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a b s t r a c t
A detailed description of the main geomagnetic field and of its temporal variations (i.e., the secular variation or SV) is crucial to understanding the geodynamo. Although the SV is known with high accuracy at
ground magnetic observatory locations, the globally uneven distribution of the observatories hampers
the determination of a detailed global pattern of the SV. Over the past two decades, satellites have provided global surveys of the geomagnetic field which have been used to derive global spherical harmonic
(SH) models through some strict data selection schemes to minimise external field contributions.
However, discrepancies remain between ground measurements and field predictions by these models;
indeed the global models do not reproduce small spatial scales of the field temporal variations. To overcome this problem we propose to directly extract time series of the field and its temporal variation from
satellite measurements as it is done at observatory locations. We follow a Virtual Observatory (VO)
approach and define a global mesh of VOs at satellite altitude. For each VO and each given time interval
we apply an Equivalent Source Dipole (ESD) technique to reduce all measurements to a unique location.
Synthetic data are first used to validate the new VO-ESD approach. Then, we apply our scheme to data
from the first two years of the Swarm mission. For the first time, a 2.5° resolution global mesh of VO time
series is built. The VO-ESD derived time series are locally compared to ground observations as well as to
satellite-based model predictions. Our approach is able to describe detailed temporal variations of the
field at local scales. The VO-ESD time series are then used to derive global spherical harmonic models.
For a simple SH parametrization the model describes well the secular trend of the magnetic field both
at satellite altitude and at the surface. As more data will be made available, longer VO-ESD time series
can be derived and consequently used to study sharp temporal variation features, such as geomagnetic
jerks.
Ó 2017 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
The Earth’s main magnetic field changes its strength and direction in time and space, with its temporal variation termed secular
variation (SV). Knowledge and detailed description of the SV are
essential to constrain the fluid dynamics just below the coremantle boundary (CMB) and the coupling mechanism between
the core and the mantle (e.g. Holme, 2015). Secondary sources of
the geomagnetic field are the magnetised crust (crustal field) and
the electrical currents in the ionosphere and magnetosphere,
⇑ Corresponding author.
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Present address: DTU Space, Diplomvej, Building 371, 2800 Kgs. Lyngby,
Denmark.
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known as the external field. While the crustal field is static, external fields caused by the interaction between the main field and the
solar wind vary on a broad range of time scales. The magnetospheric ring current, flowing at distances of a few Earth radii (e.g.
Maus and Lühr, 2005), and the ionospheric currents flowing
around 100 km altitude (e.g. Briggs, 1984) are examples of sources
of short-term variations. The polar regions are dominated by the
field-aligned currents (FAC), flowing along field lines of the ambient field and connecting the magnetosphere and ionosphere (e.g.
Gjerloev et al., 2011; Lühr et al., 2015, and references therein).
Ionospheric and magnetospheric currents also induce electrical
currents in Earth’s lithosphere and mantle (e.g. Langel and Estes,
1985; Kuvshinov and Olsen, 2006; Civet et al., 2015). The magnetic
field measured at the Earth’s surface or at satellite altitude is the
superposition of all these sources.
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Since the mid-19th century, the strength and direction of the
magnetic field have been continuously measured at ground magnetic observatories, locally constraining the SV. However, the limited number of observatories and their uneven distribution across
the globe (e.g. Bloxham et al., 1989; Brown et al., 2013) hampers
the determination of SV global patterns with high spatial resolution. For the last two decades scientific satellite missions have been
providing high-precision magnetic field observations at a global
scale. Such missions, like the Danish satellite Ørsted (Neubert
et al., 2001) and the German satellite CHAMP (Reigber et al.,
2002) provided almost continuously magnetic field measurements
with global coverage. The ESA’s Swarm mission (Friis-Christensen
et al., 2006) was launched on 22 November 2013. It consists of a
constellation of three identical satellites in polar orbit at different
altitudes. Two of them (A and C) fly almost side-by-side around
460 km altitude and the third satellite (B) flies about 55 km higher
(Fig. 1). The phase shift increases with time allowing the constellation to survey all local times during its nominal lifetime (Olsen
et al., 2006). The constellation delivers simultaneous magnