
Journal of Geophysical Research: Space Physics

RESEARCH ARTICLE
10.1002/2014JA019958

Key Points:
• PC analysis is used first time to study

long-term geomagnetic activity
• We find that the second PC

describes and quantifies the
latitudinal differences

• We find that the second PC is
related to the annual fraction of
high-speed streams

Correspondence to:
L. Holappa,
lauri.holappa@oulu.fi

Citation:
Holappa, L., K. Mursula, T. Asikainen,
and I. G. Richardson (2014), Annual
fractions of high-speed streams
from principal component analysis
of local geomagnetic activ-
ity, J. Geophys. Res. Space
Physics, 119, 4544–4555,
doi:10.1002/2014JA019958.

Received 21 MAR 2014
Accepted 24 MAY 2014
Accepted article online 29 MAY 2014
Published online 18 JUN 2014

Annual fractions of high-speed streams from principal
component analysis of local geomagnetic activity
L. Holappa1, K. Mursula1, T. Asikainen1, and I. G. Richardson2,3

1ReSoLVE Centre of Excellence, Department of Physics, University of Oulu, Oulu, Finland, 2CRESST/Department of
Astronomy, University of Maryland, College Park, Maryland, USA, 3Exploration of the Universe Division, NASA/GSFC,
Greenbelt, Maryland, USA

Abstract We study the latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity in 1966–2009 with local
geomagnetic activity indices at 26 magnetic observatories. Using the principal component analysis
method we find that more than 97% of the variance in annually averaged geomagnetic activity can be
described by the two first principal components. The first component describes the evolution of the global
geomagnetic activity, and has excellent correlation with, e.g., the Kp/Ap index. The second component
describes the leading pattern by which the latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity deviates from
the global average. We show that the second component is highly correlated with the relative (annual)
fraction of high-speed streams (HSS) in solar wind. The latitudinal distribution of the second mode has
a high maximum at auroral latitudes, a local minimum at subauroral latitudes and a low maximum at
midlatitudes. We show that this distribution is related to the difference in the average location and intensity
between substorms related to coronal mass ejections (CMEs) and HSSs. This paper demonstrates a new way
to extract useful, quantitative information about the solar wind from local indices of geomagnetic activity
over a latitudinally extensive network.

1. Introduction
Geomagnetic activity, i.e., short-term variation of the Earth’s magnetic field, has been studied since the mid-
nineteenth century. Geomagnetic activity is due to the interaction between the Earth’s magnetic field and
the solar wind and the accompanied interplanetary magnetic field (IMF), which drives different current sys-
tems in the magnetosphere and the ionosphere. Magnetic disturbances produced by these current systems
on the ground have traditionally been characterized by different global geomagnetic indices, such as the
aa, Kp/Ap, AE, and Dst indices. While some of them (e.g., aa and Kp/Ap) aim to evaluate the global level of
geomagnetic activity, including contributions from all main current systems, others (e.g., Dst and AE) aim
to concentrate only one current system. (Note, however, that no pure indices of one current system exist,
e.g., the Dst index includes contributions from magnetopause, tail and field-aligned currents, at least at
times). The long time span of geomagnetic measurements and related indices makes them very important
for space climate studies since they provide some of the longest measures of solar activity.

While there are numerous papers written on the temporal development of global geomagnetic activity
using, e.g., the standard geomagnetic indices such as aa, Kp/Ap, AE, and Dst, there are only few recent stud-
ies on its spatial structure. This is rather surprising since it is obvious that there is more information included
in a large set of local geomagnetic indices than in one single global index (normally a weighted average of
several local indices). Recently, local indices have been used to study, e.g., the spatial properties of the ring
current, which is often very asymmetric in local time [Yakovchouk et al., 2012; Newell and Gjerloev, 2012].

