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Mid-Pliocene climate change amplified by a
switch in Indonesian subsurface throughflow

Cyrus Karas'*, Dirk Niirnberg', Anil K. Gupta?, Ralf Tiedemann®, Kuppusamy Mohan?
and Torsten Bickert?

The tectonically driven closure of tropical seaways during the Pliocene epoch (~5-2 million years (Myr) ago) altered ocean
circulation and affected the evolution of climate. Plate tectonic reconstructions show that the main reorganization of one such
seaway, the Indonesian Gateway, occurred between 4 and 3 Myr ago. Model simulations have suggested that this would have
triggered a switch in the source of waters feeding the Indonesian throughflow into the Indian Ocean, from the warm salty waters
of the South Pacific Ocean to the cool and relatively fresh waters of the North Pacific Ocean. Here we use paired measurements
of the §'®*0 and Mg/Ca ratios of planktonic foraminifera to reconstruct the thermal structure of the eastern tropical Indian
Ocean from 5.5 to 2 Myr ago. We find that sea surface conditions remained relatively stable throughout the interval, whereas
subsurface waters freshened and cooled by about 4 °C between 3.5 and 2.95 Myr ago. We suggest that the restriction of the
Indonesian Gateway led to the cooling and shoaling of the thermocline in the tropical Indian Ocean. We conclude that this
tectonic reorganization contributed to the global shoaling of the thermocline recorded during the Pliocene epoch, possibly

contributing to the development of the equatorial eastern Pacific cold tongue.

the Indonesian throughflow? (ITF) in the Pliocene global

climatic reorganizations is intensively debated. It has been
proposed that the closure of the Central American seaway affected
tropical climate, and supplied heat and moisture to the high
latitudes, though it remains debatable whether this pre-conditioned
or delayed the Northern Hemisphere glaciation (NHG). However,
the primary oceanographic and climatic responses to the seaway’s
closure terminated more than 1 Myr before NHG (refs 3-5). As
such the mid-Pliocene climate transition® marks the gradual change
from a climate with little or no ice in the Northern Hemisphere
and ~3 °C warmer global surface temperatures’ to a climate state
with extended continental ice sheets at high northern latitudes®.
The onset of significant NHG (ref. 6) was accompanied by the
initiation of strong winter monsoons in India’ and a shift in
African vegetation'®. This time was also marked by enhanced
sea surface temperature (SST) cooling in (sub)tropical upwelling
regions and the development of a tropical Pacific west-to-east
SST gradient, especially after 3 Myr ago''"!>. These changes in
(sub)tropical SST were taken as evidence for the termination of
the early Pliocene ‘permanent El Nifio-like’ climate conditions'®’.
However, the major tropical reorganizations during the Pliocene,
which also include significant shoaling of the thermocline in the
equatorial eastern Pacific cold tongue™'>'®, do not seem to have
taken place synchronously. This makes it difficult to define and
to allocate the driving mechanisms, especially if the response
has different regional expressions, owing to different regional
sensitivities”. Here, we examine whether the gradual constriction
of the Indonesian Gateway from 4 to 3 Myr ago could be a viable
process to reorganize the tropical Indian and Pacific oceanography
and hence, tropical climate?.

_|_he role of the closures of the Central American seaway' and

Testing the theory of Cane and Molnar

According to Cane and Molnar?, the northward movement of
New Guinea since 5Myr ago switched the source of ITF surface
waters from the warm and saline South Pacific to the cooler
and fresher North Pacific. The postulated effects should have
resulted in a distinct drop of SST (~2°C at 100 m water depth)
in the tropical eastern Indian Ocean and a reorganization of
the Pacific SST from an El Nifo-like towards a La Nifia-like
pattern, which in turn both initiated droughts in eastern Africa
and contributed to the NHG (refs 2, 19). To test this hypothesis?,
we generated combined planktonic foraminiferal Mg/Ca and §'¥O
data from the tropical eastern Indian Ocean Deep Sea Drilling
Project (DSDP) Site 214 (11°20.21’S, 88°43.08' E, 1,665 m water
depth) spanning the time period from 5.5 to 2Myr ago. Site
214 is at a key location, as the surface waters there record the
conditions of the Indian—Pacific warm pool (Fig. la), whereas
the subsurface waters belong to the cold and fresh Australasian
Mediterranean water, which originates from the ITF area. Today,
it can be traced at water depths of ~300—-450 m far into the Indian
Ocean®®?' (Fig. 1b, ¢). We selected surface-dwelling planktonic
foraminifera Globigerinoides ruber and Globigerinoides sacculifer,
deep mixed-layer species Globoquadrina venezuelana and deep-
dwelling Globorotalia crassaformis to reconstruct oceanographic
changes at different depth levels (Supplementary Information).
In particular, G. crassaformis enabled us to monitor variations of
the thermocline associated with the cold and fresh Australasian
Mediterranean water (Fig. 1b, ¢; Supplementary Information). We
combined §'%0- and Mg/Ca-derived temperatures from surface-
dwelling G. ruber and G. sacculifer and from deep-dwelling
G. crassaformis to calculate §'®O of sea water”. Ice-volume-
corrected records (8" Ojyeseawater) that approximate local salinity
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Figure 1| Annual ocean temperatures and salinities at (sub)surface levels. a, Chart of annual ocean temperatures at 20 m water depth?34,
Palaeoceanographic proxy data were generated for DSDP Site 214. The locations of the sediment cores discussed in the text are indicated. ODP: Ocean
Drilling Program. b,c, Annual temperatures (b) and salinities (¢) at 400 m water depthZ3# show the westward expansion of relatively cold and less-saline

Australasian Mediterranean water (AAMW, dashed line) that originates from the ITF area

were calculated from 8" Ojeqyater Dy subtracting an estimation of the
Pliocene global ice volume (Supplementary Information).

At tropical eastern Indian Ocean Site 214, the §'"®0 and
SSTig/ca records of the surface-dwelling foraminifera G. ruber and
G. sacculifer (Supplementary Information) show similar trends
between 5.5 and 2.0 Myr ago, indicating that the §'8O signal to
a large part reflects variations in SSTyc. (Figs2a b, 3a). The
SSTwmg/ca records vary from 24 °C to 26.5°C, showing a warming
trend of ~1.5°C during the early Pliocene from 5.5 to 3.8 Myr
ago and then a slight cooling of ~1 °C during the Pliocene climate
transition from 3.8 to 2.5 Myr ago. The deep mixed-layer Mg/Ca
temperature record from G. venezuelana (spanning the time interval
from 5.5 to 3.5 Myr ago) is 1-2 °C cooler than the SSTy/c, record,
but clearly resembles the warming trend during the early Pliocene
(Fig. 3a). The sea surface §'%0 signature and the pattern of SSTg/ca
variability at Site 214 are very similar to that of west Pacific
warm pool Site 806 (ref. 15). This indicates that the long-term
SSTig/ca evolution between both sites developed almost identically
between 5.5 and 2 Myr ago, although the absolute temperatures
are different. SSTyg/c, values in the tropical eastern Indian Ocean
are consistently ~3.5°C cooler than in the west Pacific warm pool
(Fig. 2a; Supplementary Information). This difference is similar
to the modern SST offset of ~2°C between both core locations®
(Fig. 1a). Our SSTyg/c, record from Site 214 provides no evidence
for pronounced surface cooling in the tropical eastern Indian Ocean
between 4 and 3 Myr ago, which has been suggested as a response to
the constriction of the Indonesian seaway”. The slight cooling trend
at Site 214 of ~1°C from ~3.8 to 2.5 Myr ago probably reflects
global climate cooling, as similar trends are also registered at Site
806 and at eastern Indian Ocean Site 758 (ref. 24).

