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The idealised two-dimensional numerical model of Reeder and Smith (1987) is
extended to investigate the dynamics of a surface cold front, initially at sea, as it
propagates onshore and encounters a thermodynamically well-mixed boundary layer
resulting from diurnal heating. The effect of heating on the transverse frontal
circulation is shown to be locally profound. An intense prefrontal updraft develops
in the late afternoon, accompanied by rapid unbalanced in situ frontogenesis and an
increase in the speed of frontal propagation. When heating is excluded, the
magnitude of the low-level cross-front wind component is everywhere less than the
speed of propagation of the front, whereas when diabatic heating is added the
low-level cross-front wind component immediately behind the front becomes greater
than the frontal speed. It is shown that these results cannot be interpreted simply
as a superposition of the frontal circulation and a sea-breeze, nor can they be
attributed to symmetric instability. Comparison of the model with observations of
Australian summertime cold fronts shows substantial agreement. Implications for the
circumstances under which fronts develop gravity-current-like features are discussed.

Introduction

The modern description of atmospheric fronts rests
upon seminal contributions by Sawyer (1956) and
Eliassen (1959, 1962), who investigated the
instantaneous cross-front (transverse) circulation
associated with a two-dimensional front. Subsequen-
tly, Stone (1966) and Williams and Plotkin (1968)
examined the time-dependent frontal formation
process in the context of quasi-geostrophic theory
wherein, inter alia, the momentum is approximated
by the geostrophic momentum, and ageostrophic
advections are neglected. The analytic theory of
frontogenesis culminated in the work of Hoskins
and Bretherton (1972), who successfully employed
what are now known as the semi-geostrophic
equations to incorporate the crucial effect of
ageostrophic advection of the geostrophic wind and
potential temperature.

Each of the foregoing theories assumes, inter
alia, that the time-scale on which the flow
accelerates is in some sense large compared to the
inertial time-scale, and that the system, at all times,
maintains cross-front thermal wind balance.
Indeed, the accompanying transverse circulation is
precisely that required to preserve cross-front
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thermal wind balance. By assuming cross-front
thermal wind balance, forces acting on a parcel
produce no transverse component of acceleration,
but rather result in an instantaneous adjustment.
Furthermore, accelerations in the along-front wind
are constrained to thermodynamic changes through
thermal wind balance. Thus, forces which
accelerate fluid parcels on a time-scale less than the
inertial time-scale cannot be accommodated within
these ‘balanced’ theories.

The importance of diabatic processes on
frontogenesis has long been recognised. Sawyer
(1956) included in his study a parameterisation of
reversible stable condensation, the latent heat being
proportional to the vertical velocity. He found that
the resultant diabatic warming locally increased the
vertical velocity while decreasing the horizontal
scale of the circulation, as well as enhancing
frontogenesis near cloud base. Later balanced
diagnostic investigations have also employed
parameterisations of latent heat release by stable
condensation (see e.g. Eliassen 1959; Rao 1966;
and Emanuel 1985), as well as wave CISK
parameterisations of penetrative convection, wherein
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the convective heating is proportional to the product
of the low-level vertical velocity and a vertical
structure function (see e.g. Mak and Bannon 1984;
and Thorpe and Nash 1984). These, and more
recent prognostic investigations of moist frontogen-
esis using numerical models (see e.g. Ross and
Orlanski 1978; Williams et al. 1981; Hsie et al.
1984; and Thorpe and Emanuel 1985), have
essentially reaffirmed Sawyer’s conclusions. In the
latter group, only Thorpe and Emanuel (1985) have
imposed the balance assumptions discussed above.

Previous studies of surface cold fronts incorporat-
ing diabatic processes have almost exclusively
concentrated on latent heat release. One exception,
however, is the work of Pinkerton (1978), who
investigated numerically the effects of differential
sensible heating and friction on a frontal circulation
forced by horizontal confluence. He found, as
expected, that when the heat flux was prescribed to
be greatest on the warm side of the front, the local
scale of the frontal circulation contracted and its
intensity increased.