The most severe types of geomagnetic activity, especially substorms and storms, are primarily driven by
two types of solar wind structures: coronal mass ejections (CMEs) and high-speed solar wind streams (HSSs)
(including the associated corotating interaction regions; CIRs). Probably, the most important difference
between these two drivers is their different characteristic IMF Bz profile. During CMEs, there is often a long
period of persistently negative Bz , while during CIRs/HSSs Bz is typically fluctuating around zero, and periods
of negative Bz are shorter but more frequent and occur over a longer time [see, e.g., Tsurutani et al., 2006].
Consequently, CMEs and CIRs/HSSs drive geomagnetic activity differently. Most intense (Dst < −100 nT)
geomagnetic storms are produced by CMEs, while CIR-driven storms are typically limited to smaller intensi-
ties [Zhang et al., 2007; Richardson et al., 2006], and about 50% of moderate geomagnetic storms (−100 nT
< Dst < −50 nT) are driven by CIRs/HSSs [Echer et al., 2013]. Due to their longer duration and the embedded
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Alfvén waves [Belcher and Davis, 1971], HSSs can produce significant and long-lasting auroral electrojet
activity. While it is known that the most extensive aurorae (and the strongest auroral electrojets and ground
disturbances) are caused by CMEs [Borovsky and Denton, 2006], HSSs dominate the auroral activity over long
time scales. Tanskanen et al. [2005] studied substorms using ground-based magnetograms and found that
their yearly averaged occurrences and amplitudes over the solar cycle strongly correlate with the annual
means of the solar wind speed dominated by high-speed streams. Thus, substorm activity is dominated by
HSSs at the yearly time scale.

The relative abundance of CMEs and HSSs in the solar wind varies over the solar cycle. While the occurrence
of the CMEs roughly correlates with the sunspot number, the occurrence of the HSSs typically maximizes
later in the declining phase of the solar cycle when polar coronal holes have nonaxisymmetric extensions
to lower latitudes. This leads to the well-known fact that global geomagnetic activity typically has a rough
double-peak structure during the solar cycle, the first peak broadly around the sunspot maximum being
mostly caused by CMEs and the second peak during the declining phase mostly caused by HSSs [Feynman,
1982; Simon and Legrand, 1986; Richardson et al., 2000; Richardson and Cane, 2012].

These differences between HSSs and CMEs lead to differences in the temporal and latitudinal distributions of
geomagnetic activity during HSSs and CMEs. Moreover, the latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity
changes as a function of the solar cycle phase. This raises an interesting question: is it possible to deter-
mine the relative fraction of occurrence of the different solar wind drivers from the latitudinal distribution
of geomagnetic activity? In this paper, the latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity and its tempo-
ral evolution are studied using local Ah indices (digital reconstructions of analog Ak indices) [Mursula and
Martini, 2007a] at a wide network of magnetic stations over an extended period of time. We will show that
the latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity is indeed largely controlled by the relative occurrence
of HSSs and CMEs in the solar wind. The main purpose of the present study is to develop a method that
can be used to gain information about the statistical occurrence of various solar wind structures before the
satellite era.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the K-based geomagnetic indices and the Ah index.
Section 3 describes the geomagnetic data and solar wind data used in this paper. The analysis of the paper
is largely based on the principal component analysis (PCA) method which is described and applied to the Ah

indices in section 4. The results of the PCA are discussed in section 5, and final conclusions of the paper are
presented in section 6.

2. K-Based Indices and the Ah Index

Geomagnetic indices with the longest time span (aa and Kp/Ap) are based on the K index method [Bartels
et al., 1939; Menvielle and Berthelier, 1991]. The K index is defined in 3 h intervals from the range
(maximum-minimum) of the horizontal (H) component of the local magnetic field intensity after first remov-
ing the quiet-day variation. The ranges are transformed to quasi-logarithmic K values (numbers from 0 to 9)
according to conversion tables which are defined separately for each station. The global Kp index is calcu-
lated from the local K indices of 13 observatories which are located in geomagnetic latitudes 48.6◦–62.0◦ in
the Northern Hemisphere and 45.6◦–47.2◦ in the Southern Hemisphere [GFZ Potsdam, 2012]. The Ap index
is the linearized version of the Kp index. The longest continuous geomagnetic index is the aa index (starting
from 1868) which is defined as an average of the linearized K indices (so-called Ak indices) of two antipodal
stations, one in UK and one in Australia [Mayaud, 1972, 1980]. The K-based indices, especially the aa index,
have been used in many studies to describe, e.g., the centennial evolution of global geomagnetic activity.

