Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

ScienceDirect
Geochimica et Cosmochimica Acta 197 (2017) 417–432
www.elsevier.com/locate/gca

Aerobic respiration along isopycnals leads to overestimation
of the isotope eﬀect of denitriﬁcation in the ocean water column
Dario Marconi ⇑, Sebastian Kopf, Patrick A. Rafter, Daniel M. Sigman
Department of Geosciences, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ, USA
Received 25 April 2013; accepted in revised form 14 October 2016; available online 24 October 2016

Abstract
The nitrogen (N) isotopes provide an integrative geochemical tool for constraining the ﬁxed N budget of the ocean. However, N isotope budgeting requires a robust estimate for the organism-scale nitrogen isotope eﬀect of denitriﬁcation, in particular as it occurs in water column denitriﬁcation zones (ewcd). Ocean ﬁeld data interpreted with the Rayleigh model have
typically yielded estimates for ewcd of between 20 and 30‰. However, recent ﬁndings have raised questions about this value.
In particular, culture experiments can produce a substantially lower isotope eﬀect (13‰) under conditions mimicking those
of ocean suboxic zones. In an eﬀort to better understand prior ﬁeld estimates of ewcd, we use a geochemical multi-box model to
investigate the combined eﬀects of denitriﬁcation, aerobic respiration, and isopycnal exchange on the d15N of nitrate. In the
context of this admittedly simplistic model, we consider three isopycnals extending from the Southern Ocean to the Eastern
Tropical North Paciﬁc (ETNP). We show that the data from the ETNP suboxic zone can be reproduced with an ewcd of 13‰,
given a rate of aerobic respiration consistent with the nutrient data on these isopycnals and a plausible range in the d15N of the
sinking ﬂux being remineralized. We discuss the limitations of our analysis, additional considerations, as well as possible databased tests for the proposal of a lower ewcd than previously estimated. All else held constant, a lower ewcd would imply a lower
global ocean rate of denitriﬁcation that is more similar to the estimated rate of N input to the global ocean, providing a major
impetus for further investigation.
Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Dinitrogen (N2) is abundant in the Earth’s atmosphere,
but the high energy required to break its strong triple bond
makes this form of N unavailable to the biosphere except
through a restricted set of microorganisms capable of N ﬁxation. Nitrogen ﬁxing cyanobacteria in the surface waters
of the open ocean appear to represent the dominant source
of the ocean’s bio-available (‘‘ﬁxed”) N. Denitriﬁcation, the
reduction of nitrate to N2 (via N-oxide intermediates) during the respiration of organic matter under oxygen-deﬁcient
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conditions, represents the dominant loss of ﬁxed N from
the oceans. Denitriﬁcation occurs at signiﬁcant rates both
in suboxic zones of the ocean interior (water column denitriﬁcation, wcd) and in marine sediments (sedimentary denitriﬁcation, sd).
Most water column denitriﬁcation occurs in welldelineated suboxic zones in speciﬁc regions of the ocean
interior (most importantly, the eastern tropical North and
South Paciﬁc and the Arabian Sea). The use of hydrographic and geochemical data allows for rate estimates
for each of these denitriﬁcation zones and thus a reasonably
robust global estimate for wcd (Codispoti and Christensen,
1985; Deutsch et al., 2001; DeVries et al., 2012, 2013). In
contrast, sedimentary denitriﬁcation is equally or more
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important on a global basis, but it is widely distributed and
spatially heterogeneous, making it prohibitive to measure
its globally integrated rate by direct methods. To overcome
this limitation, the nitrogen isotope system has been used to
constrain the partitioning between sd and wcd (Brandes
and Devol, 2002). In combination with wcd rate estimates,
global rates can be inferred for sd and thus for total denitriﬁcation (td, which is sd + wcd).
The partitioning between sd and wcd has been estimated
as follows (Brandes and Devol, 2002): mean ocean nitrate
d15N is 5‰ vs. air and thus 6‰ higher than that of N
ﬁxation, the main input of N to the ocean (d15NIN  1‰;
Carpenter et al., 1997). At steady state, denitriﬁcation must
remove nitrate with a d15N of 1‰ (equivalent to the
source). Therefore, on a global basis, the ‘‘net isotope
eﬀect” of denitriﬁcation, the isotope eﬀect of the entire process as it applies in the environment (and in this speciﬁc
case at the scale of the global ocean as a whole), is 6‰,
the positive value indicating preferential consumption of
14
N relative to 15N (here, the isotope eﬀect, e, is deﬁned
as 1000 (14k/15k – 1) in permil (‰), where 14k and 15k are
the rate coeﬃcients of the reactions for the 14N- and 15Nbearing forms of NO
3 , respectively). This net fractionation
comprises the combined fractionation from both wcd and
sd, weighted for their relative rates. The isotope eﬀect of
sd, when considered at the scale of the sediment water interface, is low relative to that of wcd mostly because the
nitrate ﬂux into sediment pore waters is often consumed
quantitatively, such that the biological isotope eﬀect is
not expressed outside the sediments (Brandes and Devol,
1997, 2002; Sigman et al., 2001; Sebilo et al., 2003;
Lehmann et al., 2004, 2007), although nitriﬁcation can step
in to cause net fractionation during N loss in some environments (Granger et al., 2011; Alkhatib et al., 2012). For simplicity, we assume that esd (the net isotope eﬀect for the
entire process of sedimentary N loss at the scale of the sediment/water interface) is 0‰. With this assumption, the
partitioning between sedimentary and water column denitriﬁcation solely depends on the isotope eﬀect of water column denitriﬁcation:
6‰ ¼ X wcd  ewcd þ X sd  esd

ð1aÞ

X wcd ¼ 6‰=ewcd

ð1bÞ

X sd ¼ 1  X wcd

ð1cÞ

where Xwcd and Xsd are the fractional contributions of wcd
and sd to total denitriﬁcation. From (1b), the importance of
the value of ewcd becomes apparent: the higher the isotope
fractionation of wcd, the lower the wcd ﬂux as a fraction
of total ocean denitriﬁcation. Conversely, sd increases as
a fraction of td. If this is combined with an independent
estimate of the rate of nitrate loss by water column denitriﬁcation (e.g., DeVries et al., 2012), then a high ewcd implies
a high td. Conversely, a smaller ewcd would, in turn, imply
higher Xwcd and a lower td.
Importantly, this framework is signiﬁcantly altered if
one considers that water column denitriﬁcation occurs in
spatially constrained suboxic zones, where it consumes a
signiﬁcant fraction of the nitrate locally (up to 50%;
DeVries et al., 2013). When the global ocean exchanges

with waters from inside a suboxic zone, the d15N of the mixing product is biased towards the end member with the
higher nitrate concentration, weakening the transmission
of the d15N elevation to the global ocean. This dynamic,
known as the ‘‘dilution eﬀect” (Deutsch et al., 2004), is
exempliﬁed by the extreme case of sedimentary denitriﬁcation, which often consumes almost all of the nitrate at the
site of denitriﬁcation (Brandes and Devol, 1997). The dilution eﬀect leads to a weaker global isotopic impact from
water column denitriﬁcation than would otherwise be the
case (Deutsch et al., 2004; Eugster and Gruber, 2012;
DeVries et al., 2013; Somes et al., 2013). Importantly, in
our terminology from here forward, we refer to the
organism-scale isotope eﬀect for water column denitriﬁcation as ewcd, with the dilution eﬀect altering the expression
of this organism-level isotope eﬀect at regional and global
scales. In contrast, esd refers to the isotope eﬀect of sedimentary denitriﬁcation at the scale of the sediment/water interface, such that esd subsumes the dilution eﬀect and other
biogeochemical processes in the sediments.
The primary source of quantitative constraints on ewcd is
the analysis of nitrate isotope data from the suboxic zones,
typically assuming Rayleigh distillation to represent the
fractionation process in the water column. The Rayleigh
model describes the isotopic evolution of a closed substrate
pool as it is consumed with a constant isotope eﬀect
(Mariotti et al., 1981). Under these conditions, the nitrate
d15N rises as nitrate is consumed, with d15N linearly related
to the natural log of the fraction of remaining nitrate (f)
with a slope of ewcd:
d15 Nð‰Þ ¼ d15 Ninitial  ewcd  lnðf Þ
[NO
3 ]/(16

