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OCEANOGRAPHY

Pulses of South Atlantic water into the tropical North
Atlantic since 1825 from coral isotopes
Martine Paterne1*, Ellen R. M. Druffel2, Thomas P. Guilderson3, Dominique Blamart1,
Christophe Moreau4, Jennifer Weil-Accardo5, Nathalie Feuillet6

Decadal and multidecadal changes in the meridional overturning circulation may originate from either the sub-
polar North Atlantic or the Southern Hemisphere. New records of carbon and oxygen isotopes from an eastern
Martinique Island (Lesser Antilles) coral reveal irregular, decadal, double-step events of low ∆14C and enhanced
vertical mixing, high δ18O and high δ13C values starting in 1885. Comparison of the new and published ∆14C
records indicates that the last event (1956–1969) coincides with a widespread, double-step ∆14C low of South
Atlantic origin from 32°N to 18°S, associated with a major slowdown of the Caribbean Current transport
between 1963 and 1969. This event and the past Martinique ∆14C lows are attributed to pulses of northward
advection of low ∆14C Sub-Antarctic ModeWaters into the tropical Atlantic. They are coeval with changes of the
tropical freshwater budget and likely driven by meridional overturning circulation changes since ~1880.
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INTRODUCTION
The Atlantic meridional overturning circulation (MOC) connects
the Pacific and Indian Oceans to the Atlantic Ocean through an
upper, northward flow of warm salty water and a deeper, southward
flow of cold and fresher North Atlantic deep water. Thereby, it plays
a major role in controlling northward heat transport and climate in
the North Atlantic region and heat and carbon storages to the deep
ocean [e.g., (1, 2)]. Observations and modeling studies of MOC var-
iability predominantly focus on the subpolar and subtropical North
Atlantic regions and on the hydrographic and atmospheric mecha-
nisms affecting deep water formation in the subpolar North Atlantic
at the decadal and multidecadal timescales [e.g., (1–3)]. Recent
studies have highlighted the role of gyre-specific dynamics on
MOC (3–6), notably that of the South Atlantic subtropical gyre
linked to anomalous subsurface leakages from the Pacific and
Indian Oceans (4–6). While little is known about the southern-
induced MOC changes due to the lack of long-term observations,
these changes may deeply affect the subtropical North Atlantic
heat content and oceanic circulation (4, 5), and influence hurricane
frequency and rainfall patterns [e.g., (2)].

The Caribbean Current (CC), a precursor of the Florida Current
and the Gulf Stream (GS), is a pathway of the interhemispheric
upper flow of the MOC (Fig. 1). It is composed of approximately
equal to North and South Atlantic inflows into the Caribbean Sea
(7, 8). These are formed by an upper (~100 m) flow and a lower one
(>300 m) of South Atlantic origin, bounding the Central Waters of
mainly North Atlantic origin (7). The North Atlantic water (NAW)
is transported southwestward by the return flow of the GS along the
North Atlantic subtropical gyre that feeds the westward flows of the
Antilles Current (AC) and of the North Equatorial Current (NEC)

(9). The North Brazil Current (NBC), fed by the westward flow of
the South Equatorial Current (SEC), advects the South Atlantic
water (SAW) northward into the Caribbean Sea and along the
eastern Lesser Antilles in the form of NBC rings (9). On its path,
it entrains the freshwater plumes of the world’s two largest rivers,
the Amazon and Orinoco into the eastern Caribbean Sea (10) and
the western tropical North Atlantic (11).

Tropical salinity anomalies play a major role in the decadal and
multidecadal variability of the global current strengths and on MOC
changes (12, 13). As an example, model-based experiments of
oceanic circulation without Amazon runoff show stronger global
currents and a ~10-year later strengthening of MOC due to the
spread of the tropical salinity–induced anomaly into the northern
North Atlantic sites of deep water formation (13). MOC strength-
ening leads to an anomalous northward migration of the tropical
rainfall belt of the Intertropical Convergence Zone and to major
droughts over the Amazonian basin (13). Documenting the long-
term hydrographic and transport changes of the CC is important
to gain knowledge on natural climate variability and model predic-
tion of climate change.

Here, we report the annual time-series measurements of ∆14C
and the stable isotopes of carbon and oxygen between 1825 and
2006 from an annually banded coral, Siderastrea siderea, cored
alive on the Atlantic coast of Martinique Island (14°70 N, 60°90
W in 1.50-m water depth) in the tropical North Atlantic (table
S1) (14). Radiocarbon (14C) in corals records the same 14C/12C
ratio of the dissolved inorganic carbon (DIC) in seawater in
which corals grow, providing a powerful tracer of past, mean
ocean circulation. It is expressed as ∆ [per mil (‰)], the deviation
in parts per thousand (ppt) of a sample’s 14C/12C ratio corrected for
year of growth from that of the absolute standard activity in 1950
(15). The δ18O of the coral skeleton reflects the sea surface temper-
ature (SST) and seawater δ18O (δ18Osw) at the time of formation
(16). δ18Osw values are related to sea surface salinity (SSS), linked
to the freshwater budget {evaporation (E) – [precipitation (P) +
runoff (R) budget]}. The skeletal δ13C values of hermatypic corals
are controlled by biological processes and change in surface DIC
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δ13C linked to air-sea CO2 exchange and environmental
factors (17).