In contrast to the conditions at the sea surface, the Mg/Ca
temperature record from the deep-dwelling G. crassaformis suggests
a distinct cooling of the subsurface level of ~4°C between ~3.5
and 2.95 Myr ago, with an abrupt component from ~3.3 to 3 Myr
ago (Fig. 3a). This pattern is also reflected by the 8'*Og assaformis
record (Fig.2c). Most notable is the rapid ~1%o increase in
880G, crassaformis from ~3.5 to 2.95Myr ago. Evidently, the most
intense hydrographic changes in the tropical eastern Indian Ocean
occurred during the mid-Pliocene transition at ~3.5-2.95 Myr
ago within the subsurface level rather than at the surface. The
decoupled evolution of subsurface and surface water masses caused

20,21

an increasing temperature and §'*O gradient between shallow
and deep-dwelling species after ~3.5Myr ago and point to a
shoaling and cooling of the thermocline*»* in the tropical eastern
Indian Ocean. Similar to the modern situation, we assume that
the Pliocene ITF was characterized by changes in the subsurface
flow rather than at the surface?””*. This is supported by our
8" 0ycsecamater TECONStrUctions, which point to a gradual change
of the source of ITF waters’ during ~3.5-2.95Myr ago. The
deep-dwelling G. crassaformis 8" Ojy.qeawater r€cord (Fig. 3d) reveals
an overall freshening trend from ~4.3 to 2.5Myr ago, indicated
by a 8"®Ojycseawater change from ~0.4%, to ~—1.2%0, interrupted
by sudden and stepwise changes towards more saline conditions
at ~3.3-3.15 Myr ago. These rapid subsurface changes might have
been due to a reduction in ITF, as the throughflow waters would
have been replaced by warmer and saltier Indian Ocean waters.
Alternatively, the ITF source might have switched back to more
warm and saline South Pacific waters (Fig.3a, d). Rapid and
gradual freshening of subsurface waters started again at ~3.15 Myr
ago, with a §®Ojcqawarer amplitude of ~1%o until ~2.95Myr
ago (Fig.3d). The shallow-dwelling G. ruber and G. sacculifer
8" 0jyeseawater T€COTds (Fig. 3d) also exhibit a long-term continuous
freshening from ~5.2Myr to ~2Myr, although with a much
smaller §'8Oyyc-qeawater amplitude.

We attribute the gradual freshening from ~4.3 to 2.5Myr
ago and the related cooling (~4°C) of subsurface waters—with
the most prominent changes at ~3.5-2.95 Myr—to the gradual
constriction of the Indonesian seaway and the related switch in
the source of subsurface ITF waters®. The long- and short-term
variability in subsurface salinity after 2.95 Myr, however may partly
reflect oceanic changes in response to global climate variability.
Sea surface conditions of the tropical eastern Indian Ocean and
of the equatorial west Pacific, instead, developed almost identically
(Figs 2a, b, 3d). In this respect, our data do not support Cane and
Molnar’s® prediction of a surface cooling in the tropical eastern
Indian Ocean synchronous to a relative sea surface warming in
the equatorial west Pacific and the initiation of the west Pacific
warm pool. Our interpretation of the freshening and cooling of
tropical eastern Indian subsurface waters during ~3.5-2.95 Myr
ago is supported by eyg data from eastern Indian Ocean Site 757
(ref. 29) (located south of Site 214), which were interpretated as a
switch from southern to northern Pacific source waters in the ITF.
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Figure 2 | Pliocene proxy records from Site 214 and Site 806. a, SSTj/c, derived from G. ruber (black triangles) and G. sacculifer (black crosses) from
Site 214 and SSTg/ca G. sacculifer (red) from Site 806 (ref. 15). b, 8180 records from Site 214 (black triangles) and Site 806 (ref. 15) (red; stratigraphy of
Site 806 (ref. 15) was changed on the basis of extra §'® Openthic data; Supplementary Information). Site 214 §'8Og. uper values were adjusted to the

8'8046. sacculifer record by adding 0.25%o (Supplementary Information). ¢, Site 214 8" g, crassaformis record. Note the different temperature scales for Site 214

and Site 806.