ð2Þ
[PO3
4 ])

Typically, f is calculated as
*
or a
similar expression (Sigman et al., 2003). An inherent
assumption is that all water samples derive from a single
3
15
starting pair of [NO
3 ] and [PO4 ]. The nitrate d N and
inferred values of f are often plotted in ‘‘Rayleigh space”
(ln(f) on the x axis, d15N on the y axis); under the assumptions of the Rayleigh model, the slope of a regression
through the data yields an estimate of the isotope eﬀect of
the consuming process. This framework is used to report
results below, to facilitate comparison with expectations
from the Rayleigh model.
Most estimates for ewcd are based on water column
depth proﬁles through a suboxic zone, with the water below
the suboxic zone taken as the assumed ‘‘initial substrate” in
the Rayleigh model calculation (e.g., Brandes et al., 1998;
Voss et al., 2001). This eﬀectively assumes that deep water
rises upward into the suboxic zone to undergo denitriﬁcation, with no mixing, either vertical or along isopycnals.
That is, all water samples are interpreted as deep water that
has undergone diﬀerent degrees of denitriﬁcation and no
other process. With this approach, an isotope eﬀect of
20–30‰ (25‰) is estimated for water column denitriﬁcation from ETNP data (Brandes et al., 1998; Voss et al.,
2001; Sigman et al., 2003), and a similar value has been estimated from data from the Arabian Sea (Brandes et al.,
1998). Altering the calculation to allow for vertical mixing
(using a steady-state model) does not substantially alter
the ewcd estimate (Brandes et al., 1998).
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Such ﬁeld estimates of ewcd were supported by the range
in the isotope eﬀect typically observed in lab culture experiments with denitriﬁers (20–30‰; e.g., Barford et al., 1999).
However, a recent study of denitriﬁers grown under a range
of growth conditions that more closely reﬂects the natural
marine environment suggests a lower ewcd, closer to 13‰
(Kritee et al., 2012). Moreover, recent isopycnal analyses
of data from the ETSP support the possibility of a signiﬁcantly lower value for ewcd, with their estimates for ewcd falling between the two end-member possibilities of 13‰ and
25‰ considered here (Ryabenko et al., 2012; Casciotti
et al., 2013).
These observations beg the question of what an ewcd
closer to 13‰ would imply for our understanding of the
marine ﬁxed nitrogen budget. In the context of the original one-box steady state model of Brandes and Devol
(2002) as well as the simple multi-box model of Deutsch
et al. (2004), an ewcd of 25‰ yielded a low fraction of global denitriﬁcation attributed to the water column (Xwcd
between 20% and 30%). Given estimates for the rate of
water column denitriﬁcation that are unlikely to change
greatly (e.g., Deutsch et al., 2001; DeVries et al., 2012),
a low value for Xwcd implies a high total denitriﬁcation
rate, substantially greater than estimates of the rate of N
input (see the 25‰ scenario in Table 1). This suggestion
of an imbalance only becomes worse if one considers the
evidence that esd is non-zero in at least some environments
(Lehmann et al., 2007; Granger et al., 2011; Alkhatib
et al., 2012).
More recently, inverse modeling using both a box model
framework (Eugster and Gruber, 2012) and a general circulation model framework (DeVries et al., 2013) have concluded that the dilution eﬀect allows for a much higher
Xwcd, yielding in turn a lower global denitriﬁcation rate.
These studies were a major step forward. However, the
existing hydrographic data do not provide a strong constraint on where nitrate loss is occurring within the suboxic
zones, a problem that is similarly encountered in porewater
studies of benthic denitriﬁcation (Lehmann et al., 2007). As
a result, it is a great challenge to provide a robust constraint
on the global net strength of the dilution eﬀect. Thus, we do
not consider it deﬁnitive that a balanced N budget can be
described with an ewcd of 25‰.
In contrast, with an ewcd of 13‰, the calculated ﬁxed N
loss is close to being balanced with apparent N ﬁxation
rates even with the simple steady-state framework of

Brandes and Devol (2002) (Table 1). Thus, given the evidence for stability in the ocean N isotope budget over time
and the evidence for negative feedbacks that should work to
maintain stability in the N budget itself (Deutsch et al.,
2007; Ren et al., 2009; Tyrrell, 1999; Straub et al., 2013),
the ‘‘13‰ hypothesis” deserves consideration. However,
as described above, an ewcd of 13‰ seemingly contradicts
most marine estimations of ewcd based on Rayleigh distillation, which typically yield values of 25‰.
Nitrite oxidation provides one potential mechanism by
which the depth proﬁle-based Rayleigh estimates may overestimate ewcd (Casciotti et al., 2013). It has been observed in
culture that nitrite oxidation occurs with an ‘‘inverse” isotope eﬀect, with preferential consumption of 15N over 14N
(Casciotti, 2009). Thus, co-occurrence of nitrate reduction
to nitrite and nitrite oxidation to nitrate could lead to overestimation of the isotope eﬀect of denitriﬁcation (Casciotti
et al., 2013). However, if this is the explanation, then a
net ewcd of 25‰ is still appropriate for ocean N isotope
budgeting, as the water column N loss incorporates the isotopic impacts of any N cycling in the suboxic zones.
In this study, we investigate an alternative set of mechanisms that may lead to overestimation of isotope fractionation during water column denitriﬁcation, both the e that
applies at the scale of the denitriﬁer cell/water interface
and the suboxic zone-scale value of ewcd to be used in N isotope budgeting. This mechanism involves the lateral circulation and oxic remineralization that occurs in the
intermediate-depth ocean, along the isopycnals that ventilate the water column suboxic zones. First, the suboxic
zones in which denitriﬁcation occurs are not directly
sourced from the deep water underlying them but rather
by circulation along isopycnals within the lower thermocline, the conditions of which are largely set in the subpolar
ocean (Sarmiento et al., 2004). Second, the water outside
the suboxic zones along those isopycnals contains large
quantities of regenerated nitrate and phosphate from aerobic remineralization of sinking organic matter. As will be
described below, this aerobic remineralization on the isopycnals that exchange with the suboxic zone may lead to substantial overestimation of ewcd. Here, we employ a simple
model that includes the relevant process to demonstrate
and investigate this potential source of bias in estimates
of ewcd.

Table 1
Ocean N budget under diﬀerent assumptions for ewcd (25‰ or
13‰). Global rates of N ﬁxation and water column denitriﬁcation
are from Gruber (2004).

2.1. Isotope notation

ewcd (‰)

25

13

N ﬁxation (Tg N/yr)a
wcd denitriﬁcation (Tg N/yr)
Xwcd/(Xwcd + Xsed)
Sed denitriﬁcation (Tg N/yr)
Tot denitriﬁcation (Tg N/yr)
Ocean N budget (Tg N/yr)

135
65
0.25
205
270
135

135
65
0.50
75
140
5

a

Tg = 1012 g.

