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INTRODUCTION

Any dynamical study of an estuarine system has
to include both current and density distributions,
simply because they are deeply interconnected. The
relative forcing of river discharge and tidal range,
together with the effect of winds, waves, and the
geomorphology of the basin, will determine the
level of vertical and horizontal stratification. In par-
ticular, stratification will be modified as the tidal
current changes its strength through an individual
tidal cycle or the neap-spring cycle, either by differ-
ential horizontal advection or through shear-induced
mixing. This results in a rapid response of the estu-
arine system and makes it difficult to assess the prin-
cipal factors responsible for the observed density

and current distributions with limited data sets. The
existing stratification, on the other hand, will shape
the instantaneous and mean currents. Stratification
will enhance lateral advection but reduce vertical
exchange. With strong vertical stratification, for
example, the upper and lower layers may be rather
uncoupled, the tidal wave having quite different
amplitudes and phases. 

Furthermore, tidal propagation is a highly non-
linear phenomenon, which results in higher harmon-
ics and residual currents with pronounced spatial
gradients. The effect of a non-linear mechanism on
tidal constituents is to cause a modulation and/or
distortion of these constituents, and to contribute
towards a non-zero residual (zero-frequency) circu-
lation (Parker, 1991). The important role of such a
residual circulation in the net salt and sediment
transport, as well as in pollutant flushing, within the
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estuary, demands an accurate description of the tidal
circulation in estuaries (LeBlond, 1991).

The circulation-stratification feedback mechanism
takes place in many different interacting ways, mak-
ing the overall picture difficult to grasp and changing
this picture from one estuary to another. The biologi-
cal and chemical consequences of this interaction are,
however, important. A stable density gradient may
increase the horizontal dispersion and contribute to
the entrance of salt, nutrients and pollutants into the
estuary. Periodic and episodic vertical homogeneity is
responsible for the replenishment of nutrients in the
surface water, and oxygen in bottom waters, but may
reduce the entrance of salt water. A subsequent peri-
od of stratification in a shallow water column may
then lead to anoxic conditions, determining the verti-
cal transfer of heat and light.

In this work we examine the propagation and
modification of the tide through the Lake Maracaibo
estuarine system, in particular investigating the spa-

tial variations in the phase and amplitude of tidal
currents as the estuary widens and the degree of
stratification changes. It appears that the tide is
greatly modified throughout the estuary, mainly
because of the way the different constituents res-
onate with the different basins composing the sys-
tem, but also because of the creation of higher tidal
harmonics. 

The Lake Maracaibo estuarine system

This is a coupled ocean-lake system connected
through a partially mixed estuary, located on the
Caribbean coast of Venezuela. The dynamic charac-
teristics of this estuarine system result from the
motion and interaction of sea and fresh water in its
different water bodies: gulf, bay, strait, lake, and
rivers (Fig. 1). The Gulf of Venezuela communicates
at its southern boundary with El Tablazo Bay
through three narrow inlets. El Tablazo Bay is a
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FIG. 1. – Map of the Lake Maracaibo estuarine system with the location of stations (black boxes) and transects (dotted line) used in this study.



broad shallow embayment enclosed by barrier bars
and islands and connected with the Strait of Mara-
caibo. El Tablazo Bay and the Strait of Maracaibo
form a typical partially mixed estuary. The Lake of
Maracaibo, a salt stratified water body, is located at
the southern end of the Strait of Maracaibo. A navi-
gation channel, that reaches depths of 15 m, crosses
the system from the Gulf to the Lake. 

The circulation in the estuarine system is con-
trolled by the conjunction of wind, river discharge,
and tidal forcing. In this work we have concentrated
on tidal forcing and its interaction with other
processes. Tides are important in this system, being
responsible for current reversals and salt-water
intrusions. In particular, it is through tidal action that
salt water enters El Tablazo Bay and the Strait of
Maracaibo, where it mixes with the outflowing lake
water. The resulting brackish mixture enters the lake
at its northern end, and flows down along the bottom
to form a saline hypolimnion (lower layer). The
two-layer system is stirred up, with salt being trans-
ported up into the epilimnion (upper layer). The
water of the epilimnion has a mean cyclonic circula-
tion, with surface water escaping from the lake
along the eastern shore. The relative importance of
the forces responsible for the generation of the
cyclonic circulation is not yet well known.