The Martinique coral is located in the transition region from a
southern NBC transport of SAW and of Amazon river and Orinoco
river fresh waters to a northern NEC transport of NAW (18), per-
mitting the investigation of past tropical Atlantic changes. The Mar-
tinique record of ∆14C is compared to published records from
intra– and extra–Caribbean Sea corals (19–30) and a scleroponge
(25), all precisely dated either by sclerochronology (19–24, 26–30)

or by Th/U dating (25) (Fig. 1, figs. S1 to S4, and table S2). These
records allow the annual reconstruction of mixing proportions of
NAW and SAW within the CC beyond the well-detailed post-
1950 time interval.

RESULTS
The oxygen and carbon isotope results have been obtained on the
same annual samples of the Martinique coral (Fig. 2 and table S1)

Fig. 1. Location of coral (diamond) and scleroponge (circle) samples used in this study and schematic view of the tropical and subtropical Atlantic currents.
They are reported on ocean data view map (46). (1) Martinique: 14°70 N, 60°90 W in 1.50-m water depth (table S1); (2) Cariaco basin (Bocca di Medio) (19–21); (3) Belize
coral (22); (4) Florida Pickle Reef (22–24, 38); (5) Bahamas (25); (6) Puerto Rico (26); (7) Bermuda North shore (27–29); (8) Bermuda South shore (30); (9) Cape Verde (25, 28);
(10) Punta Galinha (28); (11) Abrolhos (28). Yucatan Strait is noted Y.S., and river mouths of Amazon (A) and Orinoco (O) are denoted by white stars. Schematic current
transports of NAW (red), SAW (blue), and mixed NAW and SAW (mixed colored) waters are represented at sea surface and thermocline depth by bold and dashed lines,
respectively (44). NBUC, North Brazil Undercurrent; NECC, North Equatorial Countercurrent; NEUC, North Equatorial Undercurrent; EUC, Equatorial Undercurrent; nSEC,
cSEC, and sSEC, north, central, and South Equatorial currents. W and M are the Windward and the Mona passages through the Greater Antilles. White lines refer to the
approximate northern summer and southern winter locations of the Intertropical Convergence Zone. Boxes A to C indicate the areas of post-1950 time series of sea
surface measurements of ∆14C (table S2).
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Fig. 2. Variations of carbon and oxygen isotopes and vertical mixingW as a function of time (year) in the Martinique coral bands. Records of (A) ∆14C (‰) and
uncertainties (1σ) (blue diamonds) and of the atmosphere (green line) from the single-year IntCal98 (36) and NHZone 2 (31) records in the pre- and post-1955 time
interval. Note the change in the y axes for the prebomb ∆14C (left axis) and postbomb ∆14C (right axis) records. (B) δ18O [‰, Pee Dee Belemnite (PDB)] (blue diamonds)
and (C) δ13C (‰, PDB) in Antarctic firn (35) (cyan line; left axis) and in Martinique coral (red squares; right axis). The black line represents the least squares fit with
regression of −0.011‰/year before 1950, (D) pre-1950 (left axis), and post-1950 (right axis) Martinique ∆14C (‰) (blue diamonds) and steady-state values of ∆14C
(black line) using Druffel’s box model (29) using the NEC values from Bermuda ∆14C (27–30) (red) and from sea surface ∆14C of the southern subtropical Atlantic
(green) (box C in Fig. 1 and table S1). The bold black line is the modeled marine global curve IntCal98 (36). (E) Sea surface water δ18O [δ18Osw;‰, standard mean
ocean value (SMOW)] (yellow lines; left axis) and vertical mixing W (right axis) using the inverse box model (29) in year−1 using the Bermuda ∆14C (27–30) (thin blue
line represents changes at the 0.2-year step, and bold dashed blue line represents the annual changes) and using sea surface ∆14C of the southern subtropical Atlantic
(green) (box C in Fig. 1 and table S2). Thin bold and dashed blue lines represent themean values and variance ofW at 2SD between 1825 and 1835. The vertical black lines
and the black arrows represent the age limits and the double-step structure of W1, W2, and W3, respectively. The blue arrows indicate the change of the ∆14C scale
in 1955.
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(see Materials and Methods). The ∆14C values range from −41 to
−63‰ in the pre-1955 growth bands with uncertainties at 1σ of
±3.5‰ (Fig. 2A; fig. S1, A and B; and table S1). Significant
decadal ∆14C decreases of ~10 to 15‰ occur, with a double-peak
structure, between 1885 and 1895 and between 1925 and 1935. The
double peaks of low ∆14C between 1901 and 1909 are of smaller am-
plitude (7‰). In the post-1955 bands, the ∆14C values increase in
1956 due to the atmospheric bomb 14C rise (31) and reach a plateau
in 1959–1960. Then, values increase from −12 to 80‰ (1961 and
1964) until another plateau is reached in 1964–1965. Surface water
(coral) ∆14C greatly increase in 1966 (84 to 120‰) and then mod-
erately (120 to 136‰) peaking in 1973, while atmospheric values
decrease. Then, the coral ∆14C decreases by ~75‰ over the past
33 years along rapid steps of ~10‰ every 6 to 10 years.

Values of δ18O range between −3.17 and −4.25‰ and exhibit
0.3 to 0.5 ‰ interannual and decadal fluctuations (Fig. 2B and
table S1). A major increase of 0.55‰ occurs between 1954 and
1958. The values of δ18Osw decrease from 1.3‰ in the mid-1850s
to 0.9‰ in the early 1880s (Fig. 2E and figs. S5 and S6). Then,
values vary by 0.4‰ around the mean value of 0.85‰ between
1880 and 1955 and by 0.12‰ around the mean of 1.0‰ between
1969 and 2006, close to the modern sea surface value (32). These
variations amount to ~2 and ~1 ppt of SSS, respectively, consistent
with the reported interannual variations of SSS in the western trop-
ical North Atlantic (33). Between 1954 and 1968, the values of
δ18Osw increase by 0.6‰, representing an increase in SSS of 2.6 ppt.