Intense cold fronts regularly traverse southeas-
tern Australia; their observed structure and
evolution during the late spring and early summer
months have been documented recently by Wilson
and Stern (1985), Garratt et al. (1985), and Ryan
and Wilson (1985). Generally, these fronts, known
locally as ‘cool changes’, are orientated parallel to
the southeastern South Australian coastline, which
is predominantly northwest-southeast. Figure 1
shows a typical synoptic situation. Strong diurnal
heating of the Australian continent produces large
land-sea temperature contrasts normal to the front.
While virga commonly accompanies the cool change,
precipitation at the surface is observed in only about
half of these fronts (Berson et al. 1957; Clarke
1961). Moreover, in contrast to its northern
hemisphere counterpart, the prefrontal cloud base is
generally high, typically about 700 hPa, reflecting
the relative dryness of the cool change.

A deep, convectively well-mixed boundary layer
frequently develops over the land during the spring
and summer months. Thus, while moist diabatic
processes may, to a first approximation, often be
neglected, dry buoyant convection may play a
significant role in the dynamics of the cool change
through the vertical transport of sensible heat.
Moreover, Berson et al. (1957), Clarke (1961), and
Garratt et al. (1985) have all reported diurnal
variations of frontal propagation speeds, the fronts
usually accelerating and intensifying during the
afternoon. Berson et al. (1957) and Garratt et al.
(1985) have noted also a weak diurnal influence on
the time at which fronts arrive at the coast; the cold
air almost always crosses the coast during the
daylight hours. In addition, the accompanying
sea-breeze can at times be an integral component of
the front-trough system over land (Clarke 1961;
Garratt et al. 1985).

Reeder and Smith (1986, 1987) (hereafter

referred to as RS86 and RS87, respectively) have
argued that the dynamics and structure of cool
changes are well represented by simple idealised
two-dimensional numerical models of dry frontog-
enesis forced by horizontal shear. Here, the model
described by RS87 is extended to include Dalu’s
(1978) parameterisation of dry buoyant convection
driven by strong differential solar heating. The
purpose of the present study is to assess the impact
of dry buoyant convection on the cross-frontal
circulation, and to provide a dynamical basis for
understanding the role of land-sea temperature
contrasts on the evolution of summertime cool
changes as they approach and traverse the southern
part of the Australian continent. In addition, the
study aims to investigate the interaction of an
idealised intense surface cold front, which is initially
offshore, with a neutrally stable continental
boundary layer, and to determine the importance of
unbalanced frontogenesis associated with diabatic
heating occurring on a diurnal time-scale.

The next section provides a brief outline of the
equations and numerical model. Following that, the
results of three numerical experiments are presented,
while discussion of their dynamics and a comparison
with observation is postponed until the succeeding
section. The conclusion is given in the final section.

The basic equations and numerical

model formulation

For this study, the two-dimensional numerical model
described in RS87 is modified to include a para-
meterisation of differential diurnal heating repre-
senting a land-sea contrast. It is therefore appropriate
to briefly outline the basic equations and numerical
model formulation to be employed here.

Rectangular cartesian coordinates (x,y,z) are
assumed with the x (zonal) coordinate normal to the
front, the y (meridional) coordinate parallel to the
front, and the z coordinate vertical. The Coriolis
parameter, f = —10™ 5!, is taken to be negative so
that the conventional coordinate orientation, with
the y-axis pointing northward, can be used in the
southern hemisphere context.

Assume the motion is composed of two parts: a
time-independent zonally uniform geostrophic flow
(U, (2), 0, 0) and a time-dependent deviation from
this state with no meridional variation, (u(x.z;t),
v(x,z;t), w(x,z;t)). Here, as in RS87,

Ug(z) = (U/H)z, 1
where U = 60ms™ and H = 15km is the total
depth of the flow. Thermal wind balance requires

an associated time-independent potential tempera-
ture field of the form,

Oy,2) = O.(z) — (O UgH)y, L2

where O.(2) defines the vertical potential tempera-
ture structure (see RS87),0,, = 316 K is a reference
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Fig.1 Mean sea level isobaric analysis for a typical
summertime situation in the Australian region.
Prominent features are the surface cold front
offshore and the prefrontal trough over southern
Australia sandwiched between two anticyclones.
Hot continental northerly flow precedes the front,
with cooler maritime southwesterlies behind.
(From Smith et al. 1982.)
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potential temperature, and g = 9.81 ms™ is the
acceleration due to gravity. The lapse rate of basic
state potential temperature, d©,/dz, is 4 K/km
below the tropopause (at z = 10km) and 15.5K/km
above.