The precipitation on the Lake Maracaibo basin
presents maximum values in October/November
and April/May, and minimum values in Febru-
ary/March and July/August. The October/November
maximum is greater than the April/May, while the
February/March minimum is much lower than the
July/August minimum. The surface water flows out
along the Strait of Maracaibo and through El Tabla-
zo Bay with velocities related to recent rainfall over
the drainage basin, mixing with salt water intro-
duced by tidal action from the Gulf of Venezuela.

The wind variability in the estuarine system
depends on the northeastern trade winds and sea-
land breezes. The trade winds blow all year in this
area, being more intense during the December-April
period. The sea-land breezes present diurnal oscilla-
tions and predominate when the trade winds are less
intense between May and November.

Tidal forcing in the Lake Maracaibo estuarine
system

Tides in the Caribbean Sea are of mixed-diurnal
type. The semi-diurnal tides, however, resonate in
the Gulf of Venezuela because of its dimensions,

and become dominant in the southern corner of the
Gulf of Venezuela, within El Tablazo Bay, and in the
Strait of Maracaibo. In Lake Maracaibo, because of
its dimensions, the diurnal constituents again pre-
vail. Thus, a major characteristic of the Lake Mara-
caibo estuarine system is that the tidal regime
changes from mixed diurnal to semi-diurnal in its
northern portion, to mainly semi-diurnal in its cen-
tral region, and to diurnal in its southern extreme
(Redfield et al., 1955; Redfield, 1961; Molines et
al., 1989). 

Redfield’s (1961) and Molines and Fornerino’s
(1985) analyses for the semi-diurnal constituents
show the existence of a nodal line in the northern
end of the Lake, near La Salina, while an antinode is
present in the central portion of El Tablazo Bay. The
diurnal constituents have a node concurrent with the
semi-diurnal antinode found in El Tablazo Bay.
Tidal amplitudes within Lake Maracaibo are less
than 3 cm at various frequency bands. Non-linear
interaction in the Bay and the Strait, however, gen-
erates small but measurable overtides in the third
and fourth diurnal bands, which have received little
attention to date (Lynch et al., 1990).

OBSERVATIONS AND METHODS

During the 1980s and 1990s INTEVEP
(Research and Development Center of Petróleos de
Venezuela, S.A.) made a number of measurements
and deployed current meter arrays at stations situat-
ed along the estuarine system. In this paper we ana-
lyze two different types of data set. First, the densi-
ty data of two transects along the estuary, taken from
El Tablazo Bay to the southern end of the Strait of
Maracaibo during flood and ebb tide conditions.
Second, the current meter data recorded at several
stations during both high and low lake-runoff condi-
tions. Specifically, we examine the current data from
two stations in the Gulf of Venezuela, three stations
along the main stem of the Strait, three stations
across the entrance to Lake Maracaibo, and two sta-
tions in Lake Maracaibo. The location of the stations
is shown in Figure 1, and the instrument and water
bottom depths are given in Table 1. 

Hourly water velocity were obtained from 10
minutes average Aanderaa rotor current meter data.
The data were harmonically analysed using a least-
squares technique. To investigate the structure of the
tidal currents it is advantageous to use the clockwise
and anticlockwise rotary components. This form of
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counter rotating vectors is basic to calculate the
ellipse characteristics: semi-major (M) and semi-
minor (m) axes, phase and orientation of the semi-
major axis, and ellipticity (m/M). Ellipticity values
range between 1 for anticlockwise rotation and -1
for clockwise rotation, with a zero value for linear
currents. The orientation is measured anticlockwise
from the east, a negative semi-minor axis indicating
clockwise rotation. The number of constituents that
may be found with the harmonic analysis depends
on the length of the time series. The records from
MJ, CB, IP, BJ, MG and LO stations are at least 26
days duration allowing the resolution of the neigh-
boring tidal constituents M2, S2, K1, and O1, as well
as upper harmonics constituents. However, the
records from stations A, B, C and F are three days
long, which only allows identification of the princi-
pal diurnal and semi-diurnal constituents. The
results indicate high spatial variability of the tidal
ellipses, both for the principal semi-diurnal/diurnal
constituents and for the major non-linear con-
stituents. 

