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Observation of Mode-2 Internal Solitary Waves in the
Northern South China Sea Based on
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Abstract—Due to the small scale and short lifetimes of mode-2
internal solitary waves (ISWs), they are seldom observed by satellite
images. This study investigated the optical remote sensing imag-
ing characteristics of mode-2 ISWs through physical simulation
experiments, proposed a method for identifying mode-2 ISWs in
optical remote sensing images, and conducted multisource optical
remote sensing observation of mode-2 ISWs in the northern South
China Sea (SCS). We have gathered over 10 000 images from seven
optical remote sensing satellites, including Terra/Aqua, Gaofen-1/6,
HJ-2A/B, and CBERS-04. A total of 342 mode-2 ISWs events were
identified, exhibiting primary concentrations near Dongsha Atoll
and the northern Heng–Chun Ridge in the northeastern SCS, as
well as the Shenhu–Yitong Shoals in the northwestern SCS. Most
mode-2 ISWs were observed within the 150–400 m water depth
range along the continental shelf. The mode-2 ISWs primarily
propagate in a northwestern direction, with propagation speeds
approximately half that of the mode-1 ISWs. In the case of the
northern Heng–Chun Ridge, mode-2 ISWs tended to propagate
in a southwest direction. This study underscores the significant
potential of high-resolution optical remote sensing satellites in
observing mode-2 ISW and provides a new direction for studying
mode-2 ISW.

Index Terms—Mode-2 internal solitary waves (ISWs), multi-
source optical remote sensing, Northern South China Sea (NSCS),
simulation experiment.

I. INTRODUCTION

INTERNAL solitary waves (ISWs) are a common phe-
nomenon in stratified oceans. They are widely distributed in

marginal seas and continental shelf regions, where their propa-
gation is accompanied by important energy transmission [1], [2],
[3], [4]. Mode-1 ISWs affect marine processes such as sediment
resuspension and ecosystem dynamics and threaten the safety
of offshore engineering and underwater navigation, leading to
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a higher level of concern [5], [6], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11], [12].
The three-layer system of mode-2 ISWs displaces isopycnals in
different directions in the upper and lower water columns [13],
[14]. Many in-situ observations in recent years have underscored
the widespread presence of mode-2 ISWs, suggesting their
pivotal role in internal mixing phenomena within the oceanic
environment [15], [16], [17], [18], [19], [20], [21]. Despite
their relatively modest amplitudes and velocities compared with
mode-1 ISWs, mode-2 ISWs engender flow shear approximately
twice that of typical mode-1 counterparts, and mode-2 ISWs may
have trapped core below the surface, posing a non-negligible
threat to offshore platforms or underwater activities [22], [23].
The comprehension of the distribution and behavioral attributes
of mode-2 ISWs is pivotal for coastal engineering endeavors and
marine environmental monitoring initiatives. The South China
Sea (SCS), one of the most frequently occurring sea areas for
ISWs, holds records of different types and modes of ISWs [6],
[24], [25]. The study indicates that the topographic features and
favorable hydrological conditions in the northern South China
Sea (NSCS) foster the emergence of mode-2 ISWs. These ISWs
demonstrate a preference for an occurrence at a depth of 340 m,
facilitating the efficient extraction of substantial energy from
mode-1 ISWs [26]. Therefore, many undocumented mode-2
ISWs may exist in the NSCS.

Remote sensing presents novel avenues for the investiga-
tion of ISWs. Compared with expensive in-situ observations,
optical remote sensing offers reduced data acquisition costs,
and the combination of multisource optical remote sensing
satellites facilitates continuous monitoring across a sea surface,
allowing us to gain a more comprehensive understanding of
the distribution, evolution, and characterization of ISWs [27],
[28], [29], [30], [31], [32]. The interaction between wind-
generated gravity-capillary waves and the surface current gra-
dient induced by ISWs modulates the characteristics of sur-
face short waves, thereby altering sea surface roughness and
influencing the radiance observed by sensors through specu-
lar reflections of sunglint [33], [34], [35]. When the sensor
is close to the direction of specular reflection, surface ele-
ments associated with smoother features (divergence regions)
adhere to the geometric prerequisites of specular reflection,
resulting in a bright stripe manifestation in optical remote
sensing imagery. In comparison, surface elements associated
with rougher features (convergence regions) manifest as dark
stripes.
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Fig. 1. Schematic diagram of the physical simulation experimental system.

Conversely, in areas devoid of sunglint, the order of bright-
dark stripes is inverted [1], [36], [37]. Recent research indicates
that ISW can not only alter the sea surface roughness but also
induce Sea Surface Height Anomaly (SSHA), which can be
observed by altimeters [5], [38], [39], [40]. Although the scale
of mode-2 ISWs is small, physical simulation experiments have
confirmed that they also produce free surface displacements
(FSDs) at the water surface, which change the water surface
slope and thus the reflection of light and play a role in optical
remote sensing imaging [23].

