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ABSTRACT

The baroclinic stability properties of non-geostrophic atmospheric flow in a channel
are investigated. The model is formulated so as to include the effects of latitudinal
variations of the perturbations and the basic state parameters, which constitute an
essential aspect of the non-geostrophic baroclinic stability problem. Spectral and
finite-difference techniques are applied to obtain numerical solutions and the results
are found in agreement. In order to allow for high horizontal resolution the present
calculations are restricted to a particular two-layer model which appears to incorporate
the major non-geostrophic aspects of the baroclinic instability problem.

A purely non-geostrophic type of baroclinic instability is found which bears some
resemblance to barotropic instability in spite of the absence of latitudinal shear in
the zonal flow. This instability is introduced by the twisting term in the vorticity
equation and the non-geostrophic advection of temperature in the thermodynamic
equation. For low Richardson numbers and short cyclonic waves this instability at­
tains the same order of magnitude as the quasi-geostrophic baroclinic instability. The
major instability found in the present model however is not different from the major
quasi-geostrophic instability.

Phillips (1964) has suggested that the most
important non-geostrophic effects in baroclinic
stability studies might be related to the de­
pendence of the perturbations on the horizon­
tal coordinate normal to the basic current. It
is the purpose of the present investigation to
make a quantitative evaluation of these effects
by computing the stability properties of a
baroclinic basic current in a channel.

The characteristic equation for the phase
speed of the perturbation pertaining to the
baroclinic stability problem may be written in
non·dimensional form so as to involve the Ross­
by number Ro= VIOL where V is a charac­
teristic velocity, L is a characteristic length,
and n is the angular velocity of the earth's
rotation. The quasi-geostrophic equivalent of
the characteristic equation may then be ob­
tained by retaining only the zero order terms
in Ro and non-geostrophic corrections may be
found by considering higher order terms in Ro.
This approach was followed by Magata (1964),
and Phillips (loc. cit.) pointed out explicitly
that the first order Ro terms in the characteris­
tic equation for the non-geostrophic Eady
problem (and therefore the non-geostrophic
corrections) are directly related to the latitu­
dinal variations of the perturbations.

The main difficulty of the non.geostrophic
baroclinic stability problem lies in the fact that
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the characteristic equation is not separable
with respect to the latitudinal and vertical co­
ordinates. Magata (loc. cit.) treated the lati­
tudinal dependence approximately by dif­
ferentiating the primitive system of equations
with respect to the lateral coordinate y, then
replacing the coefficients in the equations by
constants, and regarding the differentiated per­
turbation quantities as separate dependent
variables. Stone (1966) and Sela & Jacobs
(1968) assumed periodic (exponential) solutions
in the north-south direction. It should be rec­
ognized however that atmospheric circulations
tend to be constrained in latitudinal direction
and, consequently, it is probably more realistic
study the instability of a flow in a channel.

The present study employs numerical meth­
ods to investigate the non-geostrophic sta­
bility character of a baroclinic channel flow.
In order to evaluate the effects of the depen­
dence of the perturbations and the static
stability upon the lateral coordinate, it is
desirable to retain a large horizontal resolution
at the expense of a. limited vertical resolution.
Therefore a special two-layer model is employed
which appears to incorporate all the effects of
the north·south dependence present in more
sophisticated models, and which is less sensitive
to the spurious short wave cut-off to instability
found in the more familiar two-level models.
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The baroclinic stability problem is concerned
with the behavior of small perturbations super­
imposed on a uni-directional basic current with
vertical shear in a hydrostatic, inviscid, and
adiabatic fluid. The present two-layer flow is
described by equations (44) through (49) pre­
sented by Lorenz (1960) but with the balance
equation (48) replaced by the divergence equa­
tion. Linearizing the equations and assuming
periodic solutions in the zonal direction x and
the time t of the form exp i(kx - At) we obtain

DO + iku*a + J(tp, (J) + J(T, u) - V.(uVx) = 0
(I)

Da + iku*0 + J(T, (J) + J(tp, u) - [V(J. Vx] = 0
(2)

DV"tp + J(tp, f) + iku*V"T + [u*o(V"X)/oY] = 0
(3)

DV"T + J(T, f) + iku*V2tp - V.(fVx) = 0
(4)

