Changing Evidence from the Ocean “Conveyor Belt’

ince long ago, people sailing the seas

have been aware of currents—"rivers”
of water in the ocean that move in
predictable ways. One of them was
Benjamin Franklin, who recorded water
temperatures as he crossed the Atlantic.
Franklin even mapped the Gulf Streaim, the
great warm current that flows from the
Gulf of Mexico northeast along the coast
of the United States and Canada, to
northern Europe.

Scientists discovered that when the
warm Gulf Stream reaches the North
Atlantic, it gives up heat, which is very
important to weather and climate. This
heat makes Europe warmer than it would
be otherwise. As the water gives up its
heat, it cools. Colder water is denser than
warmer water and sinks to the bottom of
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Oceanographic Institute place buoys
in the Atlantic Ocean as part of string
of sensors to measure currents and
ocean conditions.

beneath the Gulf Stream. The two currents are like a conveyor belt carrying the southern
ocean’s warmth north, then flipping around to bring cold water south. Scientists call these
kinds of ocean currents thermohaline currents because they are caused by differences in
temperature (“thermo”) and saltiness (“haline”).

Scientists realized that global warming is melting the polar ice (see pages 28 through
31) and wondered: Would Arctic meltwater affect the conveyor belt currents? Fresh
water makes the ocean less salty and less dense. If enough extra fresh water from melting
glaciers and sea ice was added to the seas around Greenland, the deep cold waters would
become less dense and the southward flowing bottom currents would slow. This would
in turn slow the conveyor carrying warm surface waters northward.