Most mode-2 ISWs are small and limited by the spatial
resolution of traditional optical remote sensing sensors, such as
the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS),
which are often difficult to recognize in imagery. Consequently,
their identification often necessitates validation via in-situ ob-
servations, phase speed analysis, or interpacket distance assess-
ments [15], [41], [42]. Modern high-resolution optical satellites
are more sensitive to sea surface variations, and the signals
received by the sensors may be affected by a combination of
vertical sea surface undulation and hydrodynamic modulation.
To accurately recognize mode-2 ISWs in optical remote sensing
images and extend the application of optical remote sensing in
observing ISWs, it is necessary to study their optical remote
sensing imaging characteristics deeply. The randomness of the
generation of mode-2 ISWs makes it challenging to directly
synchronize the analysis of mode-2 ISWs in terms of their sea
surface manifestations and in-situ data. The physical simulation
experiment provides the ideal controllable conditions to deal
with these challenges and can promote the research of optical
remote sensing imaging of ISWs [43], [44].

This article aims to explore the application of optical remote
sensing satellites in observing mode-2 ISWs, including the study
of optical remote sensing imaging characteristics of mode-2

ISWs based on physical simulation experiments and the ob-
servation and analysis of mode-2 ISWs in the NSCS based on
multisource optical remote sensing. We have preliminarily stud-
ied the optical remote sensing imaging mechanism of mode-2
ISWs and clarified the identification method of mode-2 ISWs in
optical remote sensing images. The mode-2 ISWs in the NSCS
were observed using multisource optical remote sensing data,
and their distribution characteristics and possible generation
mechanisms were further analyzed.

II. PHYSICAL SIMULATION EXPERIMENT

A. Experimental Device and Method

The experiments were conducted in a gravity-stratified fluid
flume with 300 × 15 × 30 cm dimensions. The physical simu-
lation experimental system is shown in Fig. 1. In the Cartesian
coordinate system, the horizontal direction is represented by x,
the vertical direction parallel to the gravity acceleration vector
is represented by z, and the y-axis is along the width of the
flume. The origin is set at the leftmost water surface of the
charge-coupled device-1 (CCD1) field of view. A planar light
source replaces the radiation source, and a CCD2 is placed
in the direction of its specular reflection. A horizontal square
tube fan provides stable wind-generated surface waves on the
water surface. A hand-held anemometer is utilized to obtain the
wind speed at the sampling location, which varies to quantify
the surface wave intensity R in the initial background.

Three layers of brine solutions with different densities were
set up in the flume. The lower layer, with a density of 1.06 g/cm3;
is first added. Then the intermediate layer and upper layer,
with a density of 1.04 g/cm3; and 1.02 g/cm3;, respectively, are
gradually added using a floating sponge. This process forms
a three-layer fluid characterized by double pycnoclines. The
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Fig. 2. Velocity field of mode-2 ISW. (a) Horizontal velocity field. (b) Vertical
velocity field.

densities of the layers were labeled as ρ1, ρ2, and ρ3, and their
respective thicknesses were h1 = 6 cm, h2= 2 cm, and h3=
12 cm.

A velocity measurement system based on particle image ve-
locimetry (PIV) was used to visualize and quantify the velocity
field of mode-2 ISWs in the xoz plane, which is implemented
by laser, CCD1, and tracer particles. Polystyrene tracer particles
with a diameter of about 50μm and a density of about 1.04 g/cm3

were uniformly dispersed in the flume. A laser emitting verti-
cally downward is placed above the flume to illuminate the tracer
particles in the vertical section. The movement of the tracer
particles can be captured and recorded by the CCD1 as the ISW
passes through the laser profile of the central part of the flume,
and the velocity field of the two consecutive frames is calculated
using the FFT-based cross-correlation algorithm. Taking the
mode-2 ISW with a stable structure whose intermediate layer
is located in the middle of the water column as an example, the
horizontal and vertical velocity components of the mode-2 ISW
are obtained, respectively (Fig. 2). Unlike the mode-1 ISW, the
horizontal velocity field of the mode-2 ISW shows an apparent
three-layer structure, with the current direction of the upper and
lower layers being opposite to the propagation direction of the
ISW and the current direction of the intermediate layer being
the same as the propagation direction. There is also a distinct
structural character to the vertical velocities, with an upward
current ahead of the wave and a downward current behind the
wave in the upper layer and the opposite in the lower layer.
The vertical velocities are comparatively small and differ from
the horizontal velocities by an order of magnitude.

ISW drives the horizontal surface current gradient, and in the
framework of weak fluid interaction theory and Bragg scattering
theory, the relationship between the remote sensing signature
and the surface current gradient can be expressed as follows
[27], [45]:

Δσ

σ0
∝ −∂U

∂x
(1)

where Δσ = σ − σ0 denotes the deviation of the normalized
radar cross-section σ from the mean value σ0, U is the surface
current velocity and x is the propagation direction of the ISW.
The ISW-induced surface current has relatively rough surfaces
at the convergence (∂U/∂x < 0) and relatively smooth surfaces
at the divergence (∂U/∂x > 0). By measuring the horizontal

current component of the xoz plane in the experiment, the
variation of the surface current gradient with time in a given
column can be solved.