The values of δ13C exhibit the long-term decrease in corals and
scleroponges, commonly known as the 13C Suess effect (Fig. 2C and
table S1) (17, 34). They, however, show a significant increase of
0.025‰/year (r2 = 0.34) between 1950 and 1969. It separates a
first decreasing trend of −0.011‰/year between 1825 and ~1950
(r2 = 0.64) from a second one of greater amplitude of −0.026‰/
year (r2 = 0.73) between 1969 and 2006 (Fig. 2C). The first trend
includes a sharp increase of ~0.9‰ between 1925 and 1935 and
high variability of ~0.6 to 0.7‰ between 1885 and 1910. In
summary, the prominent, decadal ∆14C decreases of ~10 to 15‰
between 1925 and 1935 and between 1885 and 1895 are coeval
with double-step increases in δ18Osw and δ18O and δ13C in the
pre-1950 coral bands (Fig. 2).

DISCUSSION
Between 1825 and 1950, the annual changes of δ13C and ∆14C in the
Martinique coral record are mainly controlled by ocean processes,
rather than by air-sea CO2 exchange. The decrease in coral δ13C
values is about three times greater than that in the atmosphere
(Fig. 2C) (35). The Martinique coral ∆14C has recorded a Suess
effect of small amplitude of −4.7‰ (±1.3‰), using the weighted
mean and error values in the pre-1850 (−48.7‰) and post-1940
(−53.5‰) coral bands. Only 25% of the long-term changes of the
Martinique coral ∆14C are linearly correlated with atmospheric
fluctuations of ∆14C (36) as shown by the regression coefficients
with either a 0-year time lag (r2 = 0.27) or a 12-year time lag (r2

= 0.25), the latter matching the timing of isotopic equilibration
for 14C in the mixed layer (37). The correlations are tied to the de-
crease in ∆14C values in the time interval of ~1910–1935, during
which the two records exhibit well-marked, coeval decreases in
∆14C in 1928 and 1932 (Fig. 2A).

Between ~1950 and 1969, coral δ13C values increase and then
decrease as the atmospheric values by −0.025‰/year (Fig. 2C)
(35). The rise of ∆14C in response to the atmospheric bomb 14C
input differs from that of published intra– and extra–Caribbean
Sea coral and scleroponge records (19–30), and it appears to have
two steps (Fig. 3A and figs. S1A and S2). It occurs first in 1956 in
the Martinique record and about 2 to 3 years later than the atmo-
spheric bomb ∆14C rise in 1955 (31) in all the other records. This
first rise ends by a plateau in 1959–1960 in the Martinique coral
record and in 1960–1961 in the other records (figs. S2 and S3).
The ∆14C augments then rapidly and similarly in the western
coral records [Belize (22), Florida (22–24, 38), and Bahamas (25)]
as in the Martinique record but ~2 to 3 years later in the eastern
Caribbean Sea records [Puerto Rico (26) and Cariaco (19–21)].
The bomb-induced rise of ∆14C ends in 1969 in all the coral and
scleroponge records (fig. S3). Furthermore, the north-shore
Bermuda (27–29) and Abrolhos (28) corals, each surrounded by
the NAW and SAW, respectively, have much lower ∆14C values
than those of the Martinique coral that is bathed by a mixture of
these water masses (7, 8). All these features are independent of
coral ages uncertainties, notably in the time interval of 1959–1969
(figs. S2 to S4). As a whole, the variations of δ13C and ∆14C in the
Martinique coral records reveal that ocean processes dominate air-
sea CO2 exchange in the central tropical North Atlantic, as observed
in the northwestern Atlantic subtropics (29). They may result either
from local oceanic processes or from a reorganization of the tropical
Atlantic circulation.

Changes of sea surface ∆14C in the tropical Atlantic
In the tropical North Atlantic, the positive freshwater budget con-
tributes to increasing salt flux, and the sea surface density gain leads
to subduction into the thermocline (39). Thus, changes in vertical
mixing between the sea surface and the low ∆14C subsurface waters
may explain the variations of ∆14C in the Martinique coral, as well
as the coeval events of ∆14C lows and δ18Osw/SSS highs.

As a test, we have adapted the multibox, isopycnal mixing model
for C presented by Druffel (29). It contains a sea surface box that
exchanges with an atmospheric box, and with three subsurface
boxes to represent vertical mixing to simulate water mass renewal
rate, W (year−1) (fig. S7). The steady-state value of ∆14C in the
surface waters near Martinique Island has been calculated using
the pre-1835 mean ∆14C for the atmosphere (36), NEC (30), SEC
(40), and prebomb values of the tropical subsurface waters (41).
Using a constant mean annual value of the mixed layer depth of
40 m (42), the constant mean annual wind speed of 7.2 m/s (43),
the water mass renewal (or ventilation) rate W is 0.51 year−1 (~20
m/year or ~1.7 year) to satisfy the steady-state value of Martinique
surface ∆14C. Setting W to 0 and the horizontal advection to 100%,
the Martinique ∆14C would be more positive by 15‰ than that
measured (−48.7‰) suggesting that vertical mixing acts on sea
surface ∆14C at Martinique Island, consistent with observations
in the tropical North Atlantic (39).