The timing of subsurface events largely coincides with eastern
African climate proxy data, which indicate a change from formerly
wet to dry conditions between ~4 and 3 Myr ago'. It might
indeed be speculated that the prominent temperature drop in the
tropical eastern Indian Ocean subsurface waters affected the surface
temperature in the west Indian Ocean through equatorial and/or
coastal upwelling off Somalia, which is partly fed by thermocline
waters being supplied by the Indonesian throughflow®®>*!. A SST
drop in the west Indian Ocean triggered by upwelling of cooler
tropical eastern Indian Ocean subsurface waters might have caused
a reduction in evaporation and thus less precipitation over eastern
Africa and, as a consequence, a change in hominid evolution>'°.
During this time, the gradual slight freshening of surface waters in
the tropical eastern Indian Ocean may have resulted from enhanced
precipitation in line with the strengthening of the Monsoon system
(after ~3.6 Myr ago)®*? rather than being a result of changing
throughflow at the surface. This is corroborated by the good
agreement between the surface 8" Oy, seawater records from Site 806
(G. sacculifer SSTygc, and 8'30 data from ref. 15) and Site 214, in
particular during the critical time period 3.5-2.95 Myr ago (Fig. 3d).

Pliocene global cooling and the Indonesian Gateway

The distinct change in the tropical eastern Indian Ocean
thermocline structure during the mid-Pliocene (~3.5-2.95Myr
ago) occurs within a long-term sequence of palaeoceanographic
events (~4.8-3Myr ago)>''"'>8 leading to the cooling and
shoaling of the thermocline and the appearance of cold surface
waters in various ocean regions'®. In the tropical eastern Pacific this
process had already started at ~4.8 Myr and has been related to the
gradual closing of the Central American seaway>'®, which might
have preconditioned the cooling of the equatorial eastern Pacific
cold tongue'?. As a consequence, this process marked the start of

the gradual termination of permanent El Nifio-like conditions.
Alternatively, Philander and Fedorov'® related the termination
of permanent El Nifo-like conditions to global cooling inducing
overall thermocline shoaling.

In the tropical eastern Indian Ocean (Site 214), the cooling and
freshening of subsurface waters took place at ~3.5-2.95 Myr and
seems to be quasi-synchronous to the northward tectonic drift of
New Guinea and the postulated change in the source of ITF waters
towards a cool and fresh North Pacific source?. At the same time,
the benthic §'30 values were globally low and small in amplitude®
(Fig. 3¢), indicating low ice volume and little variability. The
benthic Mg/Ca values imply low and hardly changing deep-ocean
temperatures™. Accordingly, we argue that the relative abrupt
cooling of Indian Ocean subsurface waters is not the result of
‘cooling from below’ due to global cooling that strengthened the
NHG (ref. 16). Instead, we suggest that the tectonically triggered
changes amplified global climate change by contributing to a
shoaling/cooling of the thermocline in various ocean areas.

At ~3.2Myr, the previously uniform SSTygc, evolution at
Site 214 and within the Benguela upwelling cell (Site 1084
alkenone-derived SST (SSTakenone) data from ref. 11; age model
revised by Etourneau et al., manuscript in preparation; Fig. 3a)
started to deviate, suggesting that the relative cooling of the
Benguela upwelling system might have been preconditioned by the
continuously cooled tropical eastern Indian Ocean thermocline,
the temperature signal of which would have been transported
westward towards Site 1084. Today, the Benguela Current system
transports ~25 Sverdrup of water, 15 Sv of which can be related
to Indian Ocean thermocline water’. Ventilation of the Indian
Ocean thermocline is driven by the Australasian Mediterranean
water, which mixes with Indian Ocean central water before being
transported in the South Atlantic Ocean by the Agulhas Current?¢,
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Figure 3 | Pliocene (sub)surface changes in the tropical eastern Indian Ocean in relation to other ocean areas. a, Mg/Ca-derived temperatures of