ISW is generated by the gravity collapse of the stratified fluid.
The step length and depth of the gravity collapse are LG and
DG, respectively. A vertical gate is inserted at a distance of
LG = 0.1 m from the right wall of the flume. The brine solution
with a density of ρ2 is slowly injected into the intermediate layer
of the wave-making region by a peristaltic pump, and the DG

of the upper/lower pycnocline on both sides of the gate is kept
the same. The experiment was initiated by pumping off the gate
vertically and smoothly, which resulted in the fluid collapsing
on both sides of the gate and mode-2 ISW being generated in
the intermediate layer and propagating into the central part of
the flume. To avoid additional disturbances caused by complete
pumping away from the gate, pump away until the bottom of the
gate is flush with the water surface and place wave-absorbing
sponges on the water surface in the vicinity of the gate to absorb
surface disturbances with propagation speeds much higher than
the ISW.

The fields of view of the two CCDs were calibrated to ensure
that the spatial positions of the sampling lines were consistent
in different viewing angles. The continuous images of the ISWs
propagation process were acquired by the data acquisition sys-
tem controlling the two CCDs simultaneously at 30 fps to ensure
the consistency of the sampling time. Time-series processing is
performed separately on the images acquired by the two CCDs
to obtain the pixel values of a given column in the digitized
image recorded by the camera over time. Here, we assume that
the ISW is two-dimensional, i.e., uniform across the width of the
flume, which is indeed the case from experimental observations.

B. Experimental Phenomenon

The relative azimuth angle of CCD1 to the light source is
180°, the zenith angle is 20°, and the gravity collapse step LG

and depth DG remain unchanged. The experiments were set
up with five different initial backgrounds of the water surface,
and the surface wave intensities R1-R5 corresponded to the five
experiments E1-E5. R1 is the windless and calm water surface,
and R5 is the maximum value of the experiments that ensure the
simulated optical remote sensing imaging and the simultaneous
acquisition of the velocity field.

The initial background was determined based on the water
surface in the 15 s preceding the experiment, as illustrated
in Fig. 3(a)–(c). The profiles give the course of the grayscale
values received by CCD2 over time [Fig. 3(d)–(f)]. When no
wind is applied [Fig. 3(a)], there is no initial wind-generated
surface wave, the water surface remains calm, and the grayscale
is relatively stable [Fig. 3(d)]. A horizontal square tube fan near
the water surface induced a steady wind, leading to fluctuations
at the surface sampling location, as observed and recorded by
CCD2. The resulting time series plot displays vertical stripes
[Fig. 3(b)], and the profile also shows an expanded range of
grayscale value variations [Fig. 3(e)]. As the wind speed in-
creases, the uniformly distributed high-frequency surface waves
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Fig. 3. Initial background of the water surface. (a) E1 with no initial surface
waves. (b) Moderate intensity surface waves in E3. (c) High-intensity surface
waves in E5. (d)–(f) Corresponding grayscale profiles.

in the background become more pronounced, while the range of
grayscale values is further expanded [Fig. 3(c) and (f)].

The mode-2 ISW was generated and propagated in the in-
termediate layer, as shown in Fig. 4, where the changes in the
waveform of the ISW and the simulated optical remote sensing
image are visible. Fig. 4(a) shows a typical mode-2 ISW (E3),
displayed using a pseudo-colour scheme. The FSD generated
by the ISW on the water surface can be viewed as a soliton-like
wave, having a similar scale to the ISW and accompanying its
propagation, which can be approximated by a square hyper-
bolic secant function [23], [46], [47]. We visualized the FSD
in the three-dimensional modeling software Solidworks using
functional expressions based on the experimental parameters, as
shown in Fig. 4(b). Considering that the FSD is tiny and cannot
be visualized, we have magnified the schematic to demonstrate
its features better.

Fig. 4(c) shows the simulated optical remote sensing image of
the ISW, and the blue dashed rectangular box on the left shows
the stable surface waves at the sampling location before the ISW
arrives. As the ISW passes by (yellow dashed rectangular box),
the surface waves above the wave’s leading side are stretched,
decreasing the surface roughness and showing brighter stripes
in the image than the background. Surface waves converge
above the trailing side of the wave, increasing surface roughness
and making the corresponding region darker. Fig. 4(d) records
the grayscale profile acquired by the CCD2, confirming that
the mode-2 ISW exhibits bright-dark stripes, where the relative
grayscale is the ratio of grayscale to the background in the
simulated optical remote sensing image of the ISW. The time
difference between the extreme points of the grayscale profile is
Tp−p.

Fig. 4(e) records the change of surface current gradient with
time at the same sampling position, and its trend is similar to
that of the simulated optical remote sensing signal of ISW. As
the ISW passes, the surface current gradient gradually increases,
then decreases to a negative value. The time difference between
the extreme points of∂U/∂x isTd, representing the time interval
of the maximum value of convergence/divergence produced by
the surface current.
Tp−p in the grayscale profile and Td in the surface current

gradient profile can be calculated in the following equations:

Tp−p =
Δp−p

Cfps
(2)

Td =
Δd

Cfps
(3)

where Δp−p and Δd represent the pixel difference between the
extreme points in the grayscale profile and the surface current
gradient profile, respectively, and Cfps is the acquisition frame
rate of the camera.

