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RELIABILITY OF SEA-SURFACE TEMPERATURE DATA
TAKEN DURING WAR TIME IN THE PACIFIC.
Arnd Bernaerts, Hamburg

With particular regard to the Pacific Occan, this paper discusses whether sea surface
temperatures taken during World War Il can be subject o corrections or should not be used at
all. Calculation and use of correction figures require a uniform baseline, a comparable basis for
observing ships in time and space. During the war a common factor was deeply alfected.
Although the war in the Pacific started two years fater than the war in Europe in 1939, the
Pacific region nevertheless saw ‘political’ changes and with them sea communication diverted
from the pre-war shipping practice. The investigation of ‘reliability” is based on the past and
present handling of these data and the different circumstances during the war and uncorrected
data anomalies for some Pacific regions in accordance with published graphs. The paper
conciudes that the World War TI data series indicate a strong relation to war-related conditions
and can generally not be corrected but require critical review in climate change and El Nifio
research.

THE RETURN OF SST BUT WITH CONSTRAINTS

With the onset of interest in "global warming", historical sea surface temperature
observalions (S5T) gained new prominence two decades ago. They were sampled by merchant
ships sailing the seas in intcrnational trade. The principle pattern of global shipping existed
throughout this time with only a single exception. During World War I (WWII) shipping
practices changed profoundiy as did the SST data series indicating a big "jump" (Figure 1,
from Felland and Paker 19990) auributed to a sudden but undocumented change in the methods
used to collect sea water from unisolated to isolated buckets or engine cooling water intake, to
_ make mecasurcments of SST (Folland et al.
Global 88T Fre 7| {984). Barnetl (1984) was the first lo
observe this inconsistcncy and cxpresscd
the view that studies already undertaken

+0.4 may soon show ways of overcoming non-
AN sensical or instrumental biases. Only the

ol _},\J:.-_. ______ M latter has received any attention, not the
"jump”. Thus restricting the investigation

on the reliability of SST over a very briel
period of time seems to be a small issue.
This first impression docs not held if scen
in the context of global climatic changes or
temporary weather fluctuations as E! Nifio
Southern Oscillation (ENSQO). Actually, the end of the 1930s was a turning point in mean
temperature values in the Northern Hemisphere (Jones et al. 1982). After rising for 20 years,
global mean temperatures became significantly lower for three decades (Folland, Karl et al.
1990). Furthernore. this “turning point” moved along with [luctuations in the tropical Pacific.
Some researchers assume that two El Nifio’s occurred during WWII, one from 1939-41 the
second from 1942-44 (Bigg et al. 1992), while others proposed viewing the anomalies as one
prolonged ENSO incident of a previously unknown state (Copper et al. 1989). As historical
observations cannot be repeated, the nltimate proof of whether historical SST can be depended
on is only available once the mechanisms of natural common changes are well understood. As
it goes without saying that this is a long and painstaking proccss, even an initial review of a
daia series over a short time period is anything but a straight forward task.
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THE SST DATA SERIES

Systematic ship observation started in 1854 (Folland and Parker 1990); dala collection
was established 75 years later with about 500,000 items of data per annum. as of 1920 {Felland
and Parker 1995). They served the purposes [or which they were collected reasonably well,
i.e, the improvement of pilot charts initiated by US Navy Admiral Matthew F. Maury at a
conlerence in Brussels attended by the representatives of ten navies in 1835 and to assist
