Although K indices have been measured routinely at several stations, there are many more stations whose
magnetic field measurements are given in the international data bases as digital hourly values for several
decades. In order to be able to use these data for a latitudinally extended network, we have calculated for
each station the recently suggested Ah index of local geomagnetic activity [Mursula and Martini, 2007a],
which uses a modified K index method and hourly digital magnetic data. The Ah index (A for amplitude, h for
hourly), like the K index, is defined in 3 h intervals from the range of the H component after quiet-day varia-
tion removal. However, the Ah index is defined simply as the range itself, unlike in the K method in which the
ranges are converted to K numbers in a quasi-logarithmic scale. The Ah index is thus more closely related to
the linear Ak index and correlates with it very well [Mursula and Martini, 2007a, 2007b]. Hence, Ah indices can
be used here to study latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity in a consistent way.
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Table 1. Stations and Their Coordinatesa

# Station Name and Code Geographic Latitude Geographic Longitude CGM Latitude CGM Longitude

1 Alibag (ABG) 18.638 72.872 9.52 145.27

2 MBour (MBO) 14.384 −16.967 20.78 56.717

3 Kanoya (KNY) 31.420 130.882 24.17 202.020

4 Kakioka (KAK) 36.233 140.183 28.78 210.93

5 San Juan (SJG) 18.382 −66.118 29.27 5.02

6 Memambetsu (MMB) 43.907 144.193 36.56 214.56

7 Chambon-la-Foret (CLF) 48.017 2.267 43.67 79.94

8 Irkutsk (IRT) 52.167 104.450 46.78 176.67

9 Belsk (BEL) 51.837 20.792 47.41 96.38

10 Niemegk (NGK) 52.072 12.675 47.93 89.65

11 Hartland (HAD) 51.000 −4.483 47.99 75.55

12 Wingst (WNG) 53.743 9.073 50.05 87.31

13 Fredericksburg (FRD) 38.210 −77.367 50.07 356.16

14 Eskdalemuir (ESK) 55.317 −3.200 52.95 78.22

15 Victoria (VIC) 48.517 −123.417 54.04 294.56

16 Nurmijärvi (NUR) 60.508 24.655 56.69 102.78

17 Lerwick (LER) 60.133 −1.183 58.16 82.11

18 Sitka (SIT) 57.052 −135.335 59.82 278.10

19 Meanook (MEA) 54.615 −113.347 62.41 303.72

20 Sodankylä (SOD) 67.367 26.633 63.64 108.17

21 College (CMO) 64.867 −147.860 64.88 261.68

22 Abisko (ABK) 68.358 18.823 65.11 102.91

23 Leirvogur (LRV) 64.183 −21.7 65.46 68.57

24 Fort Churchill (FCC) 58.786 −94.088 69.61 330.03

25 Baker Lake (BLC) 64.333 −96.033 74.59 324.68

26 Thule (THL) 77.483 −69.167 86.00 36.77

aStations are ordered according to their corrected geomagnetic (CGM) latitudes.

3. Data
3.1. Hourly Observatory Data
We use in this study hourly data from 26 ground-based magnetic observatories around the world. The cri-
teria for choosing the observatories were the continuity, length, and quality of their data. The observatories
and their geographic and (corrected) geomagnetic coordinates are listed in Table 1. The geomagnetic coor-
dinates are calculated according to the International Geomagnetic Reference Field (IGRF) model (epoch
1985) [IGRF, 2010]. All these stations have continuous data (H component) covering at least the years
1966–2009 included in this study. The data were defined continuous if no more than 20% of hourly H val-
ues were missing for any year. It is important to have as complete data as possible for every year, because
geomagnetic phenomena are seasonally varying, and incomplete data may lead, e.g., to an erroneous yearly
average if a large fraction of data is missing. On the other hand, too strict a requirement for completeness of
data reduces the number of stations available and therefore reduces the latitudinal coverage of the study.

All magnetic data have been downloaded from the World Data Center of Edinburgh [WDC-C1, 2011]. Data
was checked for possible erroneous points (outliers) using the following method [see Karinen and
Mursula, 2005]. The data were first filtered by three-point median filter which replaces each data point by
the median of the point itself and its two neighboring points. The filtered data were then subtracted from
the original data. Standard deviation of this difference was calculated and statistically abnormal data points
which differed by more than 20 standard deviations from the average were considered as possible out-
liers. All outliers were carefully checked before removing any points from the data. For example, the large
positive deflections in the H component that frequently precede the main phase of a geomagnetic storm
were not considered as outliers. The data were also checked for possible sudden (step-like) changes in the
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Figure 1. Average values of Ah indices in 1966–2009 as a function of
corrected geomagnetic latitude.