The high variability of the tidal ellipses led us to
carry out a rotary analysis to examine the shape of
the tidal ellipses and the tidal frequency energy dis-
tribution. The rotary analysis of currents involves
the separation of the velocity vector for a specified
frequency, ω, into clockwise and anticlockwise
rotating circular components with amplitudes A− y
A+ and relative phases θ−, θ+, respectively. Thus,
instead of dealing with the amplitudes and phases of
two Cartesian components we deal with the ampli-
tudes and phases of two circular components (A−, θ−;
A+, θ+). The addition vector of these two oppositely
rotating circular vectors causes the tip of the com-
bined vector to trace out an ellipse over one com-
plete cycle. The eccentricity of the ellipse, e, is
determined by the relative amplitudes of the two
components. Motions at frequency ω are circularly

polarized if one of the two components is zero, rec-
tilinear if both circularly polarized components have
the same magnitude. The analysis of a current vec-
tor series in terms of two counter rotating vectors
also provides information on some of the ellipse
characteristics, such as the size of the semi-major
and semi-minor axes, and the phase and orientation
of the semi-major axis. 

One important advantage of the rotary analysis is
that many of the rotary properties, such as spectral
energy, S- (ω) and S+(ω), and rotary coefficient,
r(ω), are invariant under coordinate rotation, so are
not affected by local steering of currents or by the
local geomorphology. The sense of rotation of the
vector about the ellipse is given by the rotary coef-
ficient

values of the rotary coefficient range from r = -1,
clockwise motion, to r = +1, anticlockwise motion,
with r = 0 corresponding to unidirectional flow.

RESULTS

Several studies carried out in the Lake Mara-
caibo estuarine system indicate that the tide and
tidal currents have high spatial (Redfield et al.,
1955; Sutton et al., 1974; Parra-Pardi, 1983) and
temporal variability (Masciangioli et al., 1984;
Pelegrí et al., 1986, 1987, 1988). So far, however,
most of the previously reported efforts have inves-
tigated the patterns of variation of the tidal eleva-
tion. Here we have compiled and analyzed current
series from 10 stations in order to describe the
main characteristics of the tidal currents and to
identify the relative importance of tidal move-
ments on the stratification and residual circulation
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TABLE 1. – Stations in the Lake Maracaibo Estuarine System.

Station Location Station depth Instrument depth 
designator (m) (m)

MJ Gulf 55 6.5
CB Gulf 23 6.5
IP Bay 12 4
BJ Strait 11 4
A Strait 7 4
B Strait 13 4 and 7
C Strait 10 4 and 9.5
F Strait 10 4
MG Lake 30 6.5
LO Lake 27 2.5

TABLE 2. – Tidal current regime as expressed in terms of the form
factor (0 to 0.25 semi-diurnal; 0.25 to 1.5 mixed, mainly semi-
diurnal; 1.5 to 3.0 mixed, mainly diurnal; greater than 3.0 diurnal). 

Station Tidal constituents Factor form, F Tidal regime
(cm/s) (K1+O1)/

K1 O1 M2 S2 (M2+ S 2)

MJ 2.7 1.3 8.2 2.4 0.38 Mixed semi-diurnal
CB 4.6 3.1 11.5 1.6 0.59 Mixed semi-diurnal
IP 42.7 22.9 54.3 6.0 1.10 Mixed semi-diurnal
BJ 7.9 3.9 23.1 3.6 0.44 Mixed semi-diurnal
LO 1.3 1.1 1.0 0.5 1.60 Mixed diurnal
MG 1.1 0.4 0.5 0.5 1.50 Mixed diurnal



within the estuary. The residual current is the non-
tidal part of the current, caused by processes dif-
ferent than the tidal force or tidal interactions in
shallow water.

The tidal regime is commonly expressed in terms
of a form factor, which quantifies the relative impor-
tance of the diurnal (K1, O1) and semi-diurnal (M2,
S2) tidal constituents. Table 2 shows such a form
factor for the major axis of the tidal ellipse as
obtained from each station. The tidal currents
change from mixed diurnal and semi-diurnal, when
entering the system at its northern tip, to mainly
semi-diurnal in its middle portion, and diurnal in the
southern regions.

