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Figure 2. Snapshots of varying sea-surface conditions associated with internal waves cou-
pled to a schematic diagram showing the spatial scale and currents associated with an observed
wave. The U shape depicts the deformation of an isopycnal, a zone of strong density stratifi-
cation that commonly occurs at 100–150 m depth in the study area. Internal waves observed
near Dongsha Island in the South China Sea were roughly 1 km long, had amplitudes greater
than 150 m, with maximum horizontal current of 2 m/s in the center of the wave. Strong
downwelling in the front portion of the internal wave creates breaking surface waves; up-
welling in the rear portion of the wave, where the pilot whales were seen, creates surface boils
and may entrain fishes, squids, plankton, and nutrients.
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