baseline (most likely due to erroneous or
inconsistent baseline calibration). There
were baseline steps in ABG (2 steps), SJG
(2), and VIC (1) stations. The steps were
corrected by shifting the data before the
steps so that the baseline became contin-
uous. A third problem was found in the
data of CLF station due to an inhomoge-
neous sampling method. Hourly values of
CLF have been measured as spot values
until the end of 1971 and as hourly means
since the beginning of 1972. Because of
the higher variance of spot values, the Ah

index of CLF is excessively large before
1972. The Ah index of CLF was corrected
using the method suggested and used in
Martini and Mursula [2008]. The ratios of
the annual averages of Ah indices at CLF

and NGK were calculated for years 1962–1971 and 1972–1981 (NGK was selected as a reference station also
in Martini and Mursula [2008] and is fairly close to CLF in latitude and longitude). The mean values of the
ratios are 0.8778 (NGK/CLF in 1962–1971) and 1.0776 (NGK/CLF in 1972–1981). The ratio 0.8778/1.0776 =
0.8146 was then used to scale down the CLF Ah index in 1966–1971.

3.2. Standardization of Ah Indices
Figure 1 shows the averages of the Ah indices of all the 26 stations over the whole interval 1966–2009 plot-
ted as a function of the corrected geomagnetic latitude. The latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity
using the Ah index is very similar to that found earlier, e.g., using the IHV index [Svalgaard and Cliver, 2007].
The average level of geomagnetic activity is rather constant from low latitudes to subauroral latitudes,
increases rapidly at about 60◦ and maximizes at about 67◦–70◦, which corresponds to the average location
of the auroral electrojets. There is almost an order of magnitude difference in average geomagnetic activ-
ity between auroral and low latitudes. However, we are not interested now in the absolute level of local
geomagnetic activity, or the different source current systems producing this activity, but rather in its vari-
ation around its locally averaged level. The Ah indices at auroral latitudes have also much higher variances
than the low-latitude indices. In order to guarantee that all stations have equal weight in the analysis, we
standardize the indices to unit variance, i.e., we calculate for each station separately the standardized indices

Ahs =
Ah − ⟨Ah⟩

!
(1)

where ⟨⋅⟩ denotes the mean and ! the standard deviation. The indices are studied both at annual and
3-hourly time scales, when the means and standard deviations are calculated from the annual means or
3-hourly values, respectively. Note also that each local Ah index responds to a variety of current systems by a
different weight. Using the standardized Ah indices allows to study relative changes of the net geomagnetic
activity across different latitudes.
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Figure 2. Yearly fraction of gaps (time that is not classified to any SW
type) in the list of Richardson and Cane [2012].

3.3. Solar Wind Structures
As mentioned earlier, CMEs and HSSs are
the two most important drivers of geo-
magnetic activity. Richardson et al. [2000]
and Richardson and Cane [2012] have
divided the solar wind observed at the
Earth’s orbit since 1963 into three basic
types: high-speed streams (actually coro-
tating streams emanating from coronal
holes; for more details, see Richardson et
al. [2000]), CME-related flows, and slow
solar wind. Using mainly the measured
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Figure 3. Data matrix of Ahs (standardized Ah) indices at
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solar wind parameters included in the OMNI
database (http://omniweb.gsfc.nasa.gov/), they
have compiled a list, where the solar wind for
each hour is assigned to one of the three types.
The high-speed streams are identified as peri-
ods when the solar wind speed increases above
∼ 450 km/s in about 1 day and decreases slowly
during several days. Structures related to CME
flows include not only the cores of interplan-
etary CMEs but also the associated upstream
shocks and sheath regions. Because of data gaps
in the OMNI database (particularly frequent in
1982–1994), there are some gaps in Richardson’s
list (see Figure 2 which shows the yearly fractions
of gaps).

4. Principal Component Analysis
4.1. Principal Component Analysis Method

In search for possible latitudinal patterns in the Ah indices we use the principal component analysis (PCA)
method (for a review, see, e.g., Hannachi et al., [2007]). In simple terms, PCA is a method which can be used
to present a large number of partly correlated variables in terms of a smaller number of uncorrelated vari-
ables, called the principal components. The standardized annual means of the Ah indices of the 26 stations in
1966–2009 (44 values) are collected into a 44 × 26 data matrix (X) which is shown in color code in Figure 3.
The stations are ordered by their corrected geomagnetic latitude (increasing from left to right) and they are
numbered from 1 to 26 (see also Table 1). One can see that the columns in the data matrix are quite similar
with each other, because all stations observe roughly the same solar cycle variation of geomagnetic activ-
ity. However, some small but systematic differences are seen in Figure 3, e.g., between the stations at low
latitudes and auroral latitudes (compare, e.g., stations #1–5 and #19–25 in 1974 and 1994).