The ∆14C values of the forward model that was derived using
constant values of W and horizontal advection do not differ signifi-
cantly from those of the global model marine mixed layer in the pre-
1950 time interval (36), and neither model predicts the ∆14C lows
(Fig. 2D). Model results also show that the Martinique ∆14C values
are lower than expected between 1959 and 1962 and between 1963
and 1969 (fig. S8A). The inverse model, where we calculate the W
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values using the observed ∆14C for each year, shows a change of W
in ~1968 from a mean value of 0.55 year−1 (±0.2 year−1 at 2 SD) to
low values of 0.1 year−1 by 1995 with small increases at the same
time of the rapid step decreases in ∆14C. Significant pulses of in-
creased vertical mixing occur between 1885–1895, 1925–1935,
and 1958–1969, referred to as W3, W2, and W1, respectively,
in Fig. 2E.

Pulse W1 (1958–1969) has occurred during a time of lower-
than-normal wind speed (fig. S9) (43) and is likely not related to
wind-induced, vertical mixing. Instead, W1 is associated with in-
creasing δ18Osw/SSS and sea surface density in the western tropical
North Atlantic. Pulse W1 is a robust feature despite the model
changes made in either the horizontal transport of surface waters
or the proportions of SAW and NAW from the NBC versus NEC

Fig. 3. Post-1940 variations of the surface water prop-
erties from oxygen and carbon isotopes and of rivers
runoffs. (A) ∆14C (‰) in coral and scleroponge bands
(same legend as Fig. 1). Age uncertainties are reported for
the Bahamas scleroponge (25). (B) ∆14C depletion (‰) in
the coral and scleroponge records relative to Martinique
∆14C. (C) Annual (dotted) and 3-year running mean (bold)
discharge (103 m3/s) of the Amazon (cyan) (56) and Orinoco
(blue) (57) rivers with Orinoco runoff multiplied by a factor
of 5 for graphic fit. (D) δ13C (left red) and δ18O (right blue)
(‰ versus PDB) in the Martinique coral bands. (E) Vertical
mixing W (year−1; left axis, inverted scale) using the NEC
∆14C changes either from the north shore Bermuda coral
(blue) (27–29) or the sea surface ∆14C in the southern sub-
tropical North Atlantic (green) (box B in Fig. 1 and table S2).
Thin bold and dashed blue lines represent the calculated
mean values and variance of W at 2 SD between 1825 and
1835. (F) Annual difference (bold blue) with uncertainties at
±1σ (light blue) between the calculated ∆14C of the CC
water (∆14Ccc) and the Florida coral bands (right axis) and
model-based variations of the NBC transport (yellow) at 6°S
(in Sverdrups) (left axis) (62). Time interval of enhanced
vertical mixing W1 (black box) and of intense formation of
18° mode water (49) (dotted box) are shown for the entire
figure. The gray boxes indicate the two steps of major ∆14C
decreases from 1956 to 1959 and from 1962 to 1969.
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or the NEC ∆14C values and despite changes in the Martinique
coral ages (fig. S10A). Otherwise, the ∆14C in the subsurface box
model are well resolved, with the exception of too high values of
∆14C in the intermediate box in 1972–1973 (fig. S8B). From
model results, pulse W1 may derive either from local oceanic
changes or from an extended oceanic reorganization, including a
change in either the advection or the ∆14C value of subsurface
waters or both, which is not considered by the box model
calculation.

The Martinique coral and published Caribbean and extra–Ca-
ribbean Sea corals (19–30) and scleroponges (25) are located on
the main current pathways and transport of the NAW and the
SAW between ~32°N and ~18°S (Fig. 1). Analyzing the gradients
of ∆14C between the published records, relative to the Martinique
one, provides a way to distinguish the local and regional causes of
the ∆14C changes in the tropical Atlantic (Fig. 3). In the North At-
lantic, the four Bermuda corals from the northern (27–29) and
southern shores (30) are bathed by the NAW from the GS. The
return flows of the GS along the NEC and AC entrain the NAW
to the Martinique coral and Bahamas scleroponge (25) sites, respec-
tively. The NAW partly surrounds the Puerto Rico coral (26) by en-
tering the Caribbean Sea through the Mona Passage (8). In the
South Atlantic, the Abrolhos and Punta Galinha corals (28) are
bathed by the SAW from the BC and NBC, respectively, both fed
by the south SEC (44). The northernmost Punta Galinha coral
(28) is additionally influenced by the westward, upwelled equatorial
waters from the central SEC and north SEC. The Cape Verde coral
(25, 28) is in the upwelling zone of West Africa, where the SAW is
from the eastward retroflection of the NBC via the North Equatorial
Countercurrent and North Equatorial Undercurrent and recircu-
lates westward along the NEC (45). The NBC transport of SAW
and that of the Amazon and Orinoco fresh waters extend northwest-
ward to the eastern Caribbean Sea, surrounding the Cariaco and
Puerto Rico corals, similar to the Martinique coral (11). The
Belize (22) and Florida (22–24, 38) corals are located within and
downstream of the CC, fed by a mixture of NAW and SAW, respec-
tively (7, 8). The transit times of sea surface flows between corals
and scleroponge sites are less than 1 year (9). The sea surface gradi-
ents of ∆14C are thus calculated between the annual growth bands
in published records compared to those of the same ages at Marti-
nique in the post-1940 time interval (Fig. 3, A and B).

