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Synoptic features

of the severe winter 1986

at Arctowski Station, King George Island,
West Antarctica

ABSTRACT: Over the South American sector of the Antarctic Ocean intensive
cyclonal activity occurred in turn with meridional circulation, which was a more common
feature of winter 1986 than it usually is. At the Arctowski Station strong temperature
oscillations were observed during the austral winter from May to October. In the end
of July the lowest temperature of this winter, —32.3°C, was recorded. In the first half of
the winter an easterly air flow prevailed and in the second part — the westerly one.
~ Winds were strong and gusty. The highest speed reached 74 ms~'. Snowfalls were abundant;
depth of snow exceeded 100 cm.

Key words: Antarctica, synoptic climatology, air temperature.

Introduction

Pressure field analysis of the South American sector of the Antarctic Ocean
allows to distinguish two main tracks of low pressure centers. which in
a differentiated manner influence the direction of air flow and weather
conditions over the South Shetland Islands (Fig. 1).

One of them, splitting into two branches is directing the lows coming
from the South Pacific Ocean into the latitudes between 50 and 55 S.
through the Drake Passage towards southeast (track 1 in Fig. 1). Low pres-
sure centers moving along this track pass north of the South Shetland
Islands. The other track (track 2 in Fig. 1) leads the lows through higher
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latitudes, between 65 and 70 S, from over the Bellingshausen Sea. across
the Antarctic Peninsula towards east or northeast. The centers moving along
each of these tracks result over the South Shetland Islands in different weather,
especially as to the wind directions and air temperature.

When an active low is moving from over the Drake Passage towards
the South Shetland Islands, it generates over this region an air flow from
east and southeast i.e. from over the cool basin of the ice-covered Weddell Sea.
The weather at the station is then usually frosty, with snowfalls and light
variable wind (Fig. 2). Often enough the persisting activity of low pressure
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Fig. 1. Tracks of low pressure centers in the region of Antarctic Peninsula in winter 1986

1 — northern track leading low pressure centers through the Drake Passage eastwards and

southeastwards; 2 — the southern, more subpolar track forms the route along which low

pressure systems move from over the Bellingshausen Sea across the Antarctic Peninsula
towards east or. east-northeast; X'— Arctowski Station
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Fig. 2. Pressure pattern on May 27, 1986, 12 UTC (Universal Time Co-ordinated). Family

of lows moving along the northern track through the Drake Passage towards south-eaast,

caused an intrusion of frosty air from over the Antarctic Continent into the area of Antarctic

Peninsula and South Shetland Islands. Such was the beginning of the severe winter 1986
in this region. X — Arctowski Station

centers moving along this track, a high pressure ridge from over the Antarctic
continent is developing northwards covering the South Shetland Islands.
Sometimes this high pressure ridge develops into a weak anticyclone (Fig. 3),
giving as an effect low wind speeds and very low air temperatures. Such
pressure pattern is favorable for the most frosty spells on the archipelago;
they however do not last long.

When low pressure centers develop along the southern track, the South
Shetland Islands remain in the warm sector of moving lows. The latter is
usually the zone with great pressure gradient, thus the invasion of warmer
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air is especially intensive (Fig. 4). Therefore usually higher temperatures
occur. including thawing conditions. with strong winds from northerly to
northwesterly. and westerly to southwesterly directions. At the Arctowski
Station winds connected with these low pressure centers are an especially
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Fig. 3. Pressure pattern on 23 July, 1986, 12 UTC. Ridge of high pressure from over the An-
tarctic Continent developed in an independent though weak anticyclone with the center over
the South Shetland Islands. Frosty air from over the central part of the Weddell Sea
remained over the archipelago. July 23 was the frostiest day in winter 1986 at the Arctowski

Station

importunate phenomenon due to their gustiness. It is caused by air streams
entering the station after having crossed the island crest and the nearby
hills, where they receive strongly turbulent structure and violent gustiness
(Kowalski 1985. Skrzypczak and Wielbinska 1988).
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Fig. 4. Pressure pattern on September 4, 1986, 12 UTC. South Shetland Islands stayed for

nearly a fortnight in an intense zonal air flow. Main trough of low pressure was oriented

along the southern, subpolar track of moving cyclones. One of these cyclones was as deep

as 950 hPa in the center. Passage of this low over the South Shetland Islands caused

the strongest and gustiest winds during this winter at the Arctowski Station. The air coming

onto the station from over the open ocean (from west-northwest) was comparatively warm.
X — Arctowski Station

Thermal conditions in winter 1986

Alternate influence of the typical for this winter and described above
pressure pattern found its reflection mainly in thermal conditions and in
character of wind speed and structure. Variation of air temperature observed
at the station this winter showed much more rapid changes than during
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Fig. 5. Variation of mean daily air temperatures and the prevailing direction of air flow
during cold and warmer spells at the Arctowski Station in winter 1986

previous winters. It was characterized by a great variability in time and by
great amplitudes, both interdiurnal and from month to month. Some cases
have been observed, when the mean daily air temperature dropped or raised
rapidly, nearly by 20°C as it was the case from May 25 to 26, and from
July 23 to 24 (Fig. 5). The same figure shows some other examples of markant
though minor changes, as for instance the temperature fall from June 6
to 7 and from 20 to 21, the rise from May 28 to 29, and others. During the whole
winter such rapid changes were observed often enough: frosty weather was
abruptly followed by thaw or vice versa. The changes set in a time not very
much longer than half-day and some of them occurred in barely some
minutes, as for instance on May 25 (Fig. 6). It was due to a sharp change
in direction of air flow over the archipelago, in a low pressure system which
developed over the Weddell Sea. One of its centers over the South Shetland