Three dimensional current structure 

The vertical current structure was studied in
February 1990 (dry season) with current meters
simultaneously deployed at four moorings: A, B, C
and F (Fig. 1). There were three moorings located
across the entrance to Lake Maracaibo with one
current meter in station A (4 m) and two current
meters in both stations B (4, 7 m) and C (4, 9.5 m).
At all depths the current presents a northwestern-
southeastern oscillation, with the intensity of the
oscillation decreasing with depth and its orienta-
tion turning East-West. In station F (4 m) further
north, about 10 km away, the oscillation is mainly
North-South, entirely following the orientation of
the main channel.

Table 3 summarizes the ellipse parameters of the
principal tidal constituent, M2, as obtained from the
harmonic analysis of the data. For this constituent
the ellipse rotation is clockwise at stations A and F,
at 4 m depth, and at station B, at 7 m depth. Never-
theless, it is anticlockwise in station B, at 4 m depth,
and in station C, at 4 and 9.5 m depths. In all cases,
however, the tidal semi-diurnal ellipses show weak
rotation (0.002<ε<0.025, anticlockwise; -0.076<ε<-
0.050, clockwise). These small ellipticity values
indicate an unidirectional character of the currents,
typical of a cooscillating tide. 

The magnitude of the tidal ellipses in stations B,
C, and F, at 4 m depth, varies between 42.1 and 48.6
cm/s. In station A, located in very shallow waters,
the ellipses are over 20% larger. The magnitude of
the tidal ellipse decreases with depth at all stations.
The surface current is slightly out of phase in stations
A, B, and C: 58.9º, 72.6º, and 68.2º, respectively. At
one single location the phase of the current changes
slightly with depth: 72.6º at 4 m, 67.9º at 7 m (station
B); 68.2º at 4 m, 61.4º at 9.5 m (station C). Likewise,
the orientation of the tidal ellipse, as measured in
degrees anticlockwise from the East, changes slight-
ly between different stations and depths. These
results are likely due to the different water response
at each position, which is related to the local vertical
and horizontal density stratification. 

The rotary spectral analysis of current data from
all stations shows that the semi-diurnal band is the
most energetic. For example, at 4 m depth at sta-
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TABLE 3. – Tidal ellipse characteristics of the M2 semi-diurnal constituent at stations A, B, C, and F (February 21 to 23, 1990). The ellipticity
ranges from –1, clockwise rotation, to 1, anticlockwise rotation: -1 < ε < 1. The angle of orientation is measured anticlockwise from the east.

Station Depth (m) Semi-minor axis, Semi-major axis, Ellipticity Phase (º) Orientation (º)
m (cm/s) M (cm/s) m/M

A 4 -3.0 60.3 - 0.050 58.9 119.4
B 4 1.2 48.6 0.025 72.6 116.7
B 7 -3.2 41.9 -0.076 67.9 136.1
C 4 0.1 42.1 0.002 68.2 128.0
C 9.5 0.4 33.4 0.012 61.4 136.9
F 4 -2.9 47.8 -0.061 79.9 84.3

TABLE 4. – Tidal ellipse characteristics of the semi-diurnal spectral band at stations A, B, C, and F (February 21 to 23,1990). The rotary 
coefficient ranges from -1, clockwise motion, to 1, anticlockwise motion: -1 < r < 1.

Station Depth (m) m (cm/s) M (cm/s) Orientation (º) Rotatory Coefficient Stability Coefficient

A 4 -3.1 58.7 118.1 -0.106 0.998
B 4 1.0 44.9 117.6 0.045 0.997
B 7 -3.8 38.2 135.9 -0.197 0.986
C 4 -0.3 38.1 128.1 -0.015 0.999
C 9.5 0.8 30.5 136.6 0.052 0.997
F 4 -2.7 43.0 265.1 -0.123 0.999



tion C the contribution of the semi-diurnal band is
85.1% and the contribution of the diurnal band is
9.3%. The stability of the ellipse semi-major axis is
very high for the semi-diurnal band (Table 4). The
length of the time series at stations A, B, C, and F,
however, is too short to examine the energy con-
tained at lower frequencies. The analysis will be
done below for station BJ (Table 5) which is locat-
ed near these stations.