Between 1940 and 1955, there are minimal differences between
Martinique ∆14C and other intra– and extra–Caribbean Sea records
(Fig. 3B). Two ∆14C decreases occur contemporaneously between
1956 and 1969. The first ∆14C decrease is identical in all the coral
records (~−30 to −35‰) between 1956 and 1959. The second de-
crease occurs between 1962 and 1969 but is of smaller amplitude
(−20 and −10‰) in the western Caribbean Sea (Belize) and
Florida coral records, respectively, than in the other records at
−55‰. The ∆14C depletion in the western Caribbean coral
(Belize) ends in 1965, earlier than it does in the Puerto Rico and
Bermuda coral records (1969) and in the South Atlantic and
Cariaco corals (1974). Similar events are observed in the Cape
Verde record, although the second one is much longer and of
greater magnitude ending in 1990. By ~1990, no significant differ-
ences of ∆14C exist between the coral records. The contemporane-
ous two-step, ∆14C depletion of same amplitude in the intra– and
extra–Caribbean Sea coral records, is coeval with the independently
observed two steps and increases in vertical mixing during pulse W1

(lower than expected ∆14C) in the Martinique coral record, which
excludes that they are due to uncertainties in all the coral and scle-
roponge ages (Fig. 3, D and E, and fig. S11).

The low ∆14C values in the published coral records (19–28, 46),
relative to our Martinique record, may reflect the delayed response
of surface ∆14C to the atmospheric bomb ∆14C rise, due to the com-
bined effects of wind strength and depth of the mixed layer on the
dilution of the atmospheric bomb ∆14C into the subsurface ocean.
A contemporaneous ∆14C decrease in identical amplitude in all of
the coral ∆14C records relative to the Martinique record is opposed
to delayed responses as mixing processes occur within mixed layer
depth (MLD), which differs from a few tens of meters in the Carib-
bean Sea (47) to hundreds of meters at the other coral sites (42),
such as at Bermuda (29). Local wind speeds are significantly
lower than normal between 1956 and ~1970 in the northern sites
and not significantly higher in the southern sites (fig. S12) (43).
The ∆14C lows cannot be attributed either to wind-induced turbu-
lent vertical mixing or to wind-induced upwelling and downwelling
as commonly observed along the northern and southern coasts of
the Caribbean Sea, respectively (48), and in the off-equatorial and
equatorial Atlantic upwelling zones. The interhemispheric mixing
time of atmospheric 14CO2 is ~1 year later in the southern than in
the northern atmosphere (31), which cannot account for the late,
coeval onset of the ∆14C depletions in the North (Bermuda) and
South Atlantic (Abrolhos) coral records. The contemporaneous
and identical amplitude of the ∆14C depletion in the tropical and
subtropical coral records at the time of pulse W1 likely results
from a large-scale reorganization of the oceanic circulation.

Origin of the ∆14C lows in the tropical Atlantic and the Sub-
Antarctic Mode Water
Past ∆14C decreases in the northwestern subtropical NAW have
been recorded in the north-shore Bermuda coral bands and attrib-
uted to intensified formation of the 18°C mode water (27, 29). The
southward advection of this ∆14C-depleted NAW would equally
lower the ∆14C of the intra–Caribbean Sea records, such as the
Puerto Rico (26) record. This, however, conflicts with the high
∆14C in the Martinique record, also bathed by the NAW. From hy-
drographic surveys starting in 1954 (49) and Bermuda ∆14C records
(27–29), one major quasi-decadal event of 18°C mode water forma-
tion occurs from 1964 to 1972, mostly later than the measured ∆14C
lows in the Bermuda and Puerto Rico records (Fig. 3). Moreover
DIC ∆14C measurements of central and southern North Atlantic
subtropical waters are higher than those of the Bermuda (27–29)
and Puerto Rico (26) records between 1966 and 1969 (boxes A
and B in Fig. 1, fig. S12, and table S2). Northeastern Atlantic
water ∆14C are also higher than those of Bermuda and Puerto
Rico records (box C in Fig. 1, fig. S12, and table S2), and they are
closer to the high ∆14C in the Martinique record. Intense formation
of 18°C mode water and subsequent southward flow of ∆14C-de-
pleted NAW cannot account very likely for the two-step, ∆14C
lows in the intra–Caribbean Sea records and would only account
for the late ∆14C depletion in the north-shore Bermuda record.
The ∆14C content of the SAW is strongly influenced by upwelling
of subsurface waters of low ∆14C and mixing with the surface waters
in the eastern Atlantic margins (41). Only a major lowering of the
SAW ∆14C would explain the extent of the ∆14C lows in the tropical
Atlantic records from 18°S to 32°N, all interconnected by the
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various branches of the SEC and the several zonal currents and un-
dercurrents and then by the BC, NBC, CC, and GS (Fig. 1).