The two-dimensional anelastic momentum, con-
tinuity, and thermodynamic equations are,

D =9 P_) du

Dt(Ug +u)—fv= ax(po + KMB—)Z;, ...3a
DV | gy = kLY 3b
Br = Kug2
Dw _ (9—@)___6_(3) ’w

Dt eoo = oz Do + KM&X , ...3C
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where D/Dt = 3/dt + (U, + u) d/9x + wd/dz,p is the
perturbation pressure, py(z) is the basic state

density as defined in RS87, ¢, = 1004 J K™ kg™
is the specific heat of dry air at constant pressure, 1,
= T/6defines the Exner function with T being the
temperature, and Q is the rate of diabatic heating
per unit mass. Lateral mixing processes are explicitly
included in the equations to maintain numerical
stability. The horizontal diffusion coefficients for
momentum and heat, Ky, and Ky respectively, are
constant and equal, with a value of 3 x 10° m?s™".

Two-dimensionality allows the Eqns 3 to 5 to be
conveniently re-expressed in a ‘streamfunction-
vorticity’ form (see e.g. Orlanski and Ross 1977,
RS86; and RS87). That is,

M_ Mg _ g O ¥n

i J(q;,;:) = 15— E-57 + Kugoh .6
v ] ol v

&-[To(ll},v)— E Iz +KM&2, i
and

0 _J - _ 0. Q 90O

—at— po(‘lhe) = v ay + e + K”W' ...8

Here J(a,b) = (da/0x) (9b/oz) — (da/dz) (db/ax) is the
Jacobian operator and the streamfunction,
¥ =, + by - is defined by

L3, o,
(U,W) - Po 3z’ x /]’ ..9a
_ 1dy,
Us = 5oz ...9b

where {.andy, represent the ageostrophic and
geostrophic parts, respectively. Also, the meridional
component of vorticity M = &(Ug + u)/dz — ow/ax
satisfies

_ 1y af1ay
n_poa_x"l;.f.az poaz s ...10a
which, under the hydrostatic assumption, reduces to
—9(Ly
M= az(po 5] ...10b

Dry buoyant convection over the land, due to
diurnal heating, is incorporated through the diabatic
heating term in Eqn 8, Q, and is parameterised by a
simple convective adjustment scheme proposed by
Dalu (1978). The temporal variation of Q, is given
by a sine function with a period of one day which
roughly models the diurnal heating cycle. The
coastline is located at the origin with the sea to the
left (west) and the land to the right (east). It is
assumed that the lower boundary is smooth and that
there is no sensible heat exchange with the sea.
While only horizontal diffusion processes are
explicitly incorporated into the model (see Eqns 6 to
10), vertical mixing of heat is implicit in the
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parameterisation of buoyant convection. Upright
convective mixing in the model occurs only when
vertical temperature gradients at the surface become
(absolutely) unstable (for details, see Appendix).
In this parameterisation- heat convection is
assumed inefficient in mixing momentum. Dalu
(1978) demonstrated that the parameterisation
produced a sea-breeze which compared well both
with observation and more sophisticated numerical
models. Moreover, in a numerical study of
differential boundary layer development across a
dryline, Sun and Ogura (1979) concluded that the
vertical mixing of heat was of far greater dynamical
importance than the vertical mixing of momentum.

Although Dalu’s (1978) convective parameterisa-
tion does not include surface friction effects, it is
both computationally inexpensive and conceptually
straightforward. More importantly, it is intermediate
in sophistication between those used in simple
analytic studies and those used in more detailed
mesoscale models with complex physical parameter-
isations. As such, incorporation of Dalu’s (1978)
scheme into the mode! of RS87 provides a
conceptual framework for further theoretical and
observational investigations.