[DV"X + J(X, f)] - aV"O + V.(fVT) = 0
(5)

where 0 is the vertical-mean potential tempera­
ture, a is the static stability, tp and T are the
streamfunctions for the vertical-mean wind
and the wind shear, and X is the velocity po­
tential of the lower layer, all of which are per­
turbation quantities except if denoted by a
bar which refers to the basic state. V is the iso­
baric gradient operator, J is the Jacobian
operator, D =.i(kit -i.) where it is the vertical­
mean basic state wind, and u* is the basic
state windshear measured over 250 mb. The
Coriolis parameter f is assumed to be a linear
function of the latitudinal coordinate Y and the
conditions for a balanced basic state may be
written d(J/dy = -bu*f, du/dy =cu*f. The nu­
merical values of the constants a, b, fl,nd c,
are found to be a =0.124 Cf)' b =8.295ICf)'
C = 3. 101ICf) where Cf) is the isobaric specific
heat.

The usual quasi-geostrophic counterparts of
the equations above are obtained by discard­
ing all the terms within the square brackets
and by treating u and f as constants in the last
terms of (I), (4), and (5). The bracketed terms
in the divergence equation (5) constitute the
difference between the energy-consistent bal­
anced system of equations and the primitive
equations, and therefore introduce the addi­
tional class of non-rotational modes of oscilla­
tion. Obviously, the latter is the only non-

geostrophic effect retained if the perturbations
are assumed to be of infinite width.

Equations (I) through (5) are to be solved
subject to the boundary condition that the
latitudinal velocity component must vanish at
the walls of the channel. The equations are re­
duced to a system of algebraic equations by
using series expansions in latitudinal direction
and also, for comparison, by replacing the
y-derivatives by finite differences. In either case
the result is an eigenvalue problem where A is
the eigenvalue. The details will not be presented
here, but similar solutions have been given by
Rao & Simons (1970). Computations have been
carried out for the values of the Coriolis para­
meter and its variation with y taken at 45 deg
of latitude, for a mean zonal wind it = 20 m/sec,
a basic state static stability u = 15 deg measured
over 250 mb, and for various wind shears and
wave lengths. Only a few selected results are
presented here which are representative of the
general findings. The width of the channel is
set at W = 5 000 km. However, since the per­
turbation may in the lateral direction be de­
composed into a set of perturbations of "effec­
tive width" We =. Win, n = 1,2,3, ... , as is done
explicitly in the spectral solution, we effectively
consider a large number of lateral wave num­
bers.

If ij and f are treated as constants in the last
terms of (I), (4), and (5), the equations have
constant coefficients and permit periodic solu­
tions of the form exp (i;n;YIWe). In this case the
"effective width" We of the perturbation refers
to one half of the lateral wavelength. Two such
periodic solutions are of interest and will be
discussed first. The first one applies to the
equations obtained by discarding the terms
within the square brackets, i.e., the quasi­
geostrophic equations. Examples of this are
presented in the first column of results in Table
I, denoted by QG. If we restrict the effective
widths to We = Win, n = 1,2,3, ... , where W =

5 000 km, the lateral scales smaller than the
ones shown in the table for each wavelength
are stable due to the familiar short wave cut­
off to instability. Gates (1961) has presented
the quasi-geostrophic stability analysis of the
present model for the same basic state para­
meters, it and u, but for perturbations of in­
finite width, and showed that the spurious
short wave cut-off was considerably reduced
as compared to the usual two-layer models.
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Table 1

101

First column of results: instability of baroclinic perturbations periodic in lateral direction for quasi-gao­
strophic (QO) and non-geostrophic (NO) case, as obtained from equations (1) through (5) with constant
coefficients and without last terms of (2) and (3). Last three columns: primary baroclinic instability in two­
layer channel model as obtained from spectral (SP) and finite-difference (FD) solutions for a channel of
width W = 5000 kIn. Imaginary parts of eigenvalues (in parentheses) representing growth rates per day
preceded by real parts of eigenvalues divided by wave number k representing "wave speeds" in m/sec.