Pulse W1 and the ∆14C lows in the tropical coral records (1956–
1969) coincide with an episode of anticorrelated (cooler) subsurface
and SSTs in the latitudinal band of 8° to 20°N of the tropical North
Atlantic between 1950 and 1970, a unique feature in the time inter-
val of 1950–2000 (50). From a global distribution of surface ∆14C
over time, Toggweiler et al. (5, 38) have reported that extensive
spreading of low ∆14C surface water across the low-latitude Atlantic
and Pacific basins should result from upwelling of the cool, low
∆14C (−80‰) subsurface Sub-Antarctic Mode Water (SAMW) in
eastern ocean margins, rather than from increased local upwelling.
SAMW is formed in each ocean basins at 40° to 50°S by subduction
of upwelled circumpolar deep water in the Southern Ocean and ex-
ported equatorward at the thermocline depth of the subtropical
gyres (51). Intensified upwelling and northward advection of
SAMW would well explain the extent of the contemporaneous,
identical ∆14C lows in the tropical Atlantic between 1956 and
1969 at the time of anticorrelated (cooler) subsurface and SSTs in
the tropical North Atlantic (50). Furthermore, an unexpected
abrupt increase in ∆14C has been identified in 1976 during the up-
welling season from a Galapagos coral record in the eastern equa-
torial Pacific (52), and ocean model experiments attributed to a
decreased advection of SAMW into the equatorial undercurrent
where they upwell (53). This almost coincides with the end of the
∆14C depletion in the South Atlantic (Abrolhos) (28) and southern
Caribbean [Cariaco (19–21)] records and with the onset of its re-
sumption in the Cape Verde record in ~1974 (Fig. 3B). The resump-
tion of the Cape Verde ∆14C depletion, relative to the subtropical
(Bermuda) one, has been previously dated in 1980 and attributed to
a ~20-year delay of bomb ∆14C penetration into the eastern Atlantic
thermocline (25). This cannot account for both the contemporane-
ous, identical sea surface ∆14C lows in the tropical Atlantic coral
records, relative to the Martinique ∆14C, and current drifts. The
upper thermocline in the eastern Atlantic is supplied by water of
South Atlantic origin (45). The ∆14C lows originate very likely
from an anomalous episode of enhanced northward advection
and upwelling of the cool, ∆14C-depleted subsurface SAMW to
the tropical North Atlantic from 1956 to 1969. They are likely of
global significance, and they are associated with a change in the
tropical Atlantic current transport.

The widespread northward advection of SAMW has deeply
changed the hydrographic and isotopic properties of the tropical
Atlantic waters and climate of the surroundings at the time of the
∆14C lows and pulse W1 (1956–1969) (Fig. 3). Cooler South Atlan-
tic (0 to 20°S) than North Atlantic SSTs (0 to 25°N) have been ob-
served between ~1950 and 1965 (54). This dipole distribution of
SSTs affects the rainfall patterns over the Amazonian basin with
cold (warm) South Atlantic SSTs associated with decreased (in-
creased) precipitation (55), reducing (increasing) the river runoff.
A decrease in the two river runoffs between 1955 and 1970 (56,
57) matches the two-step, ∆14C depletion in the Cariaco and
Puerto Rico coral bands, both influenced by the Amazon and
Orinoco freshwater plumes (10), similarly as the Martinique coral
(Fig. 3, B and C). The high δ18Osw/SSS (high W ) values in the Mar-
tinique coral bands also coincide with reduced river discharges,
consequently reduced northward transport of the Amazon and
Orinoco fresh waters of light DIC δ18O (Fig. 3, C and D) (32, 58).
The high δ13C conflicts with a reduced transport of the nutrient-

rich Amazon and Orinoco rivers (Figs. 2C and 3, C and D). This
limits nutrient availability for coral algae symbionts, which prefer-
entially use 12C during photosynthesis and leave 13C for coral skel-
eton growth (17). The high δ13C may result from a change in
seawater DIC δ13C (17). The SAMWs are characterized by high
DIC δ13C due to fractionation at cold temperature (59). Combined
with the preferential evasion of the 12C due to insufficient time for
equilibration at warm temperatures (60), the upwelling of SAMW
and mixing with the sea surface in the Atlantic may have contrib-
uted to increase DIC δ13C of seawater leading to the increase in δ13C
in coral skeleton associated with low ∆14C.

Past changes of the carbon and oxygen isotopic values and of W
in the Martinique records between 1885 and 1895 and between 1925
and 1935 are also compatible with the oceanic and climatic impacts
of major episodes of SAMW advection and upwelling throughout
the Atlantic. They are associated with time intervals of cooler
SSTs in the South Atlantic than in the North Atlantic (54) and
between 1925 and 1935 to low river discharges of the Amazon
and Orinoco fresh waters (fig. S4) (56, 57).

Changes in the CC transport and MOC
The high Martinique ∆14C values relatively to the low intra–Carib-
bean Sea ones from 1956 to 1969 emphasize a major change in the
tropical Atlantic current transport. Changes in the relative trans-
ports of NAW and SAW into the Caribbean Sea can be approximat-
ed by calculating the ∆14C values of the CC (∆14Ccc) upstream of
the Yucatan Strait and by comparing them with those of the down-
stream Florida coral (see Materials and Methods and fig. S13) (22–
24, 38). The annual changes of ∆14Ccc are calculated from a simple
mixing equation using the modern Atlantic transports through the
Antilles passages into the Caribbean Sea (8) and the values of ∆14C
of the NAW and SAW inflows as recorded by the northern
[Bahamas (25) and Puerto Rico (26)], eastern (Martinique) and
southeastern [Cariaco (19–21) or Abrolhos (28)] scleroponge and
corals. As coral ∆14C values reflect those of the surrounding sea-
water DIC, the deviation of ∆14Ccc from the Florida ∆14C (22–
24, 38) would express the changes of the NAW and SAW inflows
into the Caribbean Sea. A positive (negative) ∆14C deviation indi-
cates a too weak (strong) transport of the ∆14C-depleted SAW into
the CC, relatively to a too strong (weak) transport of NAW (Fig. 3F).