Equations 6, 7, 8, and 10 are transformed using a
stretched vertical coordinate to increase resolution
near the ground (see RS87), and approximated by
the finite difference analogues described in RS86,
that is, central differences in space together with the
explicit time-differencing scheme of Miller and
Pearce (1974). The time-step, At, is 60s. The
lateral boundary conditions are open (Miller and
Thorpe 1981), while the top and bottom boundary
conditions assume no-stress and zero vertical
velocity (see RS87).

Numerical simulation of a differentially heated
surface cold front demands adequate resolution of a
broad spectrum of horizontal length scales, from at
least the scale of the cross-front ageostrophic frontal
circulation (i.e. the Rossby radius of deformation)
down to the scale of the sea-breeze. Using the
nomenclature of Orlanski (1975), the resolution
must encompass the meso-a (200 to 2000km) to
the meso-v (2 to 20km) scale. The computational
domain of integration extends horizontally from
X = -1648km to x = 2852km (a total length of
4500km) and in the vertical from z = 0 to z = H,
with a horizontal grid length of Ax = 16km and a
vertical grid length of between Az = 120m near the
ground and 800m near the top boundary.

While the numerical solutions presented herein
are calculated without assuming hydrostatic balance,
comparison with hydrostatic solutions of the same
cases reveals the results to be almost imperceptibly
different. This is to be expected since the ratio of
horizontal to vertical scales resolvable by the model
is large (Ax/Az ~ 133). The ratio of horizontal and
vertical grid sizes is chosen so as to be consistent with
the slope of the front.

Results

Three numerical experiments are now presented.
The first, hereafter referred to as SB, assesses the
response of the model to differential diurnal heating
in the absence of a synoptic surface front; it is
therefore essentially a study of sea-breeze develop-
ment in a sheared environment. The second, E
investigates the behaviour of an idealised surface
cold front when diabatic heating is neglected.
Finally, FD combines the aforementioned numerical
experiments to probe the dynamics of a surface cold
front interacting with a prefrontal well-mixed layer
formed by differential diurnal heating. The first two
numerical experiments act as controls for the latter
model run.

The initial conditions for F and FD are those used
by RS87 and represent an idealised cross-section
through a typical pre-existing, finite-amplitude
disturbance prior to its amplification into an intense
front-trough system. In brief, the initial state
consists of a zonal shear flow in thermal wind
balance (Eqns 1 and 2) in which is embedded a
warm prefrontal northerly airstream, v(x,z;0) (for
details of the form of v(x,z;0), see RS87). As shown
by RS87, the front-trough system reaches a
quasi-steady state after about six hours (see also
Fig. 9 later in this section). For simplicity, the
diurnal heating cycle in FD is started after six hours
of model integration and thereafter is continued for
a further twelve hours. Both F and FD are therefore
integrated a total of eighteen model hours. At the
commencement of the diurnal heating cycle, the
surface cold front is chosen, somewhat arbitrarily,
to be 224km offshore, which results in the front
propagating onshore in the early afternoon when the
low-level mixed layer is well established.

The initial conditions for SB consist solely of a
zonal shear flow in thermal wind balance (Eqns 1
and 2). In contrast, previous sea-breeze studies,
with the exception of Sun and Ogura (1979), have
assumed a barotropic initial state. The diurnal
heating cycle begins at the initial instant and
continues for twelve hours.

Although the domain of integration has a total
horizontal length of 4500km and a vertical extent of
15km, attention will be focused on the low-level
features of the front-trough system in the
neighbourhood of the coastline. Accordingly, all
model x-z cross-sections presented will be confined
to the subdomain extending 320km both upstream
and downstream from the coastline and from the:
ground to a height of 4.2km.

SB

As the continental air is heated, it expands
hydrostatically. The mass field adjusts through
divergence aloft, resulting in a surface pressure fall
over the continent and accompanying onshore flow
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Fig. 2 Perturbation streamfunction, lj/a (dashed con-
tours), and potential temperature, @ (solid
contours), at t = 9 hours for SB. Contour
intervals are 200kgms™' and 1K. The
arrowheads indicate the sense of the

circulation.
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near the ground. Figure 2 displays the perturbation
streamline pattern, y,, in X-z cross-section,
superposed on the isentropes, 8, after nine hours of
integration. The single-cell circulation is thermally
direct and exhibits a well-developed low-level onshore
airstream with upper-level return flow. At this time,
the zonal perturbation yelocity, u, has attained its
maximum value, 4ms™, at a point 24km inland
from the coast.

