for the four seasons over the period 1979–2017. The asterisk
indicates that the significance of the trend is above the 95% confidence level.

Regions Summer (DJF) Autumn (MAM) Winter (JJA) Spring (SON)

East Antarctica 0.16 −0.29 −0.51 * −0.02
West Antarctica 0.16 −0.00 −0.09 0.40

Indian Ocean 0.53 * 0.27 0.19 0.36 *
Atlantic Ocean 0.44 * 0.71 * 0.47 * 0.55 *
Pacific Ocean 0.39 * 0.62 * 0.58 * 0.62 *
Whole region 0.37 * 0.29 0.06 0.45 *

No significant correlations are found between the Niño 3.4 index and regional and seasonal mean
wind speeds, except for summer in the southern Atlantic region where winds are negatively correlated
to Niño 3.4 (not shown). Significant and strong positive correlations exist between the AAO index
and winds in the southern Pacific and Atlantic Oceans throughout the year and the Indian Ocean for
austral spring and summer, which may be explained by the more (less) frequent and intense cyclone
activities associated with positive (negative) phase of the AAO index over the Southern Ocean [48].
However, correlations with winds over land are weak and mostly insignificant except for winter in
Eastern Antarctica where winds are negatively correlated with AAO, which is consistent with the
relationship between the wintertime AAO index and cyclone density and depth [50,51] and cyclone
frequency [52]. We make the correlations between seasonal surface roughness and the AAO indices.
There are no significant correlations (not shown). The weak correlations over land between AAO and
winds during nonwinter seasons are probably not related to local surface effects, but more to reduced
cyclone activities [46].

3.2. Trends

Across all regions and seasons, the regional averaged trends in surface winds (Table 2) are
overwhelmingly positive. Over the continent, trends are significant in spring and summer. Over oceans,
trends are significant for all but the spring season over the southern Indian Ocean, all but the
autumn season over the southern Atlantic Ocean, and for only the summer season over the southern
Pacific Ocean.

Table 2. Trends (m s−1 year−1) in seasonal wind speed over the Antarctic land (East Antarctica and
West Antarctica) and its surrounding ocean (Indian, Atlantic, and Pacific Oceans) for the four seasons
over the period 1979–2017. The bold number indicates that the significance of the trend is above the
95% confidence level.

Regions Summer (DJF) Autumn (MAM) Winter (JJA) Spring (SON)

East Antarctica 0.0108 0.0023 0.0052 0.0115
West Antarctica 0.0100 0.0000 −0.0020 0.0079

Indian Ocean 0.0130 0.0067 0.0126 0.0048
Atlantic Ocean 0.0119 0.0059 0.0073 0.0079
Pacific Ocean 0.0069 0.0021 0.0014 −0.0026

The whole region 0.0101 0.0024 0.0035 0.0070

Although regional averaged trends are mostly positive, negative trends occur in some areas as
shown by the spatial distribution of the trends in Figure 4. In austral summer, positive trends prevail
over the entire domain except for some coastal areas (Figure 4a). Over the oceans, positive trends in
wind speeds correspond to negative trends in MSLP (Figure 5a) that help enhance the climatological
westerly winds and increase wind speeds (Figure 6a). Over the continent, the anomalous wind fields
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are generally consistent with the climatological wind fields (Figure 6a), giving rise to the positive
trends over land.