Vertical shear between layers 2u· = 25 m/sec

Perturbation

5000 QO 14.4 (± 1.02)
NO 14.2 (± 1.00)

2500 QO 15.5 (± .91)
NO 15.4 (±.89)

1667 QO 15.7 (±.72)
NO 15.7 (±.71)

1250 QO 15.7 (±.52)
NO 15.6 (± .51)

1000 QO 15.3 (± .29)
NO 15.3 (± .28)

5000 QO 15.4 ( ± .92)
NO 15.4 (± .81)

2500 QO 15.3 (±.73)
NO 15.3 (± .62)

1667 QO 15.1 (±.21)
NO 15.1 (1.14)

Wave
length
(kIn)

5000

2000

Effective
width WIn
(kIn)

Solutions
periodic
in lateral
direction

Solutions for two-layer channel model

Without last terms of (2), (3)
Including

Constant y-dependent last terms
coefficients coefficients of (2), (3)

SP 14.2 (± 1.00) 14.2 (±.98) 14.1 (±.97)
FD 14.2 (± 1.00) 14.2 (±.98) 14.1 (±.97)

SP 15.3 (± .87) 15.3 (±.87) 15.3 (±.81)
FD 15.3 (±.86) 15.3 (±.86) 15.4 (±.81)

SP 15.7 (±.68) 15.6 (±.70) 15.8 (±.64)
FD 15.7 (±.67) 15.5 (±.69) 15.8 (±.63)

SP 15.6 ( ± .49) 15.4 (±.52) 15.8 (±.43)
FD 15.5 (± .45) 15.3 (±.49) 15.7 (±.40)

+
SP 15.3 (± .26) 15.2 (1.32) secondary
FD 15.2 (±.18) 15.1 (± .25) instability

SP 15.3 (±.81) 15.4 (±.90) 15.5 (±.60)
FD 15.3 ( ± .80) 15.4 (±.89) 15.5 (±.62)

SP 15.2 (± .62) 15.3 (±.66)
FD 15.2 (± .57) 15.3 (±.62) +
SP 15.1 (± .08) 15.1 (±.26) secondary
FD- instability

The second periodic solution to be considered
differs from the quasi-geostrophic solution in
that the bracketed tenu of (5) is retained.
This divergence effect has been discussed re­
peatedly in the meteorological literature and
is in general found to reduce the quasi-geo­
strophic instability of the shorter wavelengths.
Such non-geostrophic solutions have been en­
tered into the first column of Table 1 below
the quasi-geostrophic solutions and are identi­
fied by NO. Of course, this non-geostrophic
effect increases with decreasing Richardson
numbers which are associated with less geo­
strophic flow.

Turning now to the channel solutions sub­
ject to the previously stated lateral boundary
conditions, it is obvious that the numerical
solutions include simultaneously a spectrum
of waves of lateral scales We = Win, n =

1,2,3, ... Now the periodic solutions discussed
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above-which do not satisfy these boundary
conditions-are very useful to identify the vari­
ous eigenvalues and to correlate each unstable
mode with a specific harmonic component of
the y-dependent perturbation amplitude. This
will enable us in the following to refer to a par­
ticular effective perturbation width in pre­
senting a given unstable root. Recalling that
the main purpose of the present study is to in­
vestigate the effects of the y-dependence of
the perturbations and of the coefficients in the
equations (1) to (5), we consider three cases,
examples of which are shown in the last three
columns of Table 1. For each case and for each
perturbation two entries are shown; the upper
one represents the spectral solution and the
lower one is the finite-difference result. The
spectral solution is truncated at 10 tenus, re­
sulting into a matrix of order 50, at which point
the growth rates as shown in the table do no
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Table 2. Non-geostrophic instability in two-layer channel model resulting from twisting-tilting term
in the vorticity equation and non-geostrophic advection of temperature in the thermodynamic equation,

i.e., last terms of Eqs. (2) and (3)

Spectral solutions truncated at n = 10. Real parts of eigenvalues divided by wave number k to obtain
"wave speeds" in m/sec; imaginary parts of eigenvalues (in parentheses) represent growth rates per day.
Width of channel W = 5 000 km, wave length of perturbation L = 1 000 km, shear between layers 2u* = 25

m/sec

Latitudinal wave number n

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Without last terms of (2) and (3)
9.7 9.5 9.4 9.3 9.2 9.0 8.9 8.8 8.6 8.0