A prominent feature of the potential temperature
pattern is the development of a well-mixed layer
over the continent which deepens uniformly with
time, attaining a depth of 1.4km after nine hours of
heating (Fig. 2). After six hours, the model exhibits
a horizontal potential temperature gradient (96/9x)
of 0.6 K/10km near the coast. Although the surface
heat flux wanes after six hours, the maximum
temperature gradient, 0.7K/10km, is achieved
approximately two hours later due to nonlinear
‘sharpening’ by the ageostrophic circulation.
Subsequently, onshore advection of cooler maritime
air, in addition to lateral diffusion, weakens the
coastal temperature gradient and advects the coastal
baroclinic zone inland. Figure 2 exhibits a weak
baroclinic zone extending some 80km inland, the
temperature difference across the baroclinic zone
being 3.5K.

Fig.3 Vertical velocity, w, at t = 9 hours for SB.
Dashed contours denote negative values.
Contour interval is 0.2cms™.
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Isotachs of vertical velocity, w, after nine hours
of integration are presented in Fig. 3. The
maximum ascent, which develops concomitantly
with the surface convergence maximum, attains its
peak value about one hour earlier. The maximum
upward motion at t = 9 hours, 1. 7cms™!, is located
65km inland, whereas the maximum subsidence,
-1.5ecms™, occurs at the coast. The maximum
convergence at this time (-du/dx) is 4.7 x 10~ s,

Figure 4 displays the zonal variation of the total
meridional velocity v, and the geostrophic meridional
velocity vy = (pof)! dp/ox at a height of z = 120m,
after nine hours of integration. Since the numerical
solution remains close to hydrostatic balance,
the buoyancy is at all times directly coupled to the
pressure [i.e. 3(p/pg)oz = g(§ — ©)/8y,]. At this
time, the amplitude and phase of v and v, are nearly
equal. Note that v, is nonzero some 100km offshore,
indicating that upstream maritime air parcels ‘feel’
the differential diabatic heating through the agency
of the pressure field before reaching the coastline.
Indeed, low-level air parcels must begin their ac-
celeration upstream of the coast if they are to reach
the shore with a zonal velocity in excess of U
(see Fig. 2). Subsequent Coriolis turning of the
resultant low-level ageostrophic zonal circulation
produces low-level southerlies (Fig. 4). Prior to
about nine hours, the total meridional wind is sub-
geostrophic, thereafter becoming supergeostrophic.

While comparison of the numerical solution
presented here with observational, analytic, and
previous numerical studies shows reasonable
agreement (see e.g. Dalu 1978; Sun and Ogura 1979;
Atkinson 1981; and Rotunno 1983), the model
simulation represents a rather broad weak
sea-breeze circulation and baroclinic zone, due in
part to the model’s relatively coarse resolution and
high static stability. In addition, a strong onshore
geostrophic wind, as in the model, does not favour
the formation of the sea-breeze (see Atkinson
1981). Comparison of SB with a sea-breeze
simulation with a barotropic basis state (not
presented here) shows differential meridional
temperature advection to be insignificant in the
formation of the coastal baroclinic zone.

F and FD

Figure S5(a) displays an x-z cross-section of the
perturbation streamlines and isentropes for F after
fifteen hours of model integration, while Fig. 5(b)
shows the equivalent cross-section for FD. At this
time, the latter model run has undergone nine hours
of diurnal heating. Both numerical solutions exhibit
a thermally direct two-cell circulation pattern with
low-level convergence. While both circulation
patterns show broadscale agreement, there remain
highly significant differences. In particular, Fig.
5(b) displays a more upright streamline pattern just
ahead of the cold air together with an increase in the
low-level convergence.
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Fig. 4 Zonal variation of geostrophic meridional
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velocity, A (solid line), and total meridional
velocity, v (dashed line), for SB at a height of
z = 120m after 9 hours. v and vg have units
of ms™,

SB

Q.E

6.1 /Vg

3. A N

0.} == \ h
! \Y

-3.t

-6.}

-9, Lo
-320.  -160. 0. 160.  320.
x (km)