G. ruber (blue triangles), G. sacculifer (red crosses), G. venezuelana (blue diamonds) and G. crassaformis (black crosses) from Site 214; SST aikenone records
from Site 846 (light blue) and Site 1084 (dashed; Etourneau et al., manuscript in preparation)™2. b, C37 alkenone concentrations of Site 846 (ref. 12).
¢, The LRO4 global benthic §'80 stack33. d, Site 214 §'® Ojyc-seawater records from G. ruber (blue triangles), G. sacculifer (red crosses) and G. crassaformis
(black crosses) and Site 806 88 Oiyc.seawater G. sacculifer record (green; SSTmg/ca and 8'80 values from ref. 15), (see Supplementary Information). The

arrows indicate trends.

The pronounced cooling in the Benguela upwelling cell observed
after ~2.4 Myr ago (Fig. 3a), however, was probably related to the
occurrence of more intense glacials'"*.

When constant and low subsurface temperatures indicate
prevailing North Pacific source waters passing through the
Indonesian Gateway since ~2.95 Myr ago, we observe a significantly
increasing number of high productivity/upwelling events occurring
in the equatorial eastern Pacific (Site 846) indicated by Cs;
alkenones and accompanied by distinct drops in SSTqjkenone (ref. 12)
(Fig. 3a, b). Both the high productivity/upwelling events and
the increasing gradient in ocean surface temperatures between
the tropical eastern Indian Ocean and the equatorial eastern
Pacific evolving after 2.95Myr ago are taken as evidence for

the manifestation of the equatorial eastern Pacific cold tongue,
presumably amplified by strengthened wind stress in line with
the intensification of NHG (refs 16, 37). A viable mechanism
linking the ITF dynamics to eastern Pacific upwelling might come
through the equatorial undercurrent. A plate-tectonics modelling
study'® suggests that the northward drift of New Guinea would
change the source of the equatorial undercurrent in the Pacific
towards a stronger Southern Ocean component. In fact, upwelled
waters in the equatorial eastern Pacific cold tongue today originate
from the lower levels of the equatorial undercurrent, which is
fed by cold subantarctic mode water®®. The subantarctic mode
water serves as the main contributor of nutrients fuelling the
eastern Pacific thermocline from below and enhancing primary
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productivity®. As this relationship probably held throughout the
Pliocene!'"?, we suspect that after 2.95 Myr ago a larger portion of
Subantarctic mode water transported through ‘ocean tunnels’ to
equatorial regions®® amplified the shoaling of the eastern Pacific
thermocline, the cooling of upwelled water and the increase in
productivity (Fig. 3a, b).

Our reconstructions of tropical eastern Indian Ocean surface
and subsurface temperatures and §'®Ojycgeawater shed new light
on the hydrographic changes in the Indonesian Gateway and its
implications for the mid-Pliocene climate transition. Our results
support the hypothesis of Cane and Molnar? that the constriction of
the Indonesian seaway (4-3 Myr ago) led to a major reorganization
in the ITF. Although their assumption of a change in the surface
throughflow and the proposed drop in tropical eastern Indian
Ocean SST is not registered, our data reveal a pronounced cooling
of ~4°C at the subsurface level from ~3.5 to 2.95 Myr. This points
to a switch in ITF source waters from initially South Pacific to
North Pacific subsurface waters. After 2.95Myr ago, constantly
low subsurface temperatures and fresher conditions suggest a
prevailing throughflow of North Pacific source waters through the
Indonesian Gateway. The associated changes in the thermocline
might have preconditioned the cooling of the Benguela upwelling
system at ~3.2 Myr ago and contributed to the global cooling of the
thermocline. We suggest that the plate-tectonic constellation in the
ITF area after 2.95 Myr ago enabled a larger portion of subantarctic
mode water to be transported through ‘ocean tunnels’ into the
equatorial undercurrent*’, thereby supporting the final formation
of the equatorial eastern Pacific cold tongue.
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