19.1 19.2 19.2 19.3 19.3 19.4 19.5 19.5 19.6 19.7
3I.l 3I.l 3I.l 31.2 31.3 31.4 31.5 31.6 31.7 32.0

-20.6 -24.0 -27.3 -30.5 -33.8 -36.7 -38.0 -40.7 -45.9 -51.9
59.1 62.9 66.3 69.6 72.9 76.2 79.5 83.0 87.3 95.0

Including last terms of (2) and (3)
9.4 9.3 (± .17) 9.1 (± .32) 8.9 (± .44) 8.8 (± .54) 8.2

19.4 (± .07) 19.4 (± .20) 19.4 (± .30) 19.5 (± .37) 19.6 (± .44)
3I.l 31.2 (±.05) 31.3 (±.1l) 31.5 (±.16) 31.6 (±.21) 31.6

- 20.5 - 24.0 - 27.3 - 30.5 - 33.8 - 36.7 - 38.1 - 40.8 - 45.9 - 51.9
59.1 62.9 66.3 69.5 72.9 76.2 79.5 82.9 87.3 95.0

longer vary with increased resolution. The fi­
nite difference results refer to a resolution of
20 points, resulting into a matrix of order 100,
at which point the growth rates still exhibit a
slight increase with increasing resolution, which
indicates a convergence toward the spectral
results.

Considering the three types of channel solu­
tions in turn, we first obtain the numerical
solutions of equations (1) to (5) with constant iJ

and f in the last terms of (1), (4), and (5), and
without the last terms of (2) and (3). The re­
sults shown in the second column of results in
Table 1 may be compared with the periodic
solutions denoted by NG which apply to the
same equations but without lateral boundary
conditions. Obviously, for this system of equa­
tions the effects of the boundary conditions are
negligible which is also a known feature of the
quasi-geostrophic system of equations. The next
column of Table 1 shows the effects of the
y-dependence of the coefficients iJ and f in the
last terms of (1), (4), and (5). For practical
purposes this effect is negligible. The last
column presents results for the third case which
includes also the effects of the last terms of
(2) and (3). These are therefore solutions of the
complete equations (1) through (5). However,
the numerical solutions for these equations

produce two distinct classes of unstable modes
to which we will refer as primary and secondary
instability, respectively. The primary instabili­
ties clearly correspond to the quasi-geostrophic
unstable modes and only these are included in
the last column of Table 1. For the larger scales
of motion the differences between these un­
stable modes and those presented in the other
columns of Table 1 are small. For the smaller
scales the quasi geostrophic type of instability
is reduced considerably, but here we observe a
smooth transition toward the secondary in­
stabilities which will be discussed presently.

The last terms of (2) and (3) obviously cause
a strong coupling between the lateral harmonic
components of the perturbation, and in effect
seem to introduce a number of unstable modes,
the nature of which does not resemble that of
the familiar baroclinic instability. This may be
illustrated with the help of Table 2. This table
presents all eigenvalues corresponding to a
wavelength L = 1 000 kIn as obtained from a
spectral model truncated at 10 terms of the
series. Again the collection of roots may be
partitioned in sets of five roots belonging to a
specific latitudinal wave number n by com­
parison with the periodic solutions. The upper
part of Table 2 presents the eigenvalues for the
equations without the last terms of (2) and
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(3). As in the quasi-geostrophic case, all solu­
tions are stable for L = 1 000 km. The lower
part of the table presents the solutions of the
complete equations for which virtually all roots
are unstable except for the gravitational modes
of oscillation represented by the last two rows.
To identify the nature of the secondary in­
stability we must recall that the quasi-geo­
strophic baroclinic instability results from the
confluence of two eigenvalues aBBociated with
the same latitudinal wave number. However,
the non-geostrophic instability in the lower
part of Table 2 finds its origin in the confluence
of eigenvalues within a horizontal row of Table 2
rather than within a vertical column. It results
from the coupling of two latitudinal wave num­
bers and, as such, this instability is of a baro­
tropic nature, which is of course precluded by
the absence of latitudinal shear in the basic
flow.