2. METHODS

All isotopic measurements are reported in the conventional d-notation relative to atmospheric N2 (‘‘air”) as the
international reference:
!
ð15 N=14 NÞsample
d15 Nð‰Þ ¼

1
 1000
ð3Þ
ð15 N=14 NÞair
Diﬀerences in the rate coeﬃcient for reactions involving
substrate bearing 14N and 15N (14k and 15k, respectively)
lead to the expression of kinetic isotope eﬀects during biochemical processes and are expressed here in e-notation:
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ð4Þ

In most cases, e is approximately the diﬀerence in d N
between the reactant and its instantaneous product
(Sigman et al., 2009a).
15

2.2. Box model
2.2.1. Model dimensions
We selected three isopycnals in the subpolar ocean that
are within the density range of waters putatively supplying
the oxygen deﬁcient zones in the ETNP as the initial water
masses (26.5 < r0 < 27.2, where r0 is potential density
anomaly relative to the surface; Fig. 1). Three layers of
20 boxes each are intended to represent the water along
the selected isopycnals from the source (box 1) to the
ETNP (box 20) (bottom panel of Fig. 2). It is important
to note that the actual physical path of the water is
complex. These layers are therefore not meant to represent
a straight line, and the boxes’ geographic locations are
unconstrained.
2.2.2. Chemical constraints and mixing
The model’s chemical constituents (oxygen (O2), phosphate, and 14N- and 15N-nitrate) are supplied by an inﬁnite
initial reservoir (box 1 of each layer). Each of the boxes
undergoes mixing exchange with its neighbors, with a certain fraction of water exchanged at each time step. For a
given simulation, all mixing terms are equivalent, but the
net exchange rate of box 20 with box 1 is such that box
20 has a ventilation age consistent with chloroﬂuorocarbon
measurements (60–80 years; Key et al., 2004).
2.2.3. Export production
Given the lateral mixing rate, the cumulative export production for the entire isopycnal is set to match observed
chemical conditions in box 20, with total remineralization
fueled by sinking organic matter set to match observed
apparent oxygen utilization (AOU, the oxygen deﬁcit relative to the solubility equilibrium with the atmosphere at the
potential temperature and salinity of the water) and the
nitrate deﬁcit (i.e., N*).
2.2.4. Distribution of the sinking and remineralization fluxes
To account for uncertainty in the distribution of remineralization ﬂuxes along the isopycnals, remineralization
in the model is distributed laterally across the boxes
according to two diﬀerent scenarios. Given the high productivity of the eastern Paciﬁc margin, remineralization
is assumed to decline away from box 20 and is modeled
as a negative exponential with diﬀerent cases determined
by the coeﬃcient in the exponent. In the ‘‘low focusing”
scenario, remineralization decreases nearly linearly from
box 20 to box 2, with only 7% of the total export production delivered to box 20 (shaded blue area in
Fig. 2a). In the ‘‘high focusing” scenario, remineralization
decreases more steeply away from the suboxic box, with
50% of the export production delivered directly to box
20 (red shaded area in Fig. 2a).

2.2.5. Stoichiometric constraints
During remineralization, ammonium in the model is
released in a N:P ratio of 16:1, and, in the case of aerobic
remineralization, further nitriﬁed to nitrate. During the
evaluation of the model output below, diﬀerent stoichiometries are taken into consideration for the oxygen demand of
remineralization (Table 2). Aerobic carbon respiration and
nitriﬁcation are assumed to proceed to consume oxygen up
to the point where oxygen concentration falls below the
threshold values of 1.5 and 1 lM, respectively. The 1 lM
oxygen concentration threshold determines the onset of
denitriﬁcation (Revsbech et al., 2011).
2.2.6. Isotopic composition of the sinking and remineralized
N flux
The d15N of the sinking ﬂux (sinking d15N) sets the d15N
of the ammonium released by respiration from the organic
matter sinking out of the surface. Nitriﬁcation of this
ammonium is assumed to add nitrate to the boxes without
further isotopic fractionation (i.e., the d15N of regenerated
nitrate is equal to sinking d15N). While there is isotope fractionation associated with the steps of nitriﬁcation, the lack
of accumulation of either ammonium or nitrite in the model
(and in observations; Kock et al., 2016) validates its exclusion from the model.
Given that the density of the upper isopycnal
(r0 = 26.81) is in the density range of waters that supply
nitrate to the surface, the d15N of nitrate in each box of this
layer sets the upper bound for the value of the sinking d15N
into that box and the boxes below it (r0 = 26.96 and 27.14).
The rule with regard to the relationship between upper
isopycnal nitrate d15N and sinking d15N was changed for
diﬀerent sets of simulations, with sinking d15N set to be
3–9‰ lower than the nitrate supply (see rules for sinking
d15N in Table 3). As will be described below, the assumption that sinking d15N 6 nitrate supply d15N is intended
to (1) take qualitative account of the eﬀects of the partial
assimilation of the surface nitrate pool and of the role of
N ﬁxation in lowering the d15N of the sinking ﬂux (e.g.,
Casciotti et al., 2008), and (2) err on the side of making it
diﬃcult for our hypothesis of a low value for ewcd to explain
the suboxic zone nitrate d15N data.
2.2.7. Processes included in the suboxic zone
When oxygen concentration falls below a threshold of
1 lM, denitriﬁcation occurs in the model. The consequent
local increase in d15N is calculated according to a constant
organism-level isotope eﬀect for water column denitriﬁcation (ewcd). As described below, parallel simulations were
also conducted for the d18O of nitrate (d18O(‰) =
((18O/16O)sample/(18O/16O)reference  1) * 1000, where the
reference is Vienna Standard Mean Ocean Water
(VSMOW); Eq. (5)). It is assumed here that the O isotope
eﬀect of water column denitriﬁcation (18ewcd) is equivalent
in amplitude to ewcd, as indicated by culture studies of denitriﬁers (Granger et al., 2008).
!
ð18 O=16 OÞsample
18
d Oð‰Þ ¼ 18 16
 1  1000
ð5Þ
ð O= OÞreference
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Fig. 1. Field observations used in this work. The data used to indicate the properties of the subpolar waters resupplying the three layers of the
box model are labeled ‘‘Initial” (Rafter et al., 2013). Data from the Equatorial Paciﬁc are shown as triangles and listed in the legend with the
label ‘‘Eq” (Rafter et al., 2012). These data are used to compare the properties of the aerobic boxes of the model to ﬁeld observations and to
infer estimates for the d15N of the sinking ﬂux. These estimates are compared to the d15N of the remineralized sinking ﬂux used in the
simulations. Data from the suboxic zone in the ETNP are shown as open circles (Sigman et al., 2005). For each of the above, small and large
symbols indicate individual measurements and the average, respectively. Model output and ﬁeld observations are compared along the same
density intervals (r0 = 26.81 ± 0.05, r0 = 26.96 ± 0.05, and r0 = 27.14 ± 0.05). (a) Map of sites from which the ﬁeld observations derive. (b)
3
Field observations plotted in ‘‘Rayleigh space”: nitrate d15N vs. ln(f), where f = [NO
3 ]/16[PO4 ]. Yellow ﬁlled stars indicate deep (800–
1450 m) water in ETNP, often previously taken as the initial nitrate for ‘‘closed system” (Rayleigh model) denitriﬁcation within the suboxic
zone. The dashed black line is the regression of the ETNP data only (based on the averages shown as the large yellow ﬁlled star and large open
circles). The slope of this line has traditionally been interpreted as the isotope eﬀect of water column denitriﬁcation (ewcd; see text). (c) d15N vs.
[NO
3 ] of the same ﬁeld observations. The data show that nitrate concentration rises along isopycnals from high latitudes to the ETNP zone of
suboxia, indicating that there is substantial aerobic remineralization of sinking N in the mid- to low latitudes. (For interpretation of the
references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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Fig. 2. Distributions of the sinking/remineralization ﬂux (a) and isopycnal water exchange (b) in the three-isopycnal multi-box model. The
three isopycnals (r0 = 26.81 ± 0.05, r0 = 26.96 ± 0.05, and r0 = 27.14 ± 0.05) are within the density range of the Eastern Tropical North
Paciﬁc (ETNP) oxygen deﬁcient zone (26.5 < r0 < 27.1). Each layer has 20 boxes. Inﬁnite reservoirs (light grey boxes in panel b) in box 1
resupply each layer along the isopycnals; the composition of box 1 is deﬁned by Southern Ocean data (Fig. 1; SAMW refers to Subantarctic
Mode Water). The phosphate supply from the shallowest isopycnal to the surface drives the model’s export production from the surface back
to the isopycnals, and remineralization releases ammonium in a 16 to 1 ratio to phosphate (Table 2). The total rate of organic phosphorus
regeneration on each isopycnal and its distribution between the boxes is set for each simulation according to two diﬀerent cases. The high
focusing case delivers 50% of the total export production to box 20. The low focusing case delivers 7% to box 20.

