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     The GDP drifter was designed in the late 1970’s to accurately measure the surface temperature and current velocities in the tropical Pacific Ocean. By the early 1990’s, drifters were being deployed worldwide. A thermistor (thermometer) is placed at the bottom of the surface float to measure ocean surface temperature. The location of the thermistor is important, as the drifter is designed to measure the water temperature, not the heat generated from direct exposure to the sun. To measure current velocities, the drifter incorporates a drogue (sea anchor). The drogue allows the drifter to follow ocean currents, rather than experience the effects of wind at the surface. To ensure the drogue remains extended, 5 pounds of weight are added to the bottom, extending the drogue to a depth of nearly 60 feet below the surface. 
     
     Increases in satellite technology have made sea surface temperature measurements possible from space. To ensure these satellite measurements are accurate, drifters are used to compare actual sea surface temperatures to the temperature measurements from space and calibrate the satellite measurements. Without the drifter observations to correct them, the satellite observations can be in error due to things like dust in the atmosphere. 


Some of the measurements taken from drifters and their applications include: 

Sea Surface Temperature – Used to predict seasonal to interannual climate patterns, and incorporated into climate models. Warm sea surface temperature is an enormous source of energy, which fuels storms and increases their intensity. Hurricanes are a prime example of a weather system fueled by sea surface temperature. 

Ocean Current Velocities – Ocean currents transport much more than water. For example, the Gulf Stream carries vast amounts of heat and salt northward in the Atlantic Ocean. Also, marine species rely on these for food. Many marine species migrate according to seasonal temperature changes and ocean currents.  

Barometric Pressure –Weather forecasters use barometric pressure to determine impending storms associated with low-pressure events. 

Salinity – Salinity measurements are important in determining the chemical make-up of the ocean. Because marine species, such as coral, kelp, phytoplankton, and others are affected by changes in salinity, identifying these fluctuations is important. On a larger scale, because salinity affects the density of water, ocean circulation patterns are also affected. 
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