The peak-to-peak (p-p) distance is an essential parameter for
ISW in optical remote sensing images, denoting the p-p distance
in the simulated optical remote sensing images as Dp−p and in
the surface current gradient profile as Dd

Dp−p = Tp−p · v (4)

Dd = Td · v (5)

where v is the propagation speed of the ISW.
It should be noted that although we did not apply the initial

wind-generated surface waves to E1, the upper flow field of the
ISW also generates some low-intensity fluctuations at the water
surface, and the CCD2 captures these responses. Therefore, we
should pay attention to its modulation of surface waves even
when discussing ISW imaging of initially calm water.

C. Imaging Analysis

To explore the imaging characteristics of mode-2 ISW in
simulated optical remote sensing images, we analyzed FSD and
the hydrodynamic modulation of the surface wave by surface
current gradient, respectively.

The FSD generated by the mode-2 ISW at the water surface is
small, making it difficult to extract the waveform from the CCD1
directly. To visualize the change of the water surface when ISW
passes by more intuitively, we interpolate the original signal into
a denser grid and retrieve the grayscale value related to the water
surface. The results show that in all five sets of experiments,
we observed the presence of FSDs (Fig. 5), whose characteristic
lengths approximate those of ISWs. Although FSD is very small,
it still plays a role in the optical remote sensing imaging of ISW.
The FSDs produced by E1–E5 are nearly identical due to the
same stratification and gravity collapse conditions. Therefore,
in our analyses, the FSD in all experiments will be considered
to contribute equally to the simulated optical remote sensing
imaging of ISW.

We note that when different surface wave intensities R are
applied to the water surface, there is a difference between Δp−p

obtained based on the simulated optical remote sensing image
andΔd obtained based on the surface current gradient, as shown
in Fig. 6(a). When the water surface is calm (E1), Δp−p and Δd

significantly differ. The increase in Δp−p is observed with the
increase of R, while Δd remains relatively stable, and the two
values gradually approach each other numerically. This trend
may arise due to the combined influence of FSD and the hy-
drodynamic modulation of surface waves by the surface current
gradient on the simulated optical remote sensing imaging of
ISW. With the change in surface wave intensity, the modulation
effect of the surface current gradient also changes.

The ratio betweenDp−p andDd is used to evaluate the weight
of the modulation effect of surface current gradient on the surface
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Fig. 4. Synchronous observation and calculation of simulated optical remote sensing imaging and surface current gradient of E3. (a) In-situ waveform diagram
of mode-2 ISW. (b) Schematic diagram of FSD generated by ISW on the water surface. (c) Feature stripes of ISW in simulated optical remote sensing imaging.
(d) Grayscale profile of simulated optical remote sensing image. (e) Surface current gradient profile of ISW.

Fig. 5. FSD generated by mode-2 ISW on the water surface.

Fig. 6. (a) Δp−p in simulated optical remote sensing images and Δd based
on surface current gradient. (b) Relationship between Δp−p and Δd.

wave in simulated optical remote sensing imaging

F =
Dp−p

Dd
(6)

substituting (2)–(5) into (6)

F =
Δp−p

Δd
. (7)

F is calculated according to Fig. 6(a), and as shown in
Fig. 6(b), the Dp−p of ISW in the simulated optical remote
sensing image cannot be fully explained by the modulation effect
of the surface current gradient on the surface waves. When the
water surface is calm, theF is only 0.71, and the influence of the
tiny FSD in the water surface on the imaging can not be ignored.
When surface waves are present in the initial background, the
modulation of surface waves by the surface current gradient
gradually dominates the imaging. The intensity of surface waves
continues to increase within the scope of ensuring imaging. The
position of the extreme point of bright/dark in the grayscale
profile is almost the same as that of the extreme point of the
surface current gradient induced by ISW on the water surface,
indicating that the heterogeneity of surface roughness caused
by the modulation of surface current gradient takes a significant
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weight in the optical remote sensing imaging of ISW when the
surface wave reaches a certain intensity.

Therefore, the imaging of mode-2 ISWs in optical remote
sensing images is influenced by the FSD and the modulation
of surface waves by the surface current gradient. When the sea
surface is calm, the role of FSD is reflected in the optical remote
sensing images. When some surface waves are present at the
sea surface (the vast majority of the time), the optical remote
sensing imaging characteristics of mode-2 ISWs may be more
modulated by the upper flow field. In addition, Fig. 6(a) shows
that there may be a relationship between p-p distance in the
optical remote sensing images and the background of the sea
surface. The p-p distance plays an essential role in the parameter
inversion of ISWs [48], so the relationship between the two is
worthy of further investigation.

III. OPTICAL REMOTE SENSING OBSERVATION OF MODE-2
ISWS

A. Image Interpretation of Mode-2 ISWs

The experimental results show that the effect of FSD on
imaging is not negligible only when the sea surface is calm.
In most cases, optical remote sensing imaging of mode-2 ISWs
is dominated by their modulation of the upper flow field, and
the bright stripe appears before the dark stripe in the sunglint
area of the optical remote sensing image. The mode-2 ISWs
and elevation mode-1 ISWs both exist on the continental shelf
of the shallow sea and have similar imaging characteristics.
Therefore, the interpretation of mode-2 ISWs in optical remote
sensing images cannot only rely on the order of bright and dark
stripes. The image’s geometric angle, seawater stratification,
and depression mode-1 ISWs near the stripes are essential for
correctly interpreting mode-2 ISWs.