Table 2
Stoichiometries of aerobic respiration, nitriﬁcation and anaerobic
respiration applied for the simulations (adapted from Paulmier
et al, 2009). RR from Redﬁeld et al. (1963), AN from Anderson
(1995), BEC from Moore and Doney (2007).
Nutrients released
by respiration

RR
AN
BEC
a

O2 and NO
3
consumption

Conditions

3
NH+
4 /PO4

AO2/
PO3
4

AO2/
NH+a
4

Aerobic
Anaerobic
Aerobic
Anaerobic
Aerobic
Anaerobic

16
16
16
16
16
16

106

2

118

2

138

2

ANO
3/
PO3
4
84.8
94.4

remains uncertain; Brunner et al., 2013) would have only
minor impacts on our simulations. Other processes that
result from anammox organisms, including nitrite oxidation (see below), are also not included in the model.
Nitrite oxidation has been found to represent a signiﬁcant process within suboxic zones (Casciotti et al., 2013),
but it is not included in our model. As described above,
nitrite oxidation should work to elevate the d15N of nitrate
within suboxic zones, relative to expectations from nitrate
reduction alone (Casciotti et al., 2013). In this sense, the
model tests the capacity of oxic remineralization along
isopycnals to lead to overestimation of ewcd, but it does
not address the role of nitrite oxidation, whether carried
out by anammox organisms or other organisms.

110.4

Nitriﬁcation.

Anammox (ammonium oxidation by nitrite reduction) is
not explicitly included in our model. Our estimates of ewcd
as well as previous estimates of ewcd by oceanic data in
the context of the Rayleigh model would be impacted by
any eﬀect of anammox on the d15N of nitrate. The lack of
anammox as an explicit process in our model means that
the only loss mechanism for ammonium in our modeled
suboxic zone (box 20) is the transport of ammonium out
of box 20 by mixing. In the real ocean suboxic zones, the
low levels of ammonium are probably mostly explained
by consumption by anammox (Bristow et al., 2016). The
poor isotopic expression typical of consumption processes
that proceed to high degrees implies that including anammox and its isotope eﬀect for ammonium oxidation (which

2.2.8. Observational constraints for source water conditions
The subpolar ocean supplies the low latitude thermocline
with preformed nutrients and oxygen by lateral exchange
along isopycnals (Sarmiento et al., 2004). The oxygen supply
sets the amount of aerobic remineralization occurring
between the high latitude source region and the low latitude
suboxic zone. The properties of the inﬁnite reservoirs resupplying the model in the ﬁrst box of each layer (grey boxes in
Fig. 2b) are set by observations from the subpolar ocean
(Fig. 1a, ﬁlled black circles; Fig. 1b and c, ﬁlled circles;
Table 3). In spite of the geographic position of the ETNP
(20° north of the equator), we choose SAMW (Subantarctic Mode Water) rather than NPIW (North Paciﬁc Intermediate Water) as the ultimate source for the suboxic zone. The
formation rates for SAMW are much greater than for
NPIW (Hartin et al., 2011), and thus SAMW arguably
represents the dominant ultimate source to tropical Paciﬁc

Table 3
Field observations and steady state solutions of the isopycnal multi-box model. The average properties of SAMW and AAIW and the data used to supply box 1 of each isopycnal (initial) are from
Rafter et al. (2013). The average properties for ETNP are from Sigman et al. (2005). The steady-state solution of the model is shown for the high and the low focusing cases, both for ewcd = 13‰
and for ewcd = 25‰. For each set of experiments, we show the rules for sinking d15N and the values for the apparent ewcd calculated as the slope of the regression of the model solution in Rayleigh
space.
3
*
r0 (kg/m3) [NO
3 ] (lmol/kg) [PO4 ] (lmol/kg) N (lmol/kg) [O2] (lmol/kg) PO (lmol/kg) ln(f)

Water masses

r

Mean

r

Mean

Mean

e
15
15
NO
3 -d N (‰ vs. air) Sinking d N (‰) Apparent ewcd (‰)

Mean

0.13
0.09
0.13
0.32

6.3
5.8
7.0
11.4

Mean

Mean r

Mean

413.6
451.6
482.7

0.18 0.01 9.0
0.13 0.01 7.0
0.11 0.02 6.2

Mean

Mean

SAMW
AAIW
ETNP (800–1450 m)
ETNP (200–800 m)

26.5–27.1
27.1–27.3

21.70
30.00
44.29
33.79

Box 1a

Meanb

Mean

r

Mean

r

Mean

Mean

Layer 1 (n = 2)
Layer 2 (n = 6)
Layer 3 (n = 8)

26.81
26.96
27.14

12.44
18.04
22.99

1.13
1.62
1.92

0.94
1.28
1.60

0.08
0.10
0.15

2.60
2.44
2.61

286.7
278.8
266.7

Box 20 (ETNP)a

Meanb

Mean

r

Mean

r

Mean

Mean r

Layer 1 (n = 6)
Layer 2 (n = 13)
Layer 3 (n = 7)