The deviation of ∆14Ccc from the Florida coral ∆14C reflects ad-
equately the observed modern transports of NAW and SAW into the
CC as it is close to zero beyond ~1990. Modern-like transports also
prevail between 1945 and 1950, as shown by the null deviation. A
significant change occurs in 1962 from about +20‰ in 1957–1958
to −20‰ between 1963 and 1969. It is still −20‰ until 1985 and
becomes negligible in the mid-90s. To match the Florida ∆14C, the
NBC transport of the ∆14C-depleted SAW into the CC relatively to
the inflow of NAW should increase in 1957–1958 and then decrease
between 1963 and 1969. This is consistent with hydrographic (61)
and model-based observations (62) of the NBC transport (Fig. 3F).
The ∆14C deviation of ∆14Ccc from the Florida ∆14C mirrors the
model-based variations of the NBC transport, as estimated at 6°S in
the 0- to 1200-m water depth (62), with a correlation coefficient r2

of 0.40 between 1960 and 2002.
In addition, the decrease in the NBC transport of SAW into the

Caribbean Sea should be counterbalanced by an increase in the
NAW one between 1963 and 1969, as the values of ∆14Ccc should
match the Florida ones (22–24, 38). However, the ∆14C depletion of
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the downstream Puerto Rico record (26), relative to the Martinique
one, implies a weakening of the westward transport of NAW
between 1963 and 1969 (Fig. 3, A and B). Likewise, the greater
∆14C depletion in the eastern Caribbean [Puerto Rico (26) and
Cariaco (19–21)] records than in the downstream western Caribbe-
an (Belize) (22) and Florida (22–24, 38) records denotes a slowdown
of the CC transport to the western Caribbean Sea and Gulf of
Mexico between 1963 and 1969. The ∆14C depletion in the intra–
Caribbean Sea records would be therefore associated with a decrease
in the NEC, NBC, and CC transports between 1963 and 1969, in
agreement with observations of a reduced transport of the Florida
Current from the early 1960s to the mid-70s (63). Moreover, climate
model–hindcast results of MOC transport in the Atlantic Ocean (6)
have evidenced a strong decrease in the interhemispheric transport
likely of southern origin in the early 1960s with a major slow down
between ~1965 and ~1968.

The irregular decadal, double-peak changes of oxygen and
carbon isotopes and of W in the Martinique coral records begin
in 1885. These changes coincide with the onset of an anomalous
weak Labrador Sea convection and Atlantic overturning circulation
(OC) in 1880, compared with the preceding 1600 years (64). The 11-
year running means of the ∆14C and OC-proxy records are signifi-
cantly correlated by a ~28-year lead or lag of the ∆14C between 1880
and 1955 (fig. S14). Model-based transit times of the upper MOC
transport from the South to the North Atlantic at 20°N show a
double-peak distribution at 19 and 29 years (65) due to direct trans-
ports from the Drake Passage (65) and from South of Africa via the
Agulhas Current (66) and to the recirculation along the South At-
lantic gyre, respectively (65). The latter transit time is equal to the
lead/lag of ~28 years between the decadal changes of the ∆14C and
OC-proxy records, which reinforces the inferred Southern origin of
the measured ∆14C lows in the Martinique coral record. The
double-peak structure of the decadal ∆14C lows in the Martinique
coral record could reflect the 10-year spaced double-peak distribu-
tion of the upper MOC transport. From the modeled transit times,
previous episodes of enhanced formation of low ∆14C SAMW
would have taken place in 1906 and 1937 to initiate the two last
North Atlantic tropical ∆14C lows (1925–1935 and 1956–1969)
(table S3). This is compatible with earlier observations of enhanced
wind-driven upwelling of cold and 14C-depleted waters up to the sea
surface in the Southern Ocean between 1900 and 1940 (67). Con-
temporaneous upwelling is observed in the different ocean basins of
the Southern Ocean that has likely contributed to enhanced forma-
tion of low ∆14C SAMW. Although other mechanisms may be re-
sponsible, the irregular, double peaks of the Martinique ∆14C lows
might be a direct consequence of sporadic recovery of a stronger OC
in the North Atlantic as observed earlier in the 19th century (63), a
stronger MOC instigating the northward inflow of low ∆14C
SAMW into the tropical basins. Otherwise, the formation and
transport of the low-∆14C SAMW into the tropical Atlantic might
be the result of wind-induced oceanic changes, such as upwelling or
subsurface Pacific and Indian leakages (4–6) in the Southern Ocean
and of a northward transport through various export pathways and
transit times (table S3).

Overall, the carbon and oxygen isotope records in the Marti-
nique coral bands, extending back to 1825 CE, reveal irregular,
decadal oceanic changes of ∆14C, salinity, and vertical mixing in
the tropical North Atlantic, starting in 1885. The post-1950
record of Martinique ∆14C differs from other published ∆14C

records, highlighting widespread ∆14C lows of South Atlantic
origin in the tropical Atlantic waters from 18°S to 32°N between
1956 and 1969. These changes and the past Martinique ones are at-
tributed to the northward advection of the low ∆14C SAMW,
formed in the Southern Ocean. Consequences are reduced
Amazon and Orinoco runoff (56, 57) and limited advection of the
river freshwater into the tropical North Atlantic as shown by high
δ18O/δ18Osw and saltier surface waters.