Two optical remote sensing images obtained on August 23
and October 21, 2021, provide a schematic view of the ISWs
in the NSCS. Alternating bright and dark stripes associated
with the ISWs can be recognized from the images [Fig. 7(a)
and (g)]. Among them, Fig. 7(a) is located in the sunglint area
of the MODIS image, the curvature of the wavefront indicates
that the ISWs propagate to the northwest, and ISW1 and ISW2
show different sequences of bright and dark [Fig. 7(b) and
(c)]. To identify the type of ISWs we observed, the radiance
distribution along the propagation direction of the waves was
measured using ENVI v.5.6 [Fig. 7(d) and (e)], which confirmed
our initial visual judgment based on the images. The water
depth was obtained using the General Bathymetric Chart of the
Oceans (GEBCO-2023) with a resolution of 15 arc seconds. The
Brunt–Väisälä frequencyN(z) was calculated from climate strat-
ification profiles provided by the 1/4° × 1/4° World Ocean Atlas
2018 (WOA18) downloaded from NOAA’s National Ocean Data
Center (NODC) website [Fig. 7(f)]. ISW1 and ISW2 are located
in water depths of 332 m and 317 m, respectively, and the
average depth of the upper layer in this area in August was 51 m,
much less than the thickness of the lower layer. Therefore, the
dark-bright stripes displayed by ISW1 are consistent with the
interpretation of a depression mode-1 ISW. Considering that
elevation mode-1 ISWs are typically observed in areas where

Fig. 7. ISWs in optical remote sensing images. (a) MODIS image of ISWs in
the sunglint area obtained on August 23, 2021. (b) and (c) Magnified ISW and
the corresponding radiance profiles in (d) and (e). (f) Profile of the Brunt–Väisälä
frequency N(z) calculated from WOA18. (g) Gaofen-1 image of ISWs in the
nonsunglint area obtained on October 21, 2021. (h) and (i) Magnified ISW and
corresponding. (j) and (k) Radiance profiles. (l) Profile of the Brunt–Väisälä
frequency N(z) calculated from WOA18.

the depth of the upper layer exceeds that of the lower layer, and
given the presence of depression mode-1 ISWs northwest of
ISW2 (in shallower areas), ISW2 can be considered a standard
case of mode-2 ISWs.

Fig. 7(g) shows the image of the nonsunglint area of Gaofen-1
after enhanced display, with the presence of ISW3 and ISW4
characterized by clear stripes [Fig. 7(h) and (i)]. The order of
bright and dark stripes of the ISWs is reversed due to the geomet-
rical angle of the imaging of the nonsunglint area. Fig. 7(l) shows
the local stratification, and although the pycnocline is located
deeper, the thickness of the upper layer in this area is still smaller
than that of the lower layer, and no elevation mode-1 ISWs
should be present. Therefore, ISW4 with dark-bright stripes
characteristics is also a typical mode-2 ISW.

In addition, in the area where the elevation mode-1 ISWs are
widely distributed, such as within 100 m of water depth, we have
not been able to determine the convex mode-2 ISWs from the
monthly stratification unless the presence of well-characterized
depression mode-1 ISWs in the vicinity is verified.

B. Mode-2 ISWs in the NSCS

MODIS is a crucial optical sensor onboard NASA’s
Terra/Aqua satellite, which has an image width of up to 2330 km
and can provide images in discrete bands with resolutions of 250
m, 500 m, and 1000 m, respectively. The 250 m resolution band
is commonly used in remote sensing studies of ISWs. The two
satellites operate alternately, allowing two observations of the
same area in one day. Gaofen-1 is the first satellite in China’s



11556 IEEE JOURNAL OF SELECTED TOPICS IN APPLIED EARTH OBSERVATIONS AND REMOTE SENSING, VOL. 17, 2024

Fig. 8. Mode-2 ISWs are propagating as solitons or wave packets. (a)–(e) Mode-2 ISWs in the form of solitons in the NSCS. (f)–(h) Wave packets of mode-2
ISWs in the NSCS. The black dashed boxes are mode-2 ISWs.