Table 4 shows the ellipse parameters and the
rotation coefficient in the spectral semi-diurnal band
(0.0833 cph). The results illustrate a dominant semi-
diurnal current (69 to 85%), with a minor energetic
diurnal constituent (5 to 18%). The rotary coeffi-
cient illustrates the same behavior as derived from
the ellipticity obtained using the harmonic analysis.
The ellipse orientation and the semi-major/semi-
minor axes for the semi-diurnal spectral band have
very similar values to those obtained for the M2 con-
stituent in the harmonic analysis. Both results con-
firm the influence of stratification on the three-
dimensional current structure.

Impact of tidal motion on residual circulation
and mixing

The transport of salt, nutrients, and pollutants
from Maracaibo Strait to Lake Maracaibo must be
closely related to the development and decay of
stratification within the estuary. The stratification
itself is controlled by winds and tides (short term),
and by fresh water discharge within the basin (long
term), in what is certainly a rather complex interac-
tive process. Table 5 summarizes the results of the
harmonic analysis for several stations within the
estuarine system, for periods of different precipita-
tion in the basin. 

The stations in the Gulf of Venezuela (stations MJ
and CB) present mixed semi-diurnal tidal currents.
The diurnal and semi-diurnal constituents increase
southwards, from the entrance to the Gulf of
Venezuela (station MJ) to El Tablazo Bay (station IP).
In the southern tip of the Gulf (station CB), as well as
in El Tablazo Bay and the Strait of Maracaibo (station
BJ), the residual current is relatively small as com-
pared with the tidal current. The stations in Lake
Maracaibo present mixed diurnal tidal currents but
the diurnal and semi-diurnal oscillations are very
small. A considerably large semimonthly oscillation
is present in the estuarine system. This oscillation has
no direct astronomical origin, being very likely
caused by non-linear tidal interaction. 

Figure 2 shows the results of the spectral analy-
sis for stations IP and BJ during two similar periods,
illustrating the dominance of the semi-diurnal cur-
rent. This figure also illustrates how the spectrum
changes at IP from March to June. In March the
semi-diurnal band is more energetic, whereas in
June the diurnal band dominates. This may be relat-
ed to the reduction of the trade winds during the
May-November period and the consequent predom-
inance of the sea-land breezes, making it logical to
expect that the dynamic response of the water body
will be at this frequency. 

Figure 3 presents two density sections across the
navigation channel (mean depth 13 m) between El
Tablazo Bay (station T41) and the southern end of
the Strait of Maracaibo (station B94) from north to
south (Figure 1), during ebb tide and flood tide con-
ditions. The conductivity, temperature and currents
were recorded at 4, 7 and 9 meters depth at nine sta-
tions separated by some 5 to 8 km. From these sec-
tions it seems clear that there is significant longitu-
dinal water advection with the tide, such that by the
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TABLE 5. – Semi-major axis of the tidal ellipse (cm/s) for different stations and periods. Zo is the vector average of the current observations 
and Msf is the semi-monthly constituent. 

Station Period Days Precipitation ZO Msf K1 O1 M2 S2

MJ 20/5-11/7/88 53 rainy 19.1 10.0 2.1 1.6 7.6 0.8
MJ 22/10-18/12/88 58 rainy 11.4 10.0 2.7 1.3 8.2 2.4
CB 15/1-14/5/88 121 dry-rainy 2.7 1.4 1.1 1.4 9.5 0.7
CB 21/10-30/11/88 41 rainy 5.5 3.9 4.6 3.1 11.5 1.6
IP 7/3-8/4/88 33 rainy 5.1 13.4 19.9 16.6 42.3 6.8
IP 3/6-9/7/88 36 dry-rainy 12.4 6.6 42.7 22.9 54.3 6.0
BJ 7/3-31/5/88 86 rainy 5.6 1.1 7.9 3.9 23.1 3.6
BJ 5/5- 28/6/90 55 rainy 2.1 0.7 7.7 3.0 20.6 3.6
MG 1-26/3/84 26 dry 20.4 2.3 4.5 0.5 0.4 1.3
MG 26/4-31/5/84 35 rainy 21.7 1.9 1.3 0.8 0.6 0.3
MG 1/6-20/7/84 50 dry 15.2 4.9 0.9 0.6 0.3 0.7
MG 18/10-11/84 28 rainy 12.6 2.7 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.3
LO 17/1-25/2/86 40 dry 10.5 5.2 1.3 0.6 1.1 0.6