Principal component analysis uses the singular value decomposition of X

X = UDVT (2)

where U and V are orthogonal matrices (UUT = I and VVT = I) and D = diag("1, "2,… , "26) contains the
singular values of the matrix X . The column vectors of the 26 × 26 matrix V are called the empirical orthogo-
nal functions (EOFs). The principal components, which are uncorrelated with each other, are obtained as the
column vectors of the 44 × 26 matrix

P = UD. (3)
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Figure 4. (a) Singular values "k of the data matrix. (b) Percentage of variance explained when increasing the number of
principal components.
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The original variables can be now approximated using the K first principal components and EOFs as

Xij =
K∑

k=1

PikVjk (4)

where Xij is the value (Ahs index) of the jth variable (station) at the observation time (year) i.
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Figure 6. Two first EOFs as a function of (a) the station number and (b)
the corrected geomagnetic latitude.

The variance of the kth PC is propor-
tional to "2

k . Hence, the K first PCs
“explain” a percentage

∑K
k=1 "

2
k∑26

k=1 "
2
k

⋅ 100% (5)

of the variance in the original variables.
The singular values of the data matrix
X are plotted in Figure 4a. Clearly,
the majority of variance in the data is
explained by the first PC. The second
singular value is much smaller than the
first one, but it is still distinctly larger
than the remaining singular values.
This suggests that the second PC con-
tains a physically meaningful signal.
The other, smaller singular values and
the respective PCs are neglected in this
analysis. Figure 4b shows the percent-
age of variance explained when the
number of PCs is increased. The first
two PCs already contain 97.1% of the
total variance in the data.

4.2. Two First Principal Components
Figure 5 shows the two first principal
components of the Ahs indices in
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Figure 7. (a) Standardized Ahs indices at Lerwick (LER) and Niemegk
(NGK) stations, and (b) their difference compared with the second PC.

1966–2009. Because of the overwhelm-
ing weight of the first PC, it practically
agrees with the average of the 26 Ahs

indices. This can also be seen from the
first EOF depicted in Figure 6 which
describes a “flat” latitudinal mode in
which all stations have almost the same
EOF value of about 0.2. This is also
the reason why the first PC correlates
almost perfectly (correlation coeffi-
cient = 0.99 and p value = 9.9 ⋅ 10−34)
with the annual Ap index which is also
shown in Figure 5. In fact, the excellent
mutual agreement of these two global
parameters also supports the similarity
of the Ah and K/Ak indices [Mursula and
Martini, 2007b] and the sufficient
global representation of the Ap index.

The second PC is the leading “correc-
tion term” which describes the most
important common mode by which the
26 index series depart from their aver-
age described by the first PC. The EOF
associated to the second PC (Figure 6a)
has both negative and positive values,

meaning that the variation described by the second PC can be opposite in some stations included in the
present network. The second PC does not contribute much to stations with small EOF values (such as sta-
tions #13 and 14), but the contribution can also be quite large for some stations (especially stations #23–25).
Figure 6b shows the second EOF as a function of corrected geomagnetic latitude. The latitudinal variation of
the second EOF is rather curious. High positive EOF values are found at stations #21–25 at auroral latitudes
(65◦–75◦). Interestingly, subauroral stations #15–18 (54◦–60◦) depict negative values with a local minimum
at about 57◦–58◦, while midlatitude stations #7–12 (44◦ … 50◦) show again positive values with a local max-
imum at about 47◦–48◦. Low-latitude stations #1–5 and the polar cap station #26 show negative values
roughly equal with those at subauroral stations.

As an example of the difference between two stations, Figure 7a shows the Ahs indices of NGK (#10) and
LER (#17), for which the second EOF attains opposite values. Both of these stations are also included in the
network of stations used in calculating the Kp/Ap index. It is seen that although the Ahs indices at the two
stations follow each other fairly closely over the whole 44 year time interval, there are times when their
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Figure 8. Averages of Ah indices during the three solar wind types.

mutual differences are quite large.
Figure 7b depicts these differences
explicitly and shows that they are quite
well explained by the second PC, which
is also shown in Figure 7b. Note that
the total weight of the second PC in
the NGK-LER difference is only about
0.4 (see Figure 6a). This explains the
smaller amplitude of the variations in
this difference in Figure 7b compared
to the second PC.