high-resolution earth observation system, and it was officially
launched in 2013. In 2019, Gaofen-6 was put into operation.
Both satellites have a spatial resolution of 16 m and transit
between 10:30 and 11:30 local time with a revisit period of
only four days. HJ-2A/B is a pair of satellites developed by
China to improve disaster monitoring and forecasting, they were
launched in 2020 and equipped with multiple visible light CCD
cameras with a spatial resolution of 16 m. Through splicing,
800 km wide multispectral images can be realized. CBERS-04
is an Earth resources satellite jointly developed by China and
Brazil, carrying a PAN sensor that can provide images with a
spatial resolution of 10 m. The high-resolution data obtained
from Gaofen-1/6, HJ-2A/B, and CBERS-04 effectively com-
pensate for the spatial resolution limitations in MODIS imagery,
thereby addressing the problem of optical remote sensing obser-
vation of small-scale mode-2 ISWs. Through the cooperation
of multisource satellites, the temporal resolution of remote
sensing observation in the target sea area can reach one day.
We observed a large number of mode 2 ISWs in the NSCS, a
total of 342 events, using more than 10 000 views of optical
remote sensing images from seven satellites, Gaofen-1 in 2013–
2022, and Terra/Aqua, HJ-2A/B, Gaofen-6, and CBERS-04 in
2020–2022. As shown in Fig. 8, they tend to have similar basic
characteristics, primarily manifesting as solitons, with only a
minority exhibiting characteristics akin to wave packets. In
Areas I and III, they are often accompanied by mode-1 ISWs.
We also find that most of these ISWs with clear surface man-
ifestations appear in May-September. This seasonal variation
could be attributed to the stratification in the NSCS, where the
pycnocline is shallower in summer and the upper flow field is
closer to the water surface, resulting in more distinct bright

and dark stripes in the sunglint area of optical remote sensing
images.

The images containing mode-2 ISWs were orthorectified and
image enhanced in ENVI v5.6, and the wavefronts of the leading
waves were extracted using the function of regions of interest
(ROI). Their geographic locations were digitized and displayed
on a diagram of the NSCS (Fig. 9). It can be seen that the mode-2
ISWs of the NSCS are mainly concentrated in three active areas.
They are located in the Dongsha Atoll (Area I) and the northern
Heng–Chun Ridge (Area II) in the northeastern SCS, as well as
the Shenhu–Yitong Shoals (Area III) in the northwestern SCS.
In particular, the northeastern Dongsha Atoll contains the most
densely distributed occurrences of these phenomena. Notably,
Area III is the first time mode-2 ISWs have been observed, which
may have yet to be noticed in previous studies. Unlike the widely
distributed mode-1 ISWs in the NSCS, mode-2 ISWs are dis-
tributed in a more concentrated depth range. They are regularly
distributed at depths of 150–400 m in Areas I and III, and almost
all of the mode-2 ISWs in Area II are distributed in the channel
between the Heng–Chun Ridge and southern Taiwan Island.
Mode-2 ISWs in Area I propagate predominantly to the west
or northwest, those in Area II propagate predominantly to the
southwest, and those in Area III almost always propagate to the
northwest. The wavefront is nearly parallel to the local isobath
in all areas, indicating that the wave propagation direction is
essentially perpendicular to the isobath.

The wavefront lengths of the leading waves of mode-2 ISWs
in the NSCS were counted, as shown in Fig. 10(a). The average
wavefront length of mode-2 ISWs in the three areas is 13.49 km,
with more than 80% of the waves having a wavefront length of
less than 20 km—only 20% of the average wavefront length
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Fig. 9. Distribution of mode-2 ISWs in the NSCS. The red curve shows the mode-2 ISWs observed in optical remote sensing images. The black dotted line frame
shows the active area of mode-2 ISWs. The shallower lines are isobath, measured in meters.

Fig. 10. Characteristic parameters of mode-2 ISWs in the NSCS. (a) Wavefront
length (km). (b) p-p distance (m).

of mode-1 ISWs [31]. In Area I, the average wavefront length
is 14.83 km, and the scale of ISWs in this area is diverse,
especially since the wavefront length of large-scale mode-2 ISW
is comparable to that of mode-1 ISW. A few mode-2 ISWs were
captured in Area II, with an average wavefront length of 5.37 km.
The average wavefront length of mode-2 ISWs in Area III is
12.19 km, similar to that in Area I. Fig. 10(b) illustrates the p-p
distances of mode-2 ISWs, showing an average p-p distance of
only 313 m. Approximately 80% of these mode-2 ISWs exhibit
p-p distances between 100 and 400 m. In addition, mode-2 ISWs
with large p-p distances were observed in Area I.

IV. DISCUSSION

In this study, the multisource optical remote sensing satellites
were used to observe the mode-2 ISWs in the NSCS for the first

time, and their spatial distribution and remote sensing charac-
teristics were obtained. From Fig. 9, most mode-2 ISWs have
straight wavefronts or only a tiny convex curvature. It can be as-
sumed that these waves were generated in a relatively short time
before the acquisition of the optical remote sensing images and
have short lifetimes (if they have long lifetimes, the wavefronts
are more likely to have convex curvature) [49]. Unlike mode-1
ISWs, mode-2 ISWs are more dispersive and may propagate
and evolve as solitary waves over the continental shelf for only
a short time [50]. However, further discussion of their possible
generation mechanisms and propagation characteristics in the
three active areas mentioned earlier is still warranted.

A. Dongsha Atoll

The mode-2 ISWs in Area I are mainly concentrated in the
northeast of Dongsha Atoll, and the other part is distributed along
the 150 m isobath in the northwest. During the summer, it can
be observed that mode-2 ISWs located on the slope of the shelf
followed mode-1 ISWs, as shown in Fig. 11. This phenomenon
is consistent with the results of Yang et al. [15], who believed that
this may be attributed to the shoaling process of mode-1 ISWs
or internal tides (ITs). Qian et al. [41] used the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology Generalized Cyclic Model (MITgcm) to
study the evolution of the shoaling of depression mode-1 ISWs
in the area, and the results of numerical simulations showed that
mode-2 ISWs are generated by the interaction of mode-1 ISWs
with upslope topography.