26.81
26.96
27.14

30.95
33.94
38.43

0.95
1.44
0.68

3.05
3.18
3.29

0.04
0.03
0.02

17.85
16.94
14.21

0.45 0.03 13.6
0.41 0.04 11.6
0.32 0.01 9.9

3.10
2.96
6.43
12.61

1.55
2.06
3.17
2.90

Mean

r

Rulec

Meand

Acrossf Alongg

r
1.6
0.8
0.3
r
0.5
0.4
0.3

High focusing

Speciﬁed ewcd Meanb

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Rulec

Meand

Acrossf B20–B1 B20–B19

Layer
Layer
Layer
Layer
Layer
Layer

13
13
13
25
25
25

31.82
34.73
37.62
31.82
34.73
37.62

3.14
3.25
3.25
3.14
3.25
3.25

18.47
17.31
14.32
18.47
17.31
14.32

0.46
0.40
0.32
0.46
0.40
0.32

12.9
11.8
10.5
13.1
12.1
10.6

3.8
3.8
3.8
8.7
8.7
8.7

9.2
9.2
9.2
4.0
4.0
4.0

19.4

1
2
3
1
2
3

26.81
26.96
27.14
26.81
26.96
27.14

19.7

17.7
20.0
23.3
16.4
20.0
22.0

Low focusing

Speciﬁed ewcd Meanb

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Rulec

Meand

Acrossf B20–B1 B20–B19

Layer
Layer
Layer
Layer
Layer
Layer

13
13
13
25
25
25

31.75
34.67
37.79
31.75
34.67
37.79

3.14
3.25
3.24
3.14
3.25
3.24

18.43
17.26
14.07
18.43
17.26
14.07

0.46
0.40
0.32
0.46
0.40
0.32

12.7
11.7
10.3
13.3
12.1
10.5

3.0
3.0
3.0
7.3
7.3
7.3

8.2
8.2
8.2
3.9
3.9
3.9

18.4

a
b
c
d
e
f
g

1
2
3
1
2
3

26.81
26.96
27.14
26.81
26.96
27.14

n is number of observations.
±0.05.
4d15N (nitrate supplied-sinking PN).
Weighted by export fractions.
Slope of the ln(f) vs d15N regression.
Across the three layers and starting from deep ETNP.
Between box 20 (B20) and box 1 (B1) or between box 20 and box 19 (B19).

19.1

15.0
17.6
20.4
16.6
19.0
20.8

10.9
10.5
10.2
20.9
20.2
19.7
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thermocline waters, both north and south of the equator
(Qu and Lindstrom, 2004). Moreover, adequately dense
data from regions of the North Paciﬁc that directly source
the main thermocline are not yet available.
2.2.9. Observational constraints for model output
Our simulations aim to match ETNP observations for
density intervals encompassing the isopycnals chosen to
resupply the three layers of our model (r0 = 26.81, 26.96,
27.14). We compare the steady state solutions for the
modeled suboxic zone (box 20 of each layer) with the ETNP
measurements summarized in Table 3 (open circles in
Fig. 1). An example of model output of the threeisopycnal multi-box model is shown in Fig. 3.

regression between the Southern Ocean and the suboxic
zone in the ETNP along isopycnals. The use of the Southern
Ocean subpolar thermocline as the nitrate source therefore
does not change the ewcd estimate in the narrow context of
the Rayleigh space visualization (Fig. 1b). However, it
implies substantially lower nitrate concentration of the
source waters, which must become elevated by aerobic remineralization of the sinking ﬂux along isopycnals en route to
the suboxic zone (Fig. 1c). In the next sections, we present
our ﬁndings from box model simulations with the two diﬀerent scenarios for the distribution of sinking ﬂux remineralization described above (‘‘7% focusing” and ‘‘50%
focusing”). For both cases, we run simulations under two
diﬀerent assumptions for ewcd – 13‰ and 25‰ – and identify
the boundary conditions required to match observations.

3. RESULTS
3.1. Fitting nutrient observations in the model’s suboxic box
The model output can be compared with ocean ﬁeld
observations using the Rayleigh space framework. Fig. 1b
shows a regression of data from a depth proﬁle in the ETNP,
which yields a slope of 19‰ (dashed black line). Previous
studies have taken such a slope as an estimate of ewcd, making the implicit assumption that the suboxic zone is supplied
by a deep source across the isopycnals rather than by lateral
exchange as in our working hypothesis (Brandes et al., 1998;
Altabet et al., 1999; Voss et al., 2001; Sigman et al., 2003).
The deep water source used in the regression for a vertical
depth proﬁle and our alternative subpolar thermocline
water source plot in similar locations in Rayleigh space
(ETNP 800–1450 m and Initial in Fig. 1b; Table 3).
Therefore, a similar slope of 19‰ also characterizes the

The experiments are aimed to match nutrient observa3
tions in the ETNP suboxic zone (NO
3 , PO4 and thus also
3
N*, deﬁned here as NO
-16PO
).
Similar
matches are
3
4
achieved for both high and low focusing scenarios. In both
cases, a match to ETNP observations starting from SAMW
waters requires diﬀerent stoichiometries for the remineralized material on the diﬀerent isopycnals (Supplementary
Fig. 1). These results are consistent with an increase with
depth in the O2 consumption per phosphate remineralized
from the shallowest to the deepest isopycnals (from r0 of
26.81–27.14) that has been observed previously (Paulmier
et al., 2009). Here we model this increase as ranging from
a Redﬁeldian O2-to-PO3
4 ratio of 106:1 in the shallowest

Fig. 3. Example of model output from the three-isopycnal multi-box model, showing the low focusing case and a speciﬁed ewcd of 13‰.
15
15
*
Modeled [NO
3 ], nitrate d N, N and [O2] are shown for the 20 boxes of each isopycnal. In each box, the d N of the sinking ﬂux is a function
of the d15N of the nitrate supply to the overlying surface at the location of that box. Speciﬁcally, the d15N of the sinking ﬂux is lower than the
d15N of the nitrate supply by an amount given in Table 3. Anaerobic conditions are encountered in box 20 of each layer. Denitriﬁcation in box
20 occurs with constant ewcd (25‰ or 13‰). Uniform lateral mixing occurs along the isopycnals (arrows between boxes).
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isopycnal to the 138:1 in the deepest isopycnal as estimated
previously using an ocean model with biogeochemical
cycling (RR and BEC in Table 2; Redﬁeld et al., 1963;
Moore and Doney, 2007). The downward increase in O2
consumption reﬂects the higher aerobic remineralization
potential of the deeper isopycnals, as quantiﬁed by the conservative tracer PO (135 * PO3
4 + O2) that captures both
realized and potential nutrient remineralization (Table 3).
3.2. Fitting nitrate d15N in the model’s suboxic box
The simulations aiming to reproduce the suboxic zone
from a SAMW source achieve a comparable match to the
ETNP nitrate d15N data for both the high and the low
focusing scenarios (Fig. 4). Nitrate d15N in the ETNP can
be made to match observations with either the canonical
ewcd of 25‰ or the lower ewcd of 13‰ by allowing the
d15N of the sinking N-derived, remineralized nitrate ﬂux
into the isopycnals to vary (Fig. 5). A cost-minimization
function comparing the model output at steady-state to
the observations for the three layers of the model was used
to ﬁnd the best ﬁt values for the d15N of the sinking N
(Wald, 1949; Nikulin, 2001).
For the simulations assuming ewcd = 25‰, matching the
ETNP observations implies a weak decoupling between the
ewcd speciﬁed for the simulations and the resulting slope of
the regression in Rayleigh space. For both the high and the
low focusing scenarios, the apparent isotope eﬀect as given
by the slope of the Rayleigh regression between box 1
(Southern Ocean) and box 20 (modeled ETNP) in each
layer ranges between 16.4 and 22.0‰ (Fig. 6a). Therefore,
the apparent isotope eﬀect underestimates the true ewcd of
25‰ speciﬁed in the simulations by 3.0 to 8.6‰.
Conversely, matching the ETNP observations with an
ewcd of 13‰ requires a strong ampliﬁcation of the d15N elevation due to denitriﬁcation. The data ﬁtting protocol
results in regression slopes between 17.7 and 23.3‰ for
the high focusing scenario and between 15.0 and 20.4‰
for the low focusing scenario, yielding an overestimation