.5 Perturbation  streamfunction, ', (dashed
contours), and potential temperature, 6
(solid contours), at t = 15 hours for (a) F and
() FD. Contour intervals are 3x10°kg
ms™ and 3K. The arrowheads indicate the
sense of the circulation. The thick solid line
shows the height of the well-mixed layer.
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At this time, the front, defined as the point of
maximum surface temperature gradient, is located
atx = -12km for F and x = 41km for FD. The heavy
solid line in Fig. 5(b) indicates the height of the
mixed layer, which attains its greatest depth im-
mediately ahead of the front. Note also that the
maximum temperature is located just ahead of the
surface front for both F and FD. Diurnal heating
has increased the prefrontal surface temperatures by
about 6K. As the front propagates inland, a shallow
layer of cold postfrontal air is advected onshore and
greatly modifies the height of the mixed layer
between the coast and about x = 55km.

Differences in the circulation patterns between
the two cases are dramatically highlighted in the x-z
cross-sections of the vertical velocity isotachs, again
displayed at fifteen hours (Fig. 6). FD has
developed an intense narrow updraft with a
maximum of 24cms™, its centre being located
about 63km inland and 1.2km above the ground.
In contrast, F exhibits a vertical velocity maximum
of only 7cms™. Clearly, the FD circulation cannot
be interpreted as a linear sum of the SB and F cir-
culations, since the vertical velocity maximum for
SB, after nine hours of diurnal heating, was only
1.7cms™ (see Fig. 3). The dynamics of this
synergism will be discussed in the next section.
Both F and FD exhibit subsidence rates of about
1-2cms™ in the cold postfrontal air. Referring
back to Fig. 5(b), a cold dome, associated with
differential vertical advection by the intense updraft,
is evident in the isentropes.

Fig. 6 Vertical velocity, w, at t = 15 hours for (a) F
and (b) FD. Dashed contours denote negative
values. Contour interval is 2cms™.
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The zonal variation of the total meridional
velocity and the geostrophic meridional velocity, at a
height of 120 m, for F and FD are displayed in Figs
7(a) and 7(b), respectively. As before, the graphs
are presented after fifteen hours of integration.
Both F and FD exhibit post-frontal southerlies and
northerlies far ahead of the front (x = 400km)
which are very nearly in geostrophic balance. In
the neighbourhood of the front and in the immediate
prefrontal region (x = 400km) however, both
numerical solutions display pronounced ageostrophic
meridional motions. Recall that the initial meridional
airflow was strictly northerly. As discussed in RS87,
the postfrontal southerlies developed during the
integration period due to Coriolis turning of the
ageostrophic zonal circulation. Figure 7(b) displays
a large increase in the along-front geostrophic wind
in the region between x = 40km and x = 120km,
reflecting the decrease in cross-front pressure
gradient associated with the diurnal heating.

Fig.7 Zonal variation of geostrophic meridional
velocity, Vg (solid line), and total meridional
velocity, v (dashed line), for (a) F and (b) FD
at a height z = 120 m after 15 hours.
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The zonal variation of the vertical component of
vorticity, convergence, and horizontal potential
temperature gradient, calculated at 120m above the
surface after fifteen hours of integration, are
displayed in Figs 8(a) and 8(b) for F and FD
respectively. At this time, the cyclonic vorticity,
convergence, and horizontal potential temperature
gradient for F have maximum values of 7 x 1071,
17 x 10%!, and 1.7 (K/10km), whereas the
corresponding quantities for FD are 8 x 107!, 42
x 105!, and 2.3 (K/10km). Comparison of Figs
8(a) and 8(b) discloses the surface front in the latter
to be located roughly 30 km further inland,
indicating a weak acceleration in the presence of
heating. For E the frontal speed at this time is
8.3ms™, while for FD it is 9.6ms™.

Fig. 8 Zonal variation of vertical vorticity, ¢ (solid
line), horizontal divergence, Jw/ dx (dashed
line), and horizontal temperature gradient,
38/6x (short/long dashed line), for (a) F and
b) FD at a height z = 120m after 15 hours.

, duw/dx, and 36/9x have units of 107",
105", and K (10km)™!, respectively.
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