Multiple mechanisms may sometimes coincide in the same
area [15], [18], [26], [50].

Multisource satellite images can be used to jointly observe
the propagation of the same ISW within a specific time window,
and the propagation speed of the ISW can be estimated by the
geolocation of the wavefront and the time difference between
image pairs, which is referred to as the multitemporal image
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Fig. 11. Optical remote sensing images of mode-2 ISWs following mode-1
ISWs in the northern Dongsha Atoll. (a) and (b) Gaofen-1 images acquired on
July 9, 2014, at 03:17 UTC and July 16, 2016, at 03:32 UTC, respectively.
(c) MODIS image acquired on August 26, 2022, at 02:55 UTC. (d)–(i) Zoomed-
in images of the mode-2 ISWs framed by white rectangles.

Fig. 12. Estimating the propagation speed of mode-2 ISWs using the MTI
method. (a) Gaofen-1 and (b) MODIS images obtained north of Dongsha Atoll
on July 16, 2016, show the mode-2 ISWs appearing between the two mode-1
ISWs. (c) Wavefront projection of mode-2 ISWs. The red solid line is the ISWs
in the Gaofen-1 image, the blue solid line is the ISWs in the MODIS-Aqua
image, and the black arrow represents the direction of wave propagation.

(MTI) method [51]. We found mode-2 ISWs with distinct surface
manifestations and convex curvature north of Dongsha Atoll
(Fig. 12), which implies their amplitude may be larger than
usual. Large-amplitude mode-2 ISWs have internal recirculation
areas that enable long-range mass transport and relatively long
lifetimes [52], allowing us to estimate their propagation speeds
using the MTI method. For example, Gaofen-1 captured four
ISWs on July 16, 2016 [Fig. 12(a)], where ISW-a and ISW-d
are the mode-1 ISWs refracted by the Dongsha Atoll and the
incident mode-1 ISWs in the next tidal period, respectively,
and the surface manifestations in the image are dark-bright
stripes. ISW-b and ISW-c, marked by red rectangular boxes,
exhibit distinct bright-dark stripes, and the thickness of the
upper layer of seawater at this location is smaller than the lower

Fig. 13. HJ-2B images acquired in the northern Heng–Chun Ridge. (a) HJ-2B
images acquired on July 7, 2021, at 03:10 UTC. (b) July 11, 2022, at 03:19
UTC show many mode-2 ISWs. Yellow arrows show the propagation direction
of ISWs.

Fig. 14. Spatial distribution of mode-2 ISWs in Area III. The red curve is the
mode-2 ISWs, the white solid line is the isobath, and the black dashed box is
the distribution area of mode-1 ISWs obtained by Li et al. [56] using SAR, and
the bottom terrain height is shown in the color bar.

layer so that they can be judged as typical mode-2 ISWs. After
approximately two hours, MODIS-Aqua imagery captured the
presence of the same ISWs denoted as ISW-b’ and ISW-c’, as
depicted in Fig. 12(b), and highlighted with blue rectangular
boxes. The mode-2 ISWs in the image pairs are georeferenced
and wavefront projected in ArcGIS, as shown in Fig. 12(c). There
is a navigational error of about half a pixel in the wavefront
construction, and assuming a typical value of 0.60 m/s for the
propagation speed of the mode-2 ISWs, the maximum error that
can be incorporated into the speed estimation is about 3.09%.
Similarly, the average propagation speed of mode-1 ISWs in
Fig. 12 is estimated to be about 1.39 m/s using the MTI method,
which aligns with previous research findings in the area [28].
Therefore, the propagation speed of mode-2 ISW is roughly
half that of mode-1 ISWs.

B. Northern Heng–Chun Ridge

Early observations and theoretical studies indicate that the
generating area of those “transbasin” waves reaching the con-
tinental shelf in the northeastern SCS is in the vicinity of the
Bataan Islands in the Philippines, which are located on the
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Fig. 15. Image pair acquired at Shenhu–Yitong Shoals. (a) Gaofen-6 image was acquired on September 16, 2022, at 03:21 UTC. (b) CBERS-04 image was
acquired on September 16, 2022, at 03:08 UTC. (c) Mode-2 ISW in the image. (d) Profile of Brunt–Väisälä frequency N(z) calculated from WOA18. The red
dotted box is the coverage area of the CBERS-04 image, and the white dotted box is the position of mode-2 ISWs.