end of the ebbing water the density has decreased
considerably in El Tablazo Bay. Another character-
istic is the existence of a wedge of relatively dense
water that appears at the northern position after the
flooding tide and probably propagates along the
navigation channel in the Maracaibo Strait. Tidal
straining caused by shear in the velocity profile
leads to the large variation in stratification during
the tidal cycle: for example, current velocities in sta-
tion T49 are 54, 41 and 19 cm/s during the ebb tide,
and 16, 11 and 7 cm/s during the flood tide, from top
to bottom. The surface water travels faster, and
makes a longer trajectory, than the near-bed water.
On the ebb tide relatively fresh water in the upper

portion of the water column has a northward differ-
ential displacement and stratification increases. On
the flood tide the differential movement will tend to
diminish the stratification. Tidal straining can thus
be a main control on the strength of the stratification
through differential buoyancy input. Figure 3 also
suggests the possibility of periodic mixing within
the Strait of Maracaibo. Such periodic destratifica-
tion would modify the tidal ellipses, as we observed
at stations A, B, C and F, and reduce the water
exchange with Lake Maracaibo. Since instability
and mixing is proportional to the square of the
velocity difference between both layers, we may
expect that the tidal oscillation, in conjunction with
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FIG. 2. – Spectral analysis of stations IP, located in El Tablazo Bay, and BJ, located at the southern extreme of the Strait of Maracaibo.



river discharge, will be the principal factor responsi-
ble for vertical mixing.

The surface current at station MG, in the southeast-
ern portion of the Lake, flows to the north-northeast
(Fig. 4), while the surface current at station LO, near
the center of Lake Maracaibo, flows west-southwest
(Fig. 5). The representation of the North-South and
East-West components in a scatter plot confirms the
anticlockwise circulation model proposed for the lake
(Redfield et al., 1955). The temporal series at both sta-
tions show long period oscillations. The results of the
harmonic analysis at these stations (Table 5) confirm
the relative importance of the fortnightly Msf con-
stituent, this being higher at LO than at MG. 

The character of the semi-monthly oscillations in
the lake, likely of non-linear tidal origin, is shown
by the current velocity time series recorded at sever-
al depths at station LO, during the dry season (Fig.

6). The oscillations at the surface and at 10 m depth
have almost the same amplitude and are in phase. At
20 m depth the oscillations are somewhat damped,
but remain in phase with the surface movements.
The regularity of this oscillation suggests a tidal
rather than a meteorological origin. 

We have employed the rotary spectral analysis of
surface current data from the Lake to examine the
possible importance of non-linear higher harmonics
or other factors. Figure 7 shows the rotary spectra
(clockwise and anticlockwise contributions) at sta-
tions LO, near the center of the lake, and MG, locat-
ed at the southeastern zone. Both S- and S+ are plot-
ted as functions of frequency magnitude, ⏐f⏐ ≥0,
with solid and dashed lines corresponding to the
clockwise and anticlockwise spectra, respectively.
The semi-diurnal and diurnal periods are predomi-
nantly clockwise at both stations. The results illus-
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FIG. 3. – Longitudinal density section (kg/m3) from El Tablazo Bay (T41) to the southern end of the Strait of Maracaibo (B94), during ebb 
tide (upper figure) and flood tide (lower figure) conditions.
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FIG. 4. – Representation of the North-South (v) and East-West (u) components of the current velocity at station MG, both as a scatter plot and 
as a time series. The thin line corresponds to measured values and the thick line to tidal current predictions.