- Islands steered over them at first a mild air from the nothwest, and when
the center of the low slowly moved east, the frosty air stream from south-
-southeast struck the islands and persisted for several days. It was a true
beginning of the severe winter that year.
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Similar strong daily temperature oscillations were observed during the whole
period from May to October. though towards the end of the season they
were much smaller than in midwinter and comparable with oscillations in
previous winters. Consequently to the interdiurnal oscillations. the monthly
temperature amplitudes of the first half of the winter season were also con-
siderable. To give an idea of an extent of thermal oscillations during this
winter. frequencies of daily and monthly amplitudes and frequencies of inter-
diurnal differences of mean daily temperatures are presented (Table 1).

Table 1
Daily amplitudes of air temperature (a), values of monthly amplitudes (b) and interdiurnal changes
of mean daily temperature (c) at the Arctowski Station in winter 1986

Winter 1986: May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct
a) Magpitude ﬁ’é amplitudes, Daily amplitudes of air temperature, number of days
5°C 18 22 28 23 17 13
-10°C 7 8 8 16 8 1
15 C 4 3 6 2 5 :
b) Values of monthly amplitude of air temperature, °C
25.6 29.2 36.2 26.0 22.6 19.6
g Magnitude of interdiurnal Interdiurnal changes of mean daily temperature,
changes, °C number of cases
5°C 9 7 11 8 8 2
10°C 3 3 1 : : s
15°C 1 - 1

Such big discrepancy and rapidity of thermal changes were the effect

of intensive cyclonal activity occurring in turn w meridional circulation,
which was. more often than usually, observed this year over the South American
sector of the Antarctic Ocean. As mentioned above. the region of the Antarctic
Peninsula was during the winter 1986 influenced by both the lows coming
from over the Drake Passage and the lows advancing along the southern
track. This diversity of pressure systems resulted in a variety of air masses:
from mild. warm and wet air of maritime origin to frosty and dry continental
air masses coming with southerly and easterly winds. Their interaction caused
rapid temperature changes described above. being not a very common pheno-
menon in this region. where usually conditions of marine climate prevail.

Lengths of cold and warmer spells were not the same: strong frosts persisted
shorter. only for two to five days. A 7-day frosty period in June is an
exception. The length of warm spells was more differentiated: from one day
thaw to 9 days of warm period in the first half of August and another fort-
night of warm air advection at the turn of August and September. Each
of the winter months had short thawing periods too. from a single thaw day
in May to 5 thaw days in August. when the maximum temperature reached
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Table 2

Monthly mean and extreme air temperatures, minimum temperature near the ground (grass

minimum) and number of days with mean daily temperature above or below definite treshold
values at the Arctowski Station in winter 1986

Winter 1986: May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct
Temperature characteristics °C
Absol. monthly maximum tem-
perature 1.0 3.8 39 52 4.1 6.1
Mean monthly temperature —178 -1.7 —8.1 —6.7 —5.1 —14
Absol. monthly minimum tem- )
perature —244 —-254 —323 —20.8 —18.5 —133
Absolute monthly minimum
temperature near the ground | —28.2 —-29.1 —37.2 —230 —230 —14.0
Mean daily air temperature Number of days
e . .
. —10°C 8 11 13 13 7 1
< —15C 3 5 2 2
< —=20°C 2 3

5.2 C (Table 2). Thermal character of this winter. however. depended on

the peculiarity of cold spells. Nearly every three days. and from June to August

even nearly every second day. mean daily temperature was below 10 C.

In May there were two days with mean daily temperature lower than 20 C

and in June even three days. The coldest day of the winter was July 23. with

daily mean temperature as low as 26.8 C and daily minimum equal to
32.3 C. Minimum temperature near the ground dropped on that day to
37.8 C (Table 2).

Synoptic features of thermally marked periods in winter 1986

Synoptic backgrounds of the thermal conditions were especially interesting
with reference to the two cold spells, May 25 to 28 and July 19 to 24.
and to the warm period from August 21 to September 4. They are to be
considered more thoroughly.

The temperature fall at the end of May (Figs 5 and 6) accompanied
by strong southeasterly winds was due to the passage of three successive lows
moving east from over the Drake Passage. During their activity very cold
air masses from over the Weddell Sea invaded the region of the South Shetland
Islands (Fig. 2). Easterly direction of prevailing strong winds forced the drift
of ice floes and ice fields into the Bransfield Strait and into the Admiralty
Bay. In result of described air and water circulation. weak tides. low air and
water temperatures. fast ice formed over wide areas arouned the South Shetland
Islands. Low temperatures which followed in June accompanied by abundant
snowfalls. led to further growth of ice cover, so that thickness of ice exceeded