In austral autumn, significant negative trends occur over the western Ross Sea and West Antarctica
and the opposite occur over the southern Indian Ocean, the Amundsen Sea, and the Bellingshausen Sea.
These spatial variations in the wind speed trends may be explained partially by the trends in the MSLP
(Figure 5). The spatial patterns of trends resemble the results of Simmonds [53] (Figure 8 in that paper),
though their data ranged from 1979 to 2013. The negative trends in MSLP over Wilkes Land and Adelie
Terre Land (Figure 5a) produce an anomalous cyclone that weakens the mean katabatic wind over the
western Ross Sea (Figure 6b) and leads to negative trends in wind speed there (Figure 4b). Similarly,
the negative trends in MSLP over the Bellingshausen Sea and the Amundsen Sea (Figure 5b) produce
an anomalous cyclone, strengthening the climatological northerly wind over the Bellingshausen Sea
and westerly wind over the Amundsen Sea (Figure 6b) and leading to positive trends in these regions
(Figure 4b). The positive trends in wind speed over the southern Indian Ocean are related to the
stronger westerly winds induced by lower MSLP there. The negative trends in wind speeds over West
Antarctica (Figure 4b) result from the opposite of the trends in wind field to the 38-year mean wind
field (Figure 6b).
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Figure 4. Trends in seasonal mean wind speed (unit: m s−1 year−1) from 1979 to 2017 over the
Antarctic continent and its surrounding seas for austral summer (DJF) (a), austral autumn (MAM) (b),
austral winter (JJA) (c), and austral spring (SON) (d). The filled regions are significant above the 95%
confidence level.
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Figure 5. Trends in seasonal mean sea level pressure (unit: Pa year−1) from 1979 to 2017 over the
Antarctic continent and its surrounding seas for austral summer (DJF) (a), austral autumn (MAM) (b),
austral winter (JJA) (c), and austral spring (SON) (d). The filled regions are significant above the 95%
confidence level.

In austral winter, positive trends in wind speeds extend to the entire East Antarctica and most
of the southern Indian and Atlantic Oceans and the Ross Sea (Figure 4c). In contrast, areas with
negative trends shrink and only occur over the western coast of the Ross Sea and small patches of
the Amundsen Sea (Figure 4c). The increased MSLP over the southern Atlantic Ocean (Figure 5c)
generates anomalous westerly winds that are consistent with climatological westerly winds (Figure 6c)
and contribute to the positive trends in wind speed in the region (Figure 4c). The same explanation
can be applied to the southern Indian Ocean. The positive trends in wind speed over East Antarctica
(Figure 4c) are associated with the easterly winds produced by positive trends in MSLP there (Figure 5c).
The anticyclone over the Ross Sea produces winds in opposite directions over the eastern Ross Sea and
its western coast, resulting in the opposite trends in the two regions (Figure 4c). The trends in seasonal
wind speed in austral winter agree with the results of Turner et al. [36] (Table 2 in their paper), though
they used observational data for the period 1979–2006. The negative trend in wintertime mean wind
speed at McMurdo station [37] is consistent with the trend found here at the same location.
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Figure 6. Seasonal mean wind vector fields averaged from 1979 to 2017 over the Antarctic continent and
its surrounding seas for austral summer (DJF) (a), austral autumn (MAM) (b), austral winter (JJA) (c),
and austral spring (SON) (d).

In austral spring, most of Antarctic continent is dominated by positive trends, but the trends are
significant only in East Antarctica (Figure 4d) where increased MSLP (Figure 5d) induces an anomalous
wind field (Figure 6d) that is consistent with climatological wind field (Figure 6d). The negative
trends in wind speed over the western coast of the Ross Sea (Figure 4d) are associated with anomalous
northerly winds opposing the climatological southerly winds (Figure 6c). The negative trend in MSLP
over the southwestern Pacific Ocean (Figure 4d) generates anomalous easterly winds (Figure 6d),
opposing the westerly climatological winds (Figure 6c) and resulting in negative trends in wind speeds
there (Figure 4d).