4.3. Second PC and Solar
Wind Structures
Figure 5 shows that the second PC has
a clear solar cycle variation with
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maxima in the late declining phase of
the solar cycle and minima close to
solar maxima. This suggests that the
second PC is related to high-speed
solar wind streams which typically are
seen at 1 AU during the late declin-
ing phase. To test this hypothesis, we
have depicted the averages of the
Ah indices during the three different
solar wind types in Figure 8. (Those
time intervals when the solar wind
type was unknown or any of the sta-
tions missed the 3 h Ah index were
discarded). Figure 8 shows that at all
stations CMEs produce the greatest
average activity, far above the mean
level. HSSs produce overall smaller
average activity which is almost as
strong as CMEs at the highest auro-
ral latitudes (around 70◦), but clearly
smaller at lower latitudes, approach-
ing the mean activity level below

the subauroral latitudes. Slow SW has its maximum at the highest auroral latitudes, which is roughly 5
times the mean level at midlatitudes and low latitudes. Figure 9 depicts the average values of the Ahs

indices during each solar wind type. Note the striking similarity between the latitudinal distribution of
the Ahs indices during HSSs and the second EOF depicted in Figure 6. This gives strong additional sup-
port for the result that the mode described by the second PC is indeed related to high-speed streams.
Note also that the distributions of Ahs indices for HSSs and CMEs depict a clear overall anticorrelation
(cc = −0.92), which is a natural consequence of the relatively small latitudinal variation of Ahs indices
during slow SW.

The above results thus suggest that the second PC depends on the relative occurrence of HSSs in the solar
wind. Figure 10 shows the yearly fractions of the three solar wind structures (CME, HSS, and slow SW). One
can see the well-known fact that CME occurrence rate roughly follows the sunspot cycle, while the HSSs
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Figure 10. Yearly fractions of (top) CMEs, (middle) HSSs, and (bottom)
slow solar wind.

dominate the solar wind during the
declining phase and sunspot minima.
The highest yearly fraction of HSSs
in the satellite era occurred in 1974
when corotating high-speed streams
were almost continuously present
[see, e.g., Gosling et al., 1976]. Slow
SW attains its largest fractions around
sunspot minima. The extraordinary
minimum (2007–2009) of solar cycle
23 was exceptional also in terms of the
solar wind structures. In 2007–2008 the
CME fraction was almost zero, and in
2009 the fraction of slow solar wind
was exceptionally large (about 70%).
(For a detailed review of the solar wind
flow types and their properties, see
Richardson and Cane [2012]).

Figure 11 repeats the annual HSS
fraction of Figure 10 and compares it
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Figure 11. (a) Yearly fraction of time covered by high-speed streams in
solar wind, (b) the second PC, and (c) scatterplot of the second PC as a
function the yearly fraction of high-speed streams.

with the second PC. One can see that
the second PC follows remarkably well
the solar cycle variation of the annual
fraction of HSS streams. The correlation
coefficient between the two param-
eters is 0.83 (p value = 4.5 ⋅ 10−12).
This further supports the view that
the second PC is related to high-speed
streams. As expected, the highest sec-
ond PC value is also found in 1974. Also
the second highest second PC value in
1994 coincides with the second high-
est value of the HSS fraction. Naturally,
there are some detailed differences
between the two curves, for example,
the third highest maximum of the HSS
fraction in 2003 is underestimated by
the second PC. This is probably due to
the exceptionally strong CMEs in 2003
which tend to diminish the relative con-
tribution of the frequent HSSs in that
year. This interpretation is supported by
the fact that the fraction of CMEs was

larger in 2003 than in other HSS maximum years 1974, 1984, and 1994 (see Figure 10).

5. Discussion
5.1. Other Possible Causes of the Second PC
It is known [Finch et al., 2008] that there are latitudinal differences in the correlation between local geo-
magnetic activity and solar wind parameters. Finch et al. [2008] showed that the correlation between geo-
magnetic activity and solar wind speed maximizes around 70◦ geomagnetic latitude, i.e., at the poleward
edge of the auroral region. This leads to the following question: does the solar wind speed determine
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Figure 12. (a) Annual means of solar wind speed, (b) second PC, and (c)
scatterplot of the second PC as a function of solar wind speed.