Fig. 5. Lateral distribution of the d15N of the sinking ﬂux across
the model domain. Solid lines indicate individual values for each
box of the isopycnal model, while crosses on the left side of the
panel display the isopycnal averages. The high and low focusing
cases are shown in red and blue, respectively (Table 3). (For
interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the
reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

of the speciﬁed ewcd (13‰) by 4.7–10.3‰ for the high focusing case and by 2.0–7.4‰ for the low focusing case
(Fig. 6a).
In all cases, two main processes are at work. The ﬁrst is
the ‘‘mixing eﬀect”, which derives from mixing suboxic
waters that have undergone partial nitrate consumption
with oxic waters of the open ocean; this is the regionalscale counterpart to the global scale ‘‘dilution eﬀect”
described above (Deutsch et al., 2004). The second process
is the aerobic remineralization of the sinking ﬂux. The mixing eﬀect always pushes the apparent isotope eﬀect below
the true ewcd. Aerobic remineralization of the sinking ﬂux
can lead to over- or under-estimation of ewcd, depending
on the d15N of the sinking ﬂux. The over-estimation of
the isotope eﬀect required in simulations with a low ewcd
of 13‰ implies that mixing eﬀects are countered by a high
sinking d15N of 9.2‰ (Fig. 5b; Table 3). Conversely, the
under-estimation required to match ETNP observations

Fig. 4. Comparison of the model solutions with ﬁeld observations. The model output is compared with the Southern Ocean and ETNP
observations along the three isopycnal layers of the model for the high focusing case (dark red for a speciﬁed ewcd of 25‰ and light red for a
speciﬁed ewcd of 13‰; Table 3) and the low focusing case (dark blue for a speciﬁed ewcd of 25‰ and light blue for a speciﬁed ewcd of 13‰;

*
Table 3). (a) Comparison in d15N vs. [NO
3 ] space. (b) Comparison in N vs. [NO3 ] space. (For interpretation of the references to color in this
ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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Fig. 6. Comparison of the ewcd speciﬁed for the simulations and the apparent ewcd calculated from the model solutions. The apparent ewcd is
calculated as the slope of the regression of the model solutions in Rayleigh space (d15N vs. ln(f)). (a) For the four cases of this work (high and
low focusing scenarios; ewcd of 13‰ and ewcd of 25‰), apparent ewcd is calculated for a hypothetical depth proﬁle in the model running from
the deep ETNP (yellow ﬁlled star) through the three layers of box 20 in the model (‘‘across”; Table 3) and along isopycnals between box 20
and box 1 for each layer (‘‘along”; Table 3). (b, c) For the low focusing cases, apparent ewcd is calculated for the same hypothetical depth
proﬁle as in (a) (‘‘across”; Table 3) and isopycnally between box 20 and box 19 of each layer (‘‘along”; Table 3). (For interpretation of the
references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

with an ewcd of 25‰ implies that mixing eﬀects are compounded by a low average d15N of the sinking ﬂux of
4‰ (Fig. 5b; Table 3). Accordingly, information on the
d15N of sinking material across the Paciﬁc, weighted for
sinking and remineralization rate, is crucial to determine
whether the true ewcd is lower than has so far been estimated
from water column data. Below, we explore these implications with sensitivity tests of our isopycnal model (Table 4).
4. INTERPRETATION
4.1. The eﬀect of aerobic respiration in Rayleigh space
To evaluate the distorting eﬀects of remineralized sinking material on linear regressions in Rayleigh space, and
consequently on the apparent isotope eﬀect derived from
them, it is insightful to start by considering the case of sinking material that does not have an impact on the ewcd estimated with the Rayleigh model (here termed the ‘‘sinking

limit”). In the case of ‘‘Redﬁeldian” organic matter (i.e.
with a N/P of 16, Table 2), the addition of nutrients by aerobic remineralization does not change the nitrate deﬁcit N*,
but it does change the fraction of nitrate remaining from
denitriﬁcation, the parameter f in Eq. (2). The parameter

*
f is calculated as [NO
3 ]/([NO3 ]  N ), equivalent to
3
[NO
]/16[PO
].
Here,
we
deﬁne
‘‘ln(f
3
4
_gain)” as the change
in the natural log of f caused by the addition of regenerated
nutrients and expressed as a function of the nutrient concentrations before aerobic respiration (Nbae and Pbae) and
the concentration of phosphate added by the remineralization of sinking organic matter (Psink; see Supplementary
Fig. 2):

 

Nbae
Pbae þ Psink
lnðf gain Þ ¼ ln

ð6aÞ
Nbae þ 16  Psink
Pbae
The eﬀect of aerobic respiration on the slope of the trend
in Rayleigh space (i.e. the apparent isotope eﬀect) depends
on this change in ln(f). An increase in ln(f) would cause an
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Table 4
Sensitivity test conducted along the shallowest isopycnal of the model (r0 = 26.81). A sinking d15N progressively greater than sinking d15Nlimit
causes the apparent ewcd, calculated from the model solutions, to deviate from the ewcd speciﬁed for the simulations.
Sensitivity test

High focusing
Layer 1

Low focusing
Layer 1

a
b

Speciﬁed
ewcd

r0

[NO
3]

[PO3
4 ]

(kg/m3)

(lmol/kg)

(lmol/kg)

ln(f)

15
NO
3 -d N

(‰)

Sinking
d15N
(‰)

Apparent
ewcd a
(‰)

13
13
13

26.81 ± 0.05
26.96 ± 0.05
27.14 ± 0.05

31.82
34.73
37.62

3.14
3.25
3.25

0.46
0.40
0.32

11.0
12.5
13.9

Sinking d Nlimit
Sinking d15Nlimit + 2
Sinking d15Nlimit + 4

Alongb
7.5
13.8
20.0

13
13
13

26.81 ± 0.05
26.96 ± 0.05
27.14 ± 0.05

31.75
34.67
37.79

3.14
3.25
3.24

0.46
0.40
0.32

11.4
12.8
14.3

Sinking d15Nlimit
Sinking d15Nlimit + 2
Sinking d15Nlimit + 4

Alongb
8.1
13.6
19.1

15

Slope of the ln(f) vs d15N regression.
Between all 20 boxes.

increase in the slope of the regression between the initial
and the denitriﬁed nitrate pool (Fig. 7). This eﬀect on the
slope can be counterbalanced by the change in the d15N
of nitrate if the added (regenerated) nitrate has a d15N that
is adequately low. We deﬁne d15Nbae as the d15N of nitrate
before the addition of regenerated nutrients and use the
concept of ln(f_gain) to set the above-mentioned Rayleighneutral threshold value for the d15N of the nitrate added
by remineralization of the sinking ﬂux, the ‘‘sinking limit”,
sinking d15Nlimit (see Supplementary Fig. 2):
sinking d15 Nlimit ¼ d15 Nbae þ e  lnðf

þ e  lnðf gain Þ 

gain Þ

Nbae
ð16  Psink Þ


ð6bÞ

If sinking d15N is equal to sinking d15Nlimit, the decrease
in the d15N of the nitrate pool balances the increase in ln(f)
(ln(f_gain)) and therefore aerobic respiration has no eﬀect on
the slope of the Rayleigh regression (Fig. 7). If sinking d15N
is greater than sinking d15Nlimit, the change in lnf (ln(f_gain))
is greater than the decrease in the d15N of the nitrate pool.
The change in ln(f) pulls the water parcel to the right and
above the Rayleigh substrate trend hence yielding an apparent ewcd that is greater than the true ewcd (Fig. 7).
4.2. Sensitivity test of sinking d15N
We apply the concept of sinking d15Nlimit to quantify the
potential of the sinking ﬂux to modulate the eﬀect of aerobic respiration on the slope of the Rayleigh regression along
an isopycnal (r0 = 26.81). In these model simulations, sinking d15N is prescribed and (nearly) constant across the
boxes, in contrast to the ﬁxed relationship with the d15N
of nitrate in each of the boxes of the shallow isopycnal that
was used in the data ﬁtting exercise (Section 3). For both
the high and low focusing scenarios, simulations with sinking d15N equal to sinking d15Nlimit add remineralized material along the isopycnals that is isotope eﬀect-neutral
(Fig. 8, open squares). Therefore, only the mixing eﬀect
works to obscure the true ewcd. In this case, the resulting
apparent ewcd is 8‰, under-estimating the true ewcd
(13‰) by 5‰ (‘‘e apparent” in Fig. 8b).