eastern (Lan-Yu) ridge between Taiwan and the Philippines in
the Luzon Strait [7]. Another theoretical study shows that some
high-mode waves are often generated in the western (Heng–
Chun) ridge (Area II in Fig. 9) [53]. Fig. 13 shows the HJ-2B
image of the northern Heng–Chun Ridge. The image shows
multiple stripes with prominent bright-dark characteristics. The
yellow arrows represent the direction of wave propagation, and
they almost all propagate southwestward. GEBCO-2023 shows
that the water depth in this area is between 300 and 500 m,
and the stratification cannot meet the conditions for elevation
mode-1 ISWs. These stripes are considered to be the sea surface
manifestations of mode-2 ISWs. The authors in [16] and [54]
also carried out several cruises at the same location and observed
mode-2 ISWs as solitons or wave packets. They found that the
wave generation was consistent with local Lee wave dynamics.
The length of the wavefront does not exceed 10 km due to the
limitations imposed by the width of the channel and its proximity
to the generating source. High-mode waves here propagate
mainly in the northwest and southwest directions. Influenced by
the eastward ebb tide, their propagation speeds are slower than
the theoretical speeds computed from the climatic stratification
data. Since the mode-2 ISWs here always dissipate within a few
hours and do not propagate far outward [16], we did not find
matching image pairs on the same day, but their positions and
propagation directions are consistent with the observations of
Ramp et al. [54].

C. Shenhu–Yitong Shoals

The northwestern SCS, located north of 15°N and west of
Dongsha Atoll, consists of an extensive continental shelf, steep
slopes, and many islands and shoals [55]. The Shenhu–Yitong
Shoals (Area III) are between Hainan Island and Dongsha Atoll.

Li et al. [56] used SAR images to obtain the distribution area of
mode-1 ISWs at Shenhu–Yitong shoals (the range shown by the
black dashed box in Fig. 14). They proposed that ITs generated in
the Luzon Strait propagated westward into the SCS and met the
continental shelf at Shenhu–Yitong shoals to evolve into ISWs.
This view has been confirmed in recent studies [55]. The spatial
distribution of mode-2 ISWs, as observed through multisource
satellite data, exhibits an overlap with the geographical distribu-
tion of mode-1 ISWs as delineated by Li et al. [56]. Moreover,
our statistical analysis shows that almost all mode-2 ISWs in this
area appear behind mode-1 ISWs. Thus, it is plausible that these
mode-2 ISWs are result from the interaction between mode-1
ISWs generated in this location and gently sloping terrain.

Mode-2 ISWs with long lifetimes characteristics are not found
in Area III. Fortunately, we found a pair of ISWs with dark-
bright stripes in the nonsunglint area of the two high-resolution
optical remote sensing images obtained on September 16, 2022
[Fig. 15(a)–(c)]. The profile of the Brunt–Väisälä frequencyN(z)

calculated using WOA18 [Fig. 15(d)] confirms that the pair of
stripes is a surface manifestation of mode-2 ISWs. Although
the time interval between the two images was only 13 min, the
superior spatial resolution of the satellite resulted in an error in
speed estimates of only 1.75%, highlighting the advantages of
the high-resolution optical satellite in observing mode-2 ISW.
The average propagation speed of mode-2 ISWs estimated using
MTI is 0.59 m/s.

V. CONCLUSION

Identifying and observing mode-2 ISWs in optical remote
sensing images is an urgent problem that needs to be solved
due to the limitation of traditional medium-resolution optical
remote sensing satellites. This article explored the application
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of optical remote sensing satellites in observing mode-2 ISWs.
First, the imaging characteristics of mode-2 ISWs in optical re-
mote sensing images were clarified based on physical simulation
experiments. A comparative analysis of the characteristics of the
optical remote sensing of mode-2 ISWs and the surface current
gradient revealed that the optical remote sensing imaging of
mode-2 ISWs in the laboratory was a superposition of the two
characteristics of the FSD and the hydrodynamic modulation of
the surface wave by the surface current gradient. When the water
surface is calm, the FSD plays a part in imaging. When certain
surface waves exist at the sea surface, the optical remote sensing
imaging characteristics of mode-2 ISWs may be more modulated
by the upper flow field. Based on the experimental results, the
recognition method of mode-2 ISWs in optical remote sensing
images was further proposed.

Second, we used multisource optical remote sensing satellites
to observe mode-2 ISWs in the northern SCS and found that
waves with clear surface manifestations mainly occur in May-
September, which may be related to the stratification change
of the NSCS in summer. Gaofen-1 images acquired from 2013
to 2022 and Terra/Aqua, HJ-2A/B, Gaofen-6, and CBERS-04
images acquired from 2020 to 2022 observed a total of 342
mode-2 ISWs in three main areas: the Dongsha Atoll and the
northern Heng–Chun Ridge in the northeastern SCS, as well as
the previously undocumented area of the Shenhu–Yitong Shoals
in the northwestern area. Most mode-2 ISWs are in the 150–
400 m range, distributed along the isobaths and propagating
mainly to the northwest. The generation of mode-2 ISWs at the
sloping shelf may be related to the interaction between mode-1
ISWs and topography, and the mode-2 ISWs at the northern
Heng–Chun Ridge may be related to the Lee wave mechanism.
At the same geographic location, the propagation speed of mode-
2 ISW is usually only half that of mode-1 ISW.

The high-resolution optical remote sensing images show the
capability of observing mode-2 ISW, and the synergy of mul-
tisource optical remote sensing satellites enables us to continu-
ously observe the target sea area, which provides data security
for further research on mode-2 ISW. Future work will focus
on studying the propagation speed of mode-2 ISW in the NSCS,
which will require more remote sensing data, and a combination
of SAR and optical images will be a better choice.
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