the latitudinal distribution of geomag-
netic activity (depicted by the second
PC)? Figure 12 depicts the second PC
and the annual solar wind speed, which
have a fair correlation (c.c. = 0.59, p =
2.3⋅10−5). (This is mainly determined by
the three high values of VSW>500 km/s;
without these 3 years the correlation is
essentially weaker with cc = 0.46 and
p = 0.0023). However, correlation
of second PC with VSW is consider-
ably lower than with HSS fraction
(cc = 0.83; p = 4.5 ⋅10−12), which can be
understood as follows. During sunspot
maximum years, when the CME fraction
is high, the second PC is low (negative),
but the solar wind speed is not neces-
sarily low. For example, in 1989–1991
the solar wind was occupied by CMEs
about 50% of the time (Figure 10), but
the average solar wind speed was as
high as about 450 km/s, i.e., close to the
long-term average. However, during
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Figure 13. Averages of standardized Ahs indices during CME- and
HSS-related substorms in 1980–2009.

the same years the second PC had a
minimum since the HSS fraction was
only about 15–30% (see Figure 10).
The same situation occurs during the
next sunspot maximum in 2000–2001.
Accordingly, since CMEs can also
include fairly high solar wind speeds,
the value of SW speed alone does not
explain the second PC as well as the
HSS fraction. (Note also that the corre-
lation between the second PC and HSS
fraction depicted in Figure 11c remains
high with cc = 0.78 and p = 2.6 ⋅ 10−9

even if the three highest fractions
are removed.)

We note that, similar to the solar wind
speed, no other “coupling function”
(combination of solar wind speed,

interplanetary magnetic field B, or its rectified southward component BS) provides a better correlation with
the second PC than the HSS fraction. On the other hand, several coupling functions correlate extremely
well with the global geomagnetic activity, and therefore, with the first PC. For example, there is an excel-
lent correlation between the annual means of the aa index and BV2 [Lockwood et al., 2009]. Moreover, it
has been noted [Richardson et al., 2002; Richardson and Cane, 2012] that the linear relation between BSV2

and the aa index is roughly the same for all the three solar wind types (CME, HSS, and slow SW). Thus, the
same coupling function explains the global geomagnetic activity (as measured by the aa index, or, e.g., the
first PC) during all solar wind structures. However, the coupling functions do not explain well the latitudinal
distribution of geomagnetic activity.

Calculation of the Ah (and all other K method-based) indices requires removing the quiet daily (Sq) varia-
tion from the H component when determining the 3 h range. Since the Sq variation cannot be perfectly
removed from the data, a small contribution from the Sq variation will remain in the Ah indices. However,
the residual Sq variation has no significant effect on the results of the PC analysis. We have tested this by
repeating the above described PC analysis with local IHV indices [Svalgaard and Cliver, 2007]. The IHV indices
are calculated by using data from the night sector only, thus being hardly affected by the Sq variation at all.
When using the local IHV indices for the same stations, we get very similar first and second PCs and EOFs
(not shown), and the second PC correlates again very well with the HSS fraction (cc = 0.79, p = 1.2 ⋅ 10−10).
This shows that neither the temporal variation of the second PC nor the observed latitudinal structure of the
second EOF is caused by the residual Sq variation in the Ah indices.

5.2. Latitudinal Variation of the Second EOF
There is a natural explanation why the HSS fraction explains the second PC and the latitudinal variation of
the second EOF. As already mentioned in section 1, a large annual HSS fraction implies frequent substorm
activity but a small number of intense storms. A large CME fraction in turn implies relatively larger number
of strong storms that include substorms with a larger latitudinal extent. In the following we discuss the lati-
tudinal distribution of the second EOF and its relation to the latitudinal differences between CME- and HSS-
related disturbances.

The second EOF is negative for low-latitude stations #1–6 (Figure 6). This is because the ring current
(stronger during CME storms than during HSS storms) has a great influence at low latitudes. The second
EOF is positive for most stations at midlatitudes to auroral latitudes (#7–25). However, the most distinctive
feature in Figure 6 are the negative values of the second EOF at subauroral latitudes of 50◦–60◦ (stations
#13–18), with a minimum at about 57◦–58◦. This is because the relative effect of CMEs is largest at these lat-
itudes, reflecting the different behavior of auroral electrojets during CME- and HSS-related substorms. It is
well known that under the influence of an intense solar wind electric field (especially in storm times) the
polar cap and the auroral oval expand toward the equator and, consequently, substorm onsets (largest