The experiments run with a sinking d15N greater than
sinking d15Nlimit yield higher apparent ewcd (open triangles
and small open circles in Fig. 8). The extent of ewcd overestimation depends on the diﬀerence between sinking d15N
and sinking d15Nlimit. A 2‰ diﬀerence balances the underexpression caused by the mixing eﬀect and results in an
apparent ewcd of 13‰ (open triangles in Fig. 8), while a
greater diﬀerence yields over-estimation of ewcd in Rayleigh
space. If sinking d15N is 4‰ greater than sinking d15Nlimit,
the modeled suboxic zone (box 20) matches ETNP observations, yielding an apparent isotope eﬀect of 20‰ for the
high focusing case and 19‰ for the low focusing case
(small open circles in Fig. 8).
4.3. Potential observational constraints
The calculations described above suggest that ETNP
data may be reproduced from known source waters in the
Southern Ocean under diﬀerent assumptions for ewcd
(25‰ or 13‰). The ‘‘25‰” simulations require a weak
impact of aerobic respiration on the slope of the Rayleigh
regression along the isopycnals. Conversely, the ‘‘13‰”
simulations call for a major role for aerobic respiration in
raising the slope. For a given ratio of regenerated to preformed nutrients on a given isopycnal, the strength of the
distorting eﬀect of aerobic respiration ultimately depends
on the diﬀerence between sinking d15N and sinking d15Nlimit
(Fig. 8).
For these reasons, the 25‰ and the 13‰ scenarios, both
adjusted to ﬁt observations, diﬀer substantially in their predictions of the d15N of sinking N (sinking d15N) that is consistent with suboxic zone nitrate d15N data. If the true ewcd
is 25‰, an average sinking d15N of 4.0‰ and 3.9‰ is
required for the high and the low focusing scenarios,
respectively (Table 3). A true ewcd of 13‰ would imply a
higher average sinking d15N of 9.2‰ or 8.1‰ (high
and low focusing scenarios, in Table 3). Assuming an
approximately linear relationship between ewcd and the
mean sinking d15N required to match ETNP observations,
our modeling results suggest that the true ewcd in the ocean
could be estimated from data on the d15N of sinking N if
adequately extensive data sets were available (Fig. 9a).
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Fig. 7. Eﬀect of aerobic remineralization in Rayleigh space. Sinking d15Nlimit is a threshold value for the d15N of sinking N. If sinking d15N
equals sinking d15Nlimit, a mixture of the denitriﬁed nitrate pool and the nitrate added by aerobic respiration causes no deviation from the line
with a slope of true ewcd (which is speciﬁed at 13‰ in the example shown). The arrow indicates the eﬀect of aerobic remineralization if sinking
d15N equals sinking d15Nlimit. If sinking d15N is greater than sinking d15Nlimit, the mixing product plots above the 13‰ line (stippled area; see
also Supplementary Fig. 2). To indicate the qualitative eﬀect of mixing in Rayleigh space, the mixing curve between the source (ﬁlled circle)
and partially denitriﬁed water (open circle) is shown with a dotted line.

Fig. 8. Sensitivity tests of the model output to sinking d15N. The tests are conducted in the shallowest isopycnal of the model (r0 = 26.81
± 0.05) for the high and low focusing cases (with ewcd = 13‰) (see equations in Supplementary Fig. 2). (a) Distribution of the
remineralization/sinking ﬂux and d15N of the sinking ﬂux for each box of the layer. (b) Results of the sensitivity test in Rayleigh space and
apparent ewcd calculated as the slope of the regression of the model solutions (along the 20 boxes of the layer). Increasing sinking d15N above
sinking d15Nlimit drives an increase in the slope of the regression in Rayleigh space, so that the apparent ewcd is greater than the value of ewcd
speciﬁed for the simulations (Table 4).

There are mechanistic prerequisites for sinking ﬂux d15N
to possibly be as high as 9‰ (ewcd = 13‰) or as low as
4‰ (ewcd = 25‰). The former requires that ﬁxed N with
high d15N that is generated in the eastern Paciﬁc denitriﬁcation zones is transported into surrounding oxic waters to a
substantial degree, by a combination of physical nitrate
transport and biological N cycling (Sigman et al., 2009c).
The latter requires N inputs with low d15N from N ﬁxation
(Casciotti et al., 2008). As both processes are known to
occur, it seems most appropriate to take an empirical
approach to constrain the average value of the sinking ﬂux
d15N across the regions that would contribute regenerated
N to our isopycnals of interest.
Unfortunately, the available sediment trap d15N data
are not adequate to clearly support either of the d15N
ranges required to match ewcd of 13 or 25‰ (Robinson

et al., 2012), in part because many of the sediment trap
deployments have been focused on the isotope dynamics
of progressive nitrate consumption by assimilation in
nutrient-rich surface waters, leading to broad ranges in
the measured d15N of sinking N (e.g., Altabet and
Francois, 1994). Instead, we use estimates of the d15N of
sinking N inferred from the change in the d15N of nitrate
in equatorial waters (black triangles in Fig. 1) relative to
their source in the Southern Ocean (black circles in
Fig. 1). The fraction of total phosphate that is regenerated
(Preg/Ptot) provides a metric to track the extent of remineralization (Sigman et al., 2009b; Rafter et al., 2013; Marconi
et al., 2015). Preg is assumed to equal AOU * (1/150). The
relationship between the d15N of nitrate and the Preg/Ptot
ratio can be extrapolated to provide an estimate for the
d15N of regenerated nitrate and thus for the d15N of sinking
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Fig. 9. The ocean’s value for ewcd as suggested by ﬁeld-based estimates of the d15N of sinking N. (a) Filled circles summarize the results of the
experiments for the four cases of this study. The high focusing case for aerobic remineralization is shown in dark red for ewcd of 25‰ and light
red for ewcd of 13‰. The low focusing case is shown in dark blue for ewcd of 25‰ and light blue for ewcd of 13‰. Assuming a linear relationship
between ewcd and the mean sinking d15N required to match ETNP observations (red line for the high focusing case and blue line for the low
focusing case), true ewcd in the ocean can be estimated from data on the d15N of sinking N. (b) Estimates of sinking N d15N from ﬁeld
observations (black circles; see Supplementary Fig. 3) are compared to values of sinking d15N required for our simulations to match ﬁeld
observations of nitrate d15N (vertical colored lines projected from ﬁlled circles in panel a to panel b). The high d15N of sinking N from ﬁeld
observations (ranging between 7.6 and 9.8‰) is consistent with an ewcd much lower than 25‰. The projection of the range of observations
(grey shaded area) from panel b to panel a is used to display our best estimate for the true ewcd. Light red shaded area displays the range of the
estimate for the true ewcd for the high focusing case. Light blue shaded area indicates the range for the low focusing case. The overlap between
the estimates from the high and low focusing cases is shown as the overlap region of red and blue shadings in (a). (For interpretation of the
references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