FIG. 5. – Representation of the North-South (v) and East-West (u) components of the current velocity at station LO, both as a scatter plot and 
as a time series. The thin line corresponds to measured values and the thick line to tidal current predictions.



trate the existence of a near-inertial peak in the
clockwise spectra at both stations. The observed
periods are higher than the local theoretical inertial
period, approximately 69 hours (0.0145 cph), at sta-
tion LO (0.0133 cph) and lower in MG station
(0.0178 cph). There are many possible ways in
which the period of inertial movements may be
modified. The observed inertial period may be
affected by the presence of stratification, the process
of wave propagation, or the existence of horizontal
velocity gradients (Gonella, 1971). The energy at
the near-inertial band is somewhat smaller near the

Lake shore because of the inhibition of inertial cur-
rents at the boundary. 

The results also point to the importance of the
semi-monthly oscillation, Msf, principally clock-
wise at LO and anticlockwise at MG. The large
amplitude of the semi-monthly constituent at LO
may be influenced by stratification caused by fresh
water discharge into the system. The isolated peak at
the frequency 0.0067 cph (149 hours) in station MG
could perhaps be a Kelvin type wave, similar to the
basin scale motion described by Saggio and Imberg-
er (1998) for Lake Biwa. 
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FIG. 6. – Times series of the current velocity at 2, 10, and 20 m depths at station LO (after Pelegrí et al., 1986). 



CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of current time series shows that the
tide, and its interactions with other phenomena such
as winds and fresh water discharge, is the dominant
source of current variability in the Lake Maracaibo
estuarine system. This variability controls the
entrance of salt water to the Lake and provides a
mechanism for periodic exchange within the water
column. The results indicate that water mass
exchange may be associated with different time
scales: semi-diurnal, diurnal, and longer periods,
such as semi-monthly and monthly. 

Tidal oscillation is the main factor responsible
for periodic stratification and mixing within the
Strait of Maracaibo. The spatial stratification and its
short-term variability plays a role in the resulting
tidal ellipses, in particular making the surface and
bottom layers rather uncoupled. This situation may
be particularly evident during some phases of the
semi-monthly spring-neap cycle, probably because
of the relation of mixing and the intensity of tidal
currents.

Non-linear interactions appear to be very impor-
tant within Lake Maracaibo, and may be responsible
for the generation of residual currents. The semi-

monthly oscillation in Lake Maracaibo could be due
to the interaction between the incoming tide and the
outgoing fresh water flow, in the fashion suggested
by Godin (1991) as a barotropic non-linear interac-
tion; or a baroclinic non-linear interaction where
density variations are important. In Lake Maracaibo
other motions such as inertial and Kelvin type
movements may also be present.

Although the general circulation in the Lake
Maracaibo estuarine system is rather well known,
the small-scale processes that determinate the mass
exchange at the entrance to the Lake and into the
hypolimnion demand a more accurate description.
The dynamics of this enclosed system is rather
unique, with water bodies interacting among them-
selves and responding to external forcing, suggest-
ing a nearly ideal laboratory to study many different
physical processes.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors wish to thank PDVSA for making
their data available during a visit of A.M.A. to the
institution with financial assistance from INTEVEP
and the University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria.

TIDAL CURRENTS AND MIXING 165

FIG. 7. – Rotary spectral analysis at stations LO, near the center of the Lake, and MG, in the southeastern zone. Solid and dashed lines cor-
respond to the clockwise and anticlockwise components, respectively.



The authors also thank Mercedes Escaples and Iván
Galindo for making possible to participate in the
“Ecological Evaluation of the Maracaibo Lake” pro-
ject, and Germán Febres for a number of interesting
suggestions and constructive discussions.

REFERENCES

Godin, G. – 1991. Frictional effects in river tides. In: B.B. Parker
(ed.), Tidal Hydrodynamics, pp 379-402. John Wiley & Sons,
New York. 

Gonella, J. – 1971. A local study of inertial oscillations in the upper
layers of the ocean. Deep-Sea Res., 18: 775-788.

LeBlond, P.H. – 1991. Tides and their interactions with other
oceanographic phenomena in shallow water. In: B.B. Parker
(ed.), Tidal Hydrodynamics, pp 357- 378. John Wiley & Sons,
Inc, New York. 