The secondary baroclinic instability is pres­
ent in both the spectral and the finite-dif­
ference solutions and increases with shear as
expected from the shear-dependence of the

last terms of (2) and (3). The convergence of
the secondary instabilities is rather poor, and
with increasing horizontal resolution more and
more unstable modes tend to be generated. The
secondary instability for the shorter waves is
of the same order of magnitude as the primary
instability, but the non-geostrophic instability
for the longer waves is completely overshadowed
by the quasi.geostrophic type of instability.
While it remains doubtful whether the second·
ary instability will exist in a continuous atmo­
sphere, its existence cannot be discarded in view
of the current use of numerical models of the
atmosphere. Furthermore, the secondary in­
stability is very difficult to separate from the
primary instability in the cases where both
exist together, thus causing a serious problem
for numerical studies of dynamic instability.l
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3AMEqAHHE H 3A,D;AQE 0 HErEOCTPOcI>HQECHO:A: BAPOHJIHHHO:A:

YCTO:A:QHBOCTH

HCCJIe~YIOTCH cBoAcTBa 6apOKJIHHHOA yCToA­
'1HBOCTH HereocTpotPH'IeCKOrO aTMOctPepHoro no­
TOKa B KaHaJIe. MO~eJIb BKJIIOqaeT 3tPtPeKTbl
1IIHPOTHbIX H3MeHeHHA B03My~eHHAH OCHOBHble
napaMeTpbl COCTOHHHH nOToKa, qTO HBJIHeTCH
cy~ecTBeHHblM acneKTOM 3a~aqH 0 HereocTpo­
tPHqeCKOA 6apOKJIHHHOA YCToAqHBOCTH. Hc­
nOJIb3YlOTCH MeTo~bl cneKTpaJIbHblX pa3JIOme­
HHA H KOHeqHblX pa3HocTeA ~JIH nOJIyqeHHfl
qHCJIeHHbIX pellleHHIt, pe3YJIbTaTbl KOTOpblX Ha­
HO~HTCH B COrJIaCHH ~pyr C ~pyroM. ,D;JIH nOJIy­
qeHHfl BblCOKoro pa3pellleHHH no ropH30HTaJIH
3TH BblqHCJIeHHH OrpaHHqHBalOTCH onpe~eJIeH'

HoA I\ByxCJIoAHOA MO~eJIblO, KOTopaH npe~­

CTaBJIHeTCH BKJIIO'IalO~elt B ce6H OCHOBHbIe
HereOCTpOtPHqeCKHe acneKTbl 3~aqH 0 6a-

pOKJIHHHOA HeYCToil:qHBOCTH. HaA~eH qHCTO
HereOCTpOtPHqeCKHil: THn 6apOKJIHHHoA He­
yCToAqHBOCTH, HanOMHHalO~HA 6apoTponHylO
HeycTOAqHBOCTb, HeCMOTpH Ha OTCyTcTBHe llIH­
pOTHoro rpa~HeHTa B 30HaJIbHOM nOTOKe. 3Ta
HeYCTOAqHBOCTb BBO~HTCH '1JIeHOM C KpyqeHHeM
B ypaBHeHHH BHXpfl H HereoCTpOtPH'IeCKOA aA­
BeKI\HeA TeMnepaTypbl B TepMO~HHaMH'IeCKOM

ypaBHeHHH. ,D;JIH MaJIblX 3HaqeHHA 'IRCJIa PH­
qap~COHa H KOpOTKHX I\HKJIOHHqeCKHX BOJIH 3Ta
HeYCTOAqHBOCTb ~OCTHraeT Toro me nopfl~Ka

BeJIHqHHbl, qTO H KBa3HreOCTpotPH'IeCKaH 6a­
pOKJIHHHaH HeYCToil:qHBOCTb. O~HaKO, OCHOBHaH
HeycTOAqHBOCTb, Hail:~eHHaH B AaHHoil: MOAeJIH,
He OTJIH'IaeTCH OT OCHOBHOA KBa3HreOCTp0tPH­
'1ecKoA HeycTOAqHBOCTH.

1 Note added in proof: Recently, a solution of the present problem for a continuous atmosphere has been
given by J. Derome and C. L. Dolph (1970): "Three-dimensional non-geostrophic disturbances in a baro­
clinic zonal flow". Geophys. Fluid Dyn., vol 1, pp 91-123.
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