About Global Drifters
What are global drifters?
A drifting buoy (drifter) is a floating ocean buoy equipped with meteorological and/or oceanographic sensing instruments. Developed in the 1970s, there is now a global array of drifters available for educational and scientific use. Data collected by the instruments are sent via satellite to NOAA’s Atlantic Oceanographic and Meteorological Laboratory (AOML) in Miami. AOML is responsible for maintaining the global array, first reached in 2005.  Each drifter weighs 44 pounds and operates on the surface of the deep sea for about one year. Partnering with students around the world, schoolchildren in the U.S. “adopt” a buoy and track its path and that of the entire global array online at: http://www.adp.noaa.gov/track_drifting_buoys.html.  

How do drifters work?
 A thermistor (thermometer) is located at the bottom of the drifter to measure ocean surface temperature. The location of the thermistor is important because the drifter is designed to measure water temperature, not the heat generated from direct exposure to the sun. To measure current velocities, or speed and direction, the drifter incorporates a drogue (sea anchor). The drogue enables the drifter to follow ocean currents rather than experience the effects of wind at the surface. To make sure the drogue remains extended, five pounds are added to the bottom, extending the drogue to a depth of nearly 60 feet below the surface. 

Why are data collected by drifters so vital?
· Drifting buoys measure sea surface temperature, which is critical to predicting climate patterns. Warm sea surface temperature is an enormous source of energy, which fuels storms such as hurricanes and increases their intensity.  
· Drifters also help forecast the path of approaching hurricanes because they allow a closer look at hurricane formation and ocean heat which affect storm intensity and movement. 
· Drifters predict the movement of pollutants that spill into the sea.  
· Drifters measure salinity, which is important in determining the ocean’s chemical make-up. Since marine species such as coral, kelp and phytoplankton are affected by changes in salinity, identifying fluctuations is important. Salinity also affects water density which, in turn, affects ocean circulation patterns that transport heat.
· Drifters measure ocean current velocity, or both the speed and direction of currents. These currents carry much more than water. The Gulf Stream, for example, carries vast amounts of heat and salt northward in the Atlantic Ocean, and this affects the many marine species whose migration is shaped by seasonal temperature changes and ocean currents.
· Satellite technology makes sea surface temperature measurements possible from space, but to ensure these measurements are accurate, drifters are used to compare actual sea surface temperatures to the temperature measurements from space. Without drifter observations to correct satellite measurements, these measurements can err due to dust and other elements in the atmosphere.
· With global climate change, drifters are an important tool for monitoring ocean temperature and circulation and the movements of marine species.