Lynch, D.R., F.E. Werner, J.M. Molines and M. Fornerino. – 1990.
Tidal dynamics in a coupled ocean/lake system. Estuar. Coast.
Shelf Sci., 31: 319-343.

Masciangioli, P, J.L.Pelegrí and R. Ávila. – 1984. Breve descrip-
ción de las corrientes, mareas, vientos y oleaje en la Bahía El
Tablazo. Informe interno, INTEVEP.

Molines, J.M. and M. Fornerino. – 1985. Proyecto de Investi-
gación: Circulación en el Lago de Maracaibo. Convenio LUZ-
ICLAM. La Universidad del Zulia, Facultad de Ingeniería,
Departamento de Hidráulica. 152 pp.

Molines, J.M., M. Fornerino and C. Le Provost. 1989. Tidal spec-
troscopy of a coastal area: Observed and simulated tides of the
Lake Maracaibo System. Cont. Shelf Res., 9: 301-323.

Parker, B.B. 1991. The relative importance of the various nonlinear
mechanisms in a wide range of tidal interactions. In: B.B. Park-
er (ed.), Tidal Hydrodynamics, pp 237-268. John Wiley &
Sons, Inc. New York. 

Parra-Pardi, G. – 1983. Cone-shaped hypolimnion and local reactor
as outstanding features in eutrophication of Lake Maracaibo. J.
Great Lakes. Res, 9: 439-451. 

Pelegrí, J.L., P. Masciangioli, C. Villoria, R. Avila and B. Alonso. –
1986. Mediciones de Corrientes y Vientos en Planta Lama, Lago
de Maracaibo. INT-01629,86. Departamento de Tecnología de
Producción. Sección de Estudios Ambientales. Unidad de Mete-
orología y Oceanografía. INTEVEP. PDVSA. 45 pp.

Pelegrí, J.L. and P. Masciangioli. – 1987. Predicción de corrientes
en Puerto Miranda. Tablas para 1987. Departamento de Tec-
nología de Producción. Sección de Estudios Ambientales.
Unidad de Meteorología y Oceanografía. INT-EPTP-00015,87.
INTEVEP. PDVSA. 204 pp.

Pelegrí, J.L., R. Ávila, C. Villoria and P. Masciangioli. – 1988.
Condiciones Hidrográficas en la Bahía El Tablazo y el Estre-
cho de Maracaibo. Informe Técnico INTEVEP S.A., INT-
EPTP-00012, 88. 167 pp.

Redfield, A.C., B.H. Ketchum and D.F. Bumpus. – 1955. The
hydrography of Lake Maracaibo, Venezuela. Report to Creole
Petroleum Corporation, Unpubl. Manuscript Ref. 55-59.
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. 152 pp.

Redfield, A.C. – 1961. The tidal system of the Lake Maracaibo,
Venezuela. Limnol. Oceanogr., 6: 1-12.

Saggio, A and Imberger, J. – 1998. Internal wave weather in a strat-
ified lake. Limnol. Oceanogr., 43: 1780-1795.

Sutton, E.A et al. – 1974. Study of effects of oil discharges and
domestic and industrial wastewaters on the fisheries of Lake
Maracaibo, Venezuela. Vol. I. Ecological Characterization and
Domestic and Industrial Wastes. Ed. W. L. Templeton, Battelle
Pacific Northwest Laboratories. Report to Creole Petroleum
Corporation. 175 pp.

166 A.M. ANTORANZ et al.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings true
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 400
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 400
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /KOR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe7f6e521b5efa76840020005000440046002065876863ff0c5c065305542b66f49ad8768456fe50cf52068fa87387ff0c4ee575284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d6253537030028be5002000500044004600206587686353ef4ee54f7f752800200020004100630072006f00620061007400204e0e002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020548c66f49ad87248672c62535f0030028fd94e9b8bbe7f6e89816c425d4c51655b574f533002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d5b9a5efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef65305542b8f039ad876845f7150cf89e367905ea6ff0c9069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d521753703002005000440046002065874ef653ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000520065006100640065007200200035002e0030002053ca66f465b07248672c4f86958b555f300290194e9b8a2d5b9a89816c425d4c51655b57578b3002>
    /ESP <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [566.929 822.047]
>> setpagedevice