HOLAPPA ET AL. ©2014. American Geophysical Union. All Rights Reserved. 4553



Journal of Geophysical Research: Space Physics 10.1002/2014JA019958

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

0.2

0.25

0.3

0.35

0.4

0.45

0.5

0.55

corrected geomagnetic latitude [degrees]

fr
ac

tio
n 

of
 A

h in
de

x

HSS
CME
slow

Figure 14. Fractions of the average Ah index produced by the three solar
wind types.

disturbances during a substorm) occur
at lower latitudes than under a weaker
electric field [Hoffman et al., 2010].
Since the average solar wind elec-
tric field during CMEs is stronger than
during HSSs, it is expected that CME
substorms occur at lower latitudes than
HSS substorms, thus leading to the fact
that the relative contribution of CMEs
is larger at subauroral stations than at
other stations. At midlatitudes of about
40◦–50◦, where the CME-related elec-
trojets no longer typically extend, the
relative fraction of CMEs is reduced
and the second EOF attains weakly
positive values. On the other hand,
the negative second EOF value of
station #26 in the polar cap is most
likely due to a significant contribu-
tion of the DP2 current, which is also

controlled by the solar wind electric field [Troshichev et al., 1988] and, hence, is stronger during CMEs.

In order to verify the idea that CME substorms produce the subauroral minimum in the second EOF, we have
plotted the averages of the Ahs indices during CME- and HSS-related substorms in Figure 13. We use the list
of substorms identified by the SuperMAG magnetometer network (http://supermag.uib.no/) in 1980–2009
[Gjerloev, 2012]. The substorms are divided into CME (8083 substorms) and HSS-related (16734) substorms.
Figure 13 shows that, on an average, CME substorms are observed to be relatively strongest at about 60◦

CGM latitude. On the other hand, the distribution during HSS substorms resembles the second EOF with a
high maximum at auroral latitudes and a minimum at subauroral latitudes of about 57◦–58◦.

The special importance of CMEs for geomagnetic activity at subauroral latitudes is further demonstrated in
Figure 14 which depicts the fractions by which the three different solar wind types contribute to the aver-
age Ah indices at different stations. The contribution of the solar wind type i is calculated as fi ⋅ ⟨Ah⟩i∕⟨Ah⟩,
where ⟨Ah⟩i is the average level of the (nonstandardized) Ah index at given station during the SW type i,
⟨Ah⟩ the average Ah including all data and fi the average fraction of time attained by the SW type (0.42 for
HSSs, 0.20 for CMEs, and 0.37 for slow SW). Figure 14 also shows the basic fact that at all stations the major-
ity of geomagnetic activity is produced by HSSs, although CMEs produce the highest momentary levels of
geomagnetic activity (Figure 8).

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we have used the principal component analysis method to study the latitudinal distribution
of geomagnetic activity measured by the local Ah indices of 26 stations in 1966–2009. We found that the
temporal and latitudinal distribution of geomagnetic activity is very closely (up to about 97.1% of total vari-
ance) described by the first two principal components. The first PC closely agrees with the average of the
26 stations and describes the solar cycle variation of geomagnetic activity. It also correlates almost perfectly
with indices of global geomagnetic activity, like the Kp/Ap index. The second PC, describing the leading pat-
tern by which the latitudinal distribution of local geomagnetic activity deviates from the global average
described by the first PC, was found to be strongly correlated with the (annual) time fraction of high-speed
streams in solar wind. In fact, the second PC quantifies the difference in the latitudinal distribution of the rel-
ative disturbances associated with various current systems (in particular, the auroral electrojets and the ring
current) between CMEs and HSSs.

The second EOF, the latitudinal mode associated with the second PC, was found to correspond to the aver-
age latitudinal distribution of the standardized Ah indices during high-speed streams and the total fraction
of HSSs in the Ah indices. It has a high maximum at auroral latitudes, a local minimum at subauroral latitudes,
and a low maximum at midlatitudes. The subauroral minimum in the second EOF was shown to be related
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to the fact that CME-driven substorms occur, on an average, at lower latitudes than HSS-driven substorms,
raising the relative significance of CMEs at the subauroral stations.

Finally, we note that the results presented in this study are very useful for long-term (space climate) studies,
offering a method that can be used to gain information about the relative fraction of the statistical occur-
rence of various solar wind structures before the satellite era at annual resolution. While the present results
are not directly available for event-based studies of solar wind structures, it may be possible to develop
related methods based on techniques similar to those presented here.
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