The last event of SAMW advection into the tropical North At-
lantic (1956–1969) coincides with the onset of intense formation of
18°C mode water in the northwestern subtropical North Atlantic
(27, 29, 49). It is concurrent with a major slowdown of the CC trans-
port between 1963 and 1969 and of the MOC (6). The decadal
pulses of low ∆14C in the Martinique coral record starts in 1885
at the onset of a centennial-scale weakening of the Labrador Sea
convection and Atlantic OC, and they are a direct consequence of
decadal MOC changes since 1880. Extended records of carbon and
oxygen isotopes into older ages and across various ocean basins,
notably the Southern Ocean, provide a way to monitor centenni-
al-scale, interhemispheric variations of MOC, providing a better
knowledge of their linkage with climate change. Our observations
of decadal oceanic changes in the tropical North Atlantic since
1825 CE reveal the importance of long-term natural changes of
the oceanic circulation that may be accounted for in model forecasts
of climate change.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The Martinique coral Chancel 1, S. siderea, of a microatoll shape
was collected alive in January 2008 at a water depth of ~1.50 m
on the Atlantic coast of Martinique Island at îlet Chancel (14°70
N, 60°90 W) (14). The coral slab cut extends over a ~1 m in
length (68). Chronology is based on the counting of the annual
growth bands and Th/U dating (68) on the correlation of die
down surfaces of a series of corals from microatoll sampled south
of the Caravelle Peninsula (14). In addition, two chronological
markers are provided by coeval changes of the coral δ18Osw/salinity
and of the Amazon and Orinocco runoff (fig. S4) (56, 57).

Oxygen and carbon isotope measurements
These analyses have been performed on subsamples of the same
annual bands of the Martinique coral growth. A chemical pretreat-
ment of the coral powder was done for radiocarbon analyses using
HNO3 (0.01 N) and the carbonate hydrolyzed with H3PO4 in a
semiautomatic vacuum line were performed at the Gif-LSCE Radio-
carbon Laboratory (69). Graphite targets were prepared and mea-
sured at the French National AMS-ARTEMIS-LMC14 facility
(70). Results are expressed in age-corrected ∆14C (‰), which is
the deviation in parts per thousand (‰) of a sample’s 14C/12C
ratio of known age from that of the absolute standard activity in
1950 (15). The ∆14C uncertainty is 3 to 4‰. The oxygen and
carbon isotopes were analyzed on coral powders at the LSCE,
using an Optima-VG mass spectrometer (isotope ratio mass spec-
trometer) coupled with a common acid bath and an automated
preparation line to produce CO2. The isotope compositions were
calibrated against the NBS 18 and 19 standards. Oxygen and
carbon isotopic compositions are reported in the classical notation
and expressed in per mil (‰) versus PDB (Pee Dee Belemnite). The
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external precision is 0.02 and 0.04‰ (1σ) for carbon and oxygen,
respectively.

The oxygen isotope values of seawater (δ18Osw per mil versus
standard mean ocean values) have been calculated using the SSTs
from ERSST.V3b (71, 72) measured at nearly the same water
depth as that of the coral and a temperature fractionation of
0.19‰/°C from Watanabe’s equation (figs. S5 and S6) (16). The
changes in SSS have been estimated using Watanabe’s δ18Osw/salin-
ity relationship (16).

Calculation of the ∆14Ccc
The annual ∆14C record for the CC (∆14Ccc) has been calculated by
a simple mixing equation using the inflow distribution in the north-
ern, eastern, and southeastern Caribbean Sea passages, which sup-
plies the CC (8) and the ∆14C values of these inflows, as recorded by
the corals and scleroponge, located close to the main passages (fig.
S13). According to Johns et al. (8), the inflow feeding the CC
through the northern Lesser Antilles is 8.3 Sv (30% of the total
inflow at 28.3 Sv), and the ∆14C has been set on the Martinique
∆14C. The southern inflow is summed at 10.1 Sv (35%), and the
∆14C has been set on the Cariaco (19–21) and Abrolhos (28)
coral ∆14C. The northern Atlantic inflow through the Windward
Passage is 7 Sv (25%) and linked to the Bahamas (25) ∆14C and 3
Sv (10%) through the Mona Passage and related to the Puerto Rico
coral (26) ∆14C. The sea surface flow at the Yucatan Strait is about
30% of the total transport down to the sill depth (8) similar to that in
the southern Lesser Antilles passages at about 33% (18). Thus, we
estimate that this ratio is the same for each Atlantic inflow into the
CC through the Antilles passages (8), and the values of ∆14Ccc have
been calculated using the relative proportions of the total transports
in the Atlantic passages.

As the annual values of Florida ∆14C record (22–24, 38) do not
differ significantly from those of corals located in the northern and
western Gulf of Mexico (21) at the time of the two-step, ∆14C de-
pletion, the deviation of ∆14Ccc from the Florida ∆14C mainly re-
flects the upstream changes of NAW versus SAW in the CC. The
calculation has been done at constant transports, except between
1955 and 1969. The inflow through the Mona Passage has been
set to 0 Sv because the Puerto Rico coral ∆14C record is more
∆14C-depleted than that of the eastern NAW inflow as shown by
the Martinique coral (see the section "Origin of the ∆14C lows").
This does not significantly change the ∆14C difference between
∆14Ccc and Florida ∆14C because the inflow of NAW near the
Puerto Rico coral location is only 10% of the total inflow. The cor-
relation coefficient r2 between the model-based NBC transport (62)
and the ∆14C deviation between ∆14Ccc and Florida ∆14C are 0.40.
The uncertainties on ∆14Ccc have been calculated at ±1σ consider-
ing that the corals and scleroponge have independent ∆14C values,
while the errors on the ∆14C deviations between ∆14Ccc and Florida
∆14C are the square root of the squared analytical errors.

Shifting the coral ages toward younger ages does not strongly
change the offset between ∆14Ccc and Florida ∆14C (fig. S10B). It
is slightly positive at ~10‰ between 1950 and 1962, while initially
at 20‰, and significantly negative between 1963 and 1969, as ob-
served with the initial chronology. The fluctuations of this offset
mirror those of the NBC transport (62), and the correlation is still
unchanged and significant (r2 = 0.40).
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