N (Supplementary Fig. 3). We use Preg/Ptot instead of a
nitrate-based metric because the latter would be aﬀected
by N ﬁxation or denitriﬁcation. This analysis suggests that
the regenerated nitrate added to SAMW between its formation region and the equatorial region has a d15N between
7.6 and 9.8‰ for the density range of our model
(Fig. 9b). Based on a similar approach, an estimate of
9.0‰ was derived from South Paciﬁc data by Rafter et al.
(2013). These estimates point to a sinking d15N that would
allow an ewcd of 13‰ to explain the data from the ETNP
suboxic zone (Fig. 9b). Further support for this result is
provided by the fact that nitrate with a still higher d15N is
likely added closer to the suboxic zones.
A second set of potential observational constraints for
distinguishing between high and low ewcd involves nitrate
d15N in the waters adjacent to the suboxic zones. The
model suggests aerobic respiration as a mechanism to
obscure the true value of ewcd. However, substantial nitrate

regeneration probably does not occur within the suboxic
zones themselves. Therefore, the slope of the Rayleigh
regression between the suboxic zone (box 20) and the adjacent aerobic waters along the isopycnals (box 19, here
assumed as the nitrate source for the suboxic zone) cannot
exceed that imposed by ewcd. Indeed, some underestimation
of ewcd is expected due to the mixing eﬀect. This dynamic
appears in our simulations (Fig. 6b and c). Thus, as one
approaches the suboxic zone, the nitrate isotope changes
along isopycnals should more accurately capture the true
ewcd. Ryabenko et al. (2012) carry out such an analysis in
the ETSP. Remarkably, their data imply a relatively low
ewcd of 16.0‰, although the authors attribute this low value
to the inﬂuence of benthic denitriﬁcation at the margin.
Also in the ETSP, Casciotti et al. (2013) carry out an analysis along three isopycnal ranges, yielding ewcd estimates
between 15.7‰ (on shallower isopycnals) and 21.5‰ (on
deeper isopycnals).
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A third observational approach is to use the decrease in
N2 d15N observed in the core of the suboxic zone to infer
the d15N of the N2 excess produced by the denitriﬁcation
of nitrate (Brandes et al., 1998; Konovalov et al., 2008).
The N2 excess is the dominant product of denitriﬁcation,
so analysis of such data with an appropriate model can
yield an estimate of ewcd (Mariotti et al., 1981; Barford
et al., 1999). In the context of the model presented here,
the N2 excess d15N has the advantage of not depending
directly on the d15N of sinking material remineralized outside the suboxic zone. However, the measurement is analytically challenging, partially due to the large background of
dissolved N2 from equilibration with the atmosphere.
A fourth potential source of constraints is the oxygen isotopic composition of nitrate. Denitriﬁcation elevates nitrate
d15N and d18O nearly equally (Granger et al., 2008).
However, the d15N and d18O of nitrate respond diﬀerently
to N cycling between nitrate and organic N through upwelling, nitrate assimilation, N sinking, and subsurface remineralization. While the d15N of the initial nitrate is roughly
maintained by this cycle, the d18O of nitrate is reset to its
‘‘nitriﬁcation value” upon the return of N to the nitrate
form. This N to O isotope distinction is clear in large ocean
data sets from both the Paciﬁc and the Atlantic (Rafter et al.,
2013; Marconi et al., 2015). Thus, while ewcd may be
overestimated due to oxic remineralization on the relevant
isopycnals, this should not be the case for 18ewcd.
We have repeated our model experiments for the O isotopes of nitrate and compared them with the O isotope data
from the same sample sets as used above. We ﬁnd that the
nitrate d18O data are roughly consistent with an 18ewcd of
25‰ but not consistent with an 18ewcd of 13‰ (Supplementary Fig. 4). Thus, one might take this result as ruling out
the lower value for 18ewcd. However, suboxic zone nitrate
isotope data show variations in the d18O-to-d15N relationship that, along with other data, point to additional biogeochemical processing of nitrate in the suboxic zones that may
raise the d18O above expectations from a given 18ewcd
(Sigman et al., 2005; Casciotti and McIlvin, 2007;
Casciotti, 2009; Buchwald and Casciotti, 2010; Casciotti
and Buchwald, 2012; Casciotti et al., 2013). Nitrogen
cycling within suboxic zones can either elevate the d18O of
nitrate relative to its d15N or the opposite (Casciotti and
Buchwald, 2012). Elevation of d18O relative to d15N occurs
when net nitrate consumption by denitriﬁcation is more
modest, as in the entire ETNP and everywhere but the core
of the suboxic zone in the ETSP (Sigman et al., 2005;
Casciotti and McIlvin, 2007; Casciotti et al., 2013). In contrast, elevation of d15N relative to d18O occurs under the
highest degrees of nitrate consumption (in the core of the
ETSP suboxic zone; Casciotti et al., 2013). In any case, with
regard to the plausibility of a low ewcd (and thus a low
18
ewcd), the constraints provided by the d18O of nitrate in
the ETNP suboxic zone are not yet clear.
5. CONCLUSIONS
Our model simulations and data comparisons show that
the nitrate d15N observed in the denitriﬁcation zone of the
ETNP could be the result of an isotope eﬀect for water

column denitriﬁcation (ewcd) much lower than the value of
25‰ that has been suggested by traditional Rayleigh
model treatments of suboxic zone water column depth proﬁle data. The ETNP data can be explained with an ewcd as
low as 13‰, a value suggested to be of potential physiological relevance by a recent culture study (Kritee et al.,
2012). Speciﬁcally, we demonstrate how an overestimation
of ewcd by the traditional Rayleigh treatment can result
from aerobic respiration of sinking organic material within
shallow to mid-depth water masses sourced from the Southern Ocean. The properties of these water masses would
impact nutrient concentrations and nitrate d15N in the suboxic zone through lateral exchange along isopycnals. An
estimate for the ﬂux-weighted mean d15N of sinking N
between the Southern Ocean and the Equatorial Paciﬁc
based on observational data suggests a mean sinking ﬂux
d15N of 8–10‰, consistent with a low ewcd of 13‰. The
canonical value of ewcd of 25‰ would require a lower mean
sinking ﬂux d15N of 3–4‰. However, while consistent with
the observational d15N data investigated, the new mechanism we describe here cannot explain observed d18O of
nitrate in suboxic zones. Moreover, this mechanism is unlikely to be the only process confounding the estimation of
the water column isotope eﬀect of denitriﬁcation. This
mechanism is very likely to work in concert with others.
These include the ‘‘mixing eﬀect” and the oxidation of
nitrite in the suboxic zone. The former is the regional cousin
of the ‘‘dilution eﬀect” acting on the global ocean (Deutsch
et al., 2004) that is implicitly included in our model. The latter has been recently described by Casciotti et al. (2013) and
is not addressed in this work. If an ewcd 13‰ is borne out,
the N isotope budget of the ocean must be revisited. In particular, the lower ewcd would imply a lower rate of total denitriﬁcation, closer than previous estimates to the estimated
rate of ﬁxed N input to the ocean.
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