Given the close relationship between the surface wind speed variations and the AAO index as
revealed in Table 1, we further examine the contribution of the AAO index to the trends in the seasonal
surface wind speeds across the study domain. Following the method used in [45], the trends in wind
speeds explained by the seasonal AAO index at each grid point are calculated by the product of the
regression of seasonal wind speeds at that grid point onto the seasonal AAO index and the linear trend
in the seasonal AAO index, and the results are shown in Figure 7. In general, AAO explains a larger
portion of the trend over the Southern Ocean, which results from the impact of the AAO index on the
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strength of the westerly winds there. The positive phase of the AAO index corresponds to the stronger
westerly winds over the Southern Ocean and vice versa. The larger trends in the seasonal AAO index
in austral autumn and summer make a greater contribution to the total trends in wind speeds in
these seasons. The contributions from the AAO index are small in spring and winter. The negative
trends in austral spring over most of the study region result from a negative trend of the AAO index
(−0.0038 year−1). The fractions averaged over grid points with significant trends in surface wind
speeds explained by the AAO indices are about 19.5% in austral autumn and 16.6% in austral summer,
but only 0.4% in austral winter and 0.3% in austral spring.
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Figure 7. AAO-related trends in seasonal mean wind speed (m s−1 yr−1) from 1979 to 2017 over the
Antarctic continent and its surrounding seas for austral summer (DJF) (a), austral autumn (MAM) (b),
austral winter (JJA) (c), and austral spring (SON) (d).

3.3. SOM Results

The trends and interannual variability in the surface wind speeds are further examined using the
SOM method with a 3 × 3 grid. Similar to the discussion above, the discussion below is organized by
seasons. For each season, the spatial pattern and occurrence time series for all 9 SOM nodes are first
presented. This is followed by a discussion of trends in the occurrence time series and how much they
contribute to the total trends. Finally, an explanation for the results is provided via composite analyses
where MSLP and surface wind fields are composited over the time of occurrences of those nodes that
make a large contribution to the total trend.

In austral summer, the mirrored pair, Nodes 3 and 7, occur at the same frequency (18.42%, Figure 8),
the highest among the nodes, which is followed by another pair, Nodes 1 and 9, also occurring at exactly
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the same frequency (13.16%). Node 3 (7) is dominated by positive (negative) anomalies everywhere
except for the coastal region of eastern East Antarctica and the Bellingshausen Sea. The occurrence
time series of these two nodes exhibit significant trends in opposite directions (Table 3), contributing
more than 10% to the grid-averaged summer total trend (Table 3). Node 6 also contributes to 8% of the
grid-averaged total trend in summer wind speed.
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Figure 8. The SOM patterns of the austral summer (DJF) wind speed anomalies (unit: m s−1) for a
3 × 3 grid for the period 1979 to 2017. The number at the top-left corner of each panel denotes the
number of seasons for each node.

Table 3. Trends in the occurrence time series for the nine SOM nodes and the percentages they explain
of the trends in the seasonal mean wind speeds averaged over grid points with statistically significant
trends. Asterisks denote above 95% confidence level.

Node1 Node2 Node3 Node4 Node5 Node6 Node7 Node8 Node9

Summer −0.0032 −0.0002 0.0117 * −0.0050 −0.0003 0.0093 * −0.0156 * −0.0002 0.0036
(DJF) 2.9% 0.0% 11.4% 4.3% 0.0% 8.2% 13.5% 0.0% 3.0%

Autumn −0.0050 −0.0071 0.0023 −0.0115 * 0.0012 0.0063 −0.0037 0.0032 0.0098 *
(MAM) 3/8% 1.9% 0.5% 8.2% 0.1% 3.1% 1.4% 1.5% 8.2%
Winter −0.0045 0.0001 −0.0034 0.0072 0.0020 −0.0009 −0.0003 0.0010 −0.0012
(JJA) 0.6% 0.0% 0.5% 1.2% 0.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0%

Spring 0.0066 −0.0050 0.0198 * 0.0010 −0.0056 0.0002 −0.0086 * −0.0083 0.0001
(SON) 1.3% −2.2% 27.9% −0.4% 2.0% 0.1% 8.7% 8.1% −0.0%
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In austral autumn, the highest frequency of occurrences (21.05%) is Node 9 characterized by
opposite phase of wind speed variability between the coastal region (90◦ E–90◦ W) and the rest of the
domain (Figure 9). A reversed pattern is depicted by Node 1 that has the second highest frequency of
occurrences (18.42%). The other pair of mirrored-pattern nodes is Nodes 3 (13.16%) and 7 (10.53%),
with mostly positive anomalies over the ocean north of 70◦ S and mostly negative anomalies over
land in Node 3 and the opposite in Node 7. Node 4 has the frequency of 13.16% and a spatial pattern
similar to that of Node 1 and a mirror image to Node 4 is depicted by Node 6 but at a much lower
frequency of 5.26%. Nodes 2 and 8 have identical frequencies of 7.89%, but nearly opposite spatial
pattern. Node 5 has the lowest frequency of 2.63%.
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Figure 9. The SOM patterns of the austral autumn (MAM) wind speed anomalies (unit: m s−1) for
a 3 × 3 grid for the period 1979 to 2017. The number at the top-left corner of each panel denotes the
number of seasons for each node.

Only Nodes 4 and 9 have significant trends in their occurrence time series (Table 3) and it is no
surprise that these two nodes make the most contributions to the total wind speed trends for this
season (Table 3). The spatial patterns of the trends (not shown) explained by Nodes 4 and 9 are quite
similar and they resemble the spatial patterns in the seasonal wind speed trends (Figure 4b). The two
nodes explain the same amount (8.2%, Table 3) of the total trends when averaged over the grid points
with significant trends in surface wind speeds. No other nodes explain more than 5% of the total trend.

In austral winter (Figure 10), the pairs of mirror images (1–9, 3–7, 4–6, and 2–8) remain the same
as those in autumn and the broad spatial features are also similar to autumn. However, the frequency
associated with the main patterns is quite different and the details in the spatial distribution also differ.
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Node 1, occurring at 18.42%, is characterized by positive anomalies over the Weddell, Bellingshausen,
and Ross Seas and Mac. Robertson Land and negative anomalies in the rest of the domain, and the
opposite is seen in Node 9 but at a lower frequency of 13.16%. The second pair, Nodes 3 and 7,
have the same frequencies, 18.42% vs. 13.16%, as Nodes 1 and 9. Node 3 (Node 7) depicts positive
(negative) anomalies mainly over the oceans and negative (positive) anomalies over land. Nodes 4
and 6, which have 10.5% of frequency, represent transition states between Node 1 and 7 and between
Node 3 and 9, respectively. There is no significant trend in the occurrence time series of all the SOM
nodes (Table 3).
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Figure 10. The SOM patterns of the austral winter (JJA) wind speed anomalies (unit: m s−1) for a
3 × 3 grid for the period 1979 to 2017. The number at the top-left corner of each panel denotes the
number of seasons for each node.

In austral spring (Figure 11), Node 3 has the highest frequency of occurrence (18.42%), showing
changes in the opposite direction of the southwestern Pacific Ocean from the rest of the study region
(Figure 10). A completely reversed pattern is seen in Node 7, however, at a much lower frequency
(7.89%). Node 1 (15.79%) depicts an out-of-phase spatial variability between East Antarctica and a part
of the Ross Sea and the rest of the study region, which is nearly mirrored by Node 9 (10.53%), Node 8
(15.79%), and Node 5 (13.16%). Node 3, which has the largest trend in the occurrence time series
(Table 3), makes the most contribution to the total trend in spring wind speed, explaining 27.9% of
grid-averaged trend in wind speed (Table 3). The contributions from Nodes 7 and 8 are more than 8%.



Atmosphere 2020, 11, 108 14 of 20

Atmosphere 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 20 

 

Figure 11. The SOM patterns of the austral spring (SON) wind speed anomalies (unit: m s−1) for a 3 × 

3 grid for the period 1979 to 2017. The number at the top-left corner of each panel denotes the 

number of seasons for each node. 

The spatial patterns of seasonal wind speed anomalies can be largely explained by the 

composites of MSLP and surface wind fields. 

3.4. Wind Power Potential 

Because there is no established classification scheme for wind power in Antarctica and the 

Southern Ocean, we adopt the classification of Archer and Jacobson [2]: class 1 (annual mean 10 m 

wind speed <5.9 m s−1) is unsuitable for the development of wind power; class 2 (5.9 ≤ V < 6.9 m s−1) is 

considered marginal; and only class 3 (≥6.9 m s−1) or above is suitable for wind power development. 

We calculated the percentage of the years over the 38-year study period at each grid point that falls 

into each class. The spatial patterns of the percentage for each class are shown in Figure 12. The 

regions unsuitable for wind power development (Class 1) include the Antarctic Peninsula, the ice 

shelves of the Weddell Sea and Ross Sea, Victoria Land, and small patches of interior East 

Antarctica. The regions falling into Class 2 extend inland from these ice shelves. A large region in the 

interior of East Antarctic is marginal for the development of wind power. Most of the Southern 

Ocean and the coastal regions of East Antarctica fall into Class 3 or above. Overall, most of the 

Antarctic continent is ample in wind energy resources and suitable for the development of wind 

power with the exception of the Antarctic Peninsula, Ronne and Ross ice shelves, and small patches 

of the interior of East Antarctica. However, high winds may damage wind turbines. As such, wind 

turbines have to be closed during the occurrences of high wind speeds exceeding 25 m s−1. 

Fortunately, despite being the continent of strongest winds, observations at several locations have 

indicated that the frequency of occurrences of 30-min wind speed of above 25 m s−1 is less than 5% [11]. 

Figure 11. The SOM patterns of the austral spring (SON) wind speed anomalies (unit: m s−1) for a
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The spatial patterns of seasonal wind speed anomalies can be largely explained by the composites
of MSLP and surface wind fields.

3.4. Wind Power Potential

Because there is no established classification scheme for wind power in Antarctica and the
Southern Ocean, we adopt the classification of Archer and Jacobson [2]: class 1 (annual mean 10 m
wind speed <5.9 m s−1) is unsuitable for the development of wind power; class 2 (5.9 ≤ V < 6.9 m s−1)
is considered marginal; and only class 3 (≥6.9 m s−1) or above is suitable for wind power development.
We calculated the percentage of the years over the 38-year study period at each grid point that falls into
each class. The spatial patterns of the percentage for each class are shown in Figure 12. The regions
unsuitable for wind power development (Class 1) include the Antarctic Peninsula, the ice shelves of
the Weddell Sea and Ross Sea, Victoria Land, and small patches of interior East Antarctica. The regions
falling into Class 2 extend inland from these ice shelves. A large region in the interior of East Antarctic
is marginal for the development of wind power. Most of the Southern Ocean and the coastal regions
of East Antarctica fall into Class 3 or above. Overall, most of the Antarctic continent is ample in
wind energy resources and suitable for the development of wind power with the exception of the
Antarctic Peninsula, Ronne and Ross ice shelves, and small patches of the interior of East Antarctica.
However, high winds may damage wind turbines. As such, wind turbines have to be closed during
the occurrences of high wind speeds exceeding 25 m s−1. Fortunately, despite being the continent of
strongest winds, observations at several locations have indicated that the frequency of occurrences of
30-min wind speed of above 25 m s−1 is less than 5% [11].
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

In this study, we revisit the annual and interannual variability and trend of surface wind resources
over a domain south of 60◦ S including Antarctica and the Southern Ocean using the gridded
ERA-Interim reanalysis data over 1979–2017 and the SOM technique.

Both the mean and interannual standard deviations of daily 10 m wind speeds show a marked
annual cycle with a minimum in austral summer and a maximum in austral winter or autumn.
The interannual variability of the surface winds is closely related to the AAO index, a climate variability
mode for southern high latitude on interannual time scale. Significant positive correlations are found
between the AAO index and the wind speeds averaged over the entire Southern Ocean for spring
and summer, but reduced to only the southern Atlantic and Pacific Ocean in autumn and winter.
Significant negative correlation exists between AAO and winter winds in the East Antarctica continent.
AAO also contributes 20% and 17% to the surface wind speed trend in austral autumn and summer,
respectively, during the stud period.

The seasonal mean wind speeds averaged over the 38-year study period display a similar spatial
pattern, with strong winds over the coastal region of East Antarctica and the Transantarctic Mountains
and weak winds over the Ross and Ronne ice shelves and the Antarctic Peninsula. The largest
interannual variability, however, is found over the coastal region of West Antarctica and the southern
Pacific Ocean.

Trends in seasonal wind speeds vary with season. Significant positive trends occur over most
of the Antarctic continent and large regions of the Southern Ocean in austral summer, and in spring,
the positive trends retreat to only East Antarctica while negative trends are seen over the southwestern
Pacific Ocean. In austral autumn and winter, positive trends are distributed in some areas of the
Southern Ocean and small areas inland, and negative trends develop over the Ross Sea and adjacent
coastal regions and small areas of West Antarctica. These trends in the seasonal surface winds can be
explained, at least partially, by the anomalous wind fields associated with the MSLP anomalies for
each season.

The SOM and composite analyses entail the main modes influencing the trends in seasonal wind
speeds. The two nodes related to the autumn AAO explain 16.4% of the autumn wind speed trends.
Only 8% of the total spring wind speed trends is explained by the node (Node 8) related to positive
phase AAO, while 28% of the trends is explained by a node (Node 3) associated with positive MSLP
anomalies across most of study domain. The opposite spatial pattern of MSLP related to two nodes
(Nodes 3 and 7) contributes to 25% of trends in summer wind speed, which exceeds 17% of the direct
contributions from summer AAO. No SOM nodes make more than 2% contribution to winter wind
speed trends.

Previous studies on global wind potential [7] identified the Antarctica continent as ample in
wind energy resources. The current analyses of surface wind speeds have reinforced this finding by
showing that except for the Antarctic Peninsula and Ronne and Ross ice shelves and some areas in East
Antarctica, the majority of the Antarctica continent falls into Class 3 and above and, thus, are suitable
for wind energy development. However, it may not be feasible to fully utilize the ample wind resources
in the Antarctica continent except for localized wind turbine installations because of the extremely
harsh environment. According to an overview of cold climate and wind energy [54], there are some
serious challenges facing wind energy development in cold climate regions like Antarctica [55,56],
including, but not limited to, (1) ice accretion and snow accumulation on rotor blades, reducing energy
yield and accelerating fatigue; (2) potential of ice throw posing risk to human safety; (3) extremely
cold temperature below the standard design range (usually −20 ◦C) posing challenges to materials
and equipment; (4) limited access and safety of maintenance personnel; and in the case of Antarctica,
(5) extreme wind guests associated with strong katabatic flows posing significant threat to wind turbine
and infrastructure. Nevertheless, as the vast wind energy resources in cold climate are gaining increased
attention, manufacturers are building turbines with better equipment to handle harsh winter conditions
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with de-icing mechanisms and extended temperature range, and so forth. Thus, development of wind
energy in some regions of Antarctica may no longer be impractical in the near future.

A major caveat of using gridded global reanalysis data is the relatively coarse grid resolution that
is unable to resolve steep slopes such as those in coastal regions of East Antarctica. The consequence of
overall smoothed terrain is a reduction of terrain-induced wind speeds such as the katabatic winds
in coastal East Antarctica as well as barrier winds over the western Weddell and Ross Seas [57,58].
The smoothed temperature gradients may also result in an underestimate of the strengths of sea and
land breezes [59].

In addition, some results from the analyses are not fully understood. For example, the trends in
summer AAO index cannot fully explain the trends in summer wind speed related to Nodes 3 and 7.
The question is, what other factors, besides AAO, may influence surface wind trends? Previous studies
have associated the change in Antarctic wind speed with the other climate modes, including the
semiannual oscillation (SAO) and the Antarctic circumpolar wave (ACW) [60], nonannular component
of the AAO [61], and the teleconnection mode related to El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO),
the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD), and the AAO [62]. In this study, we only investigate seasonal mean
wind speed. The climatology and trends of strong wind events require further study. Despite these
limitations, the results of Antarctic surface wind fields and variability can provide some useful
suggestions for the renewable energy industry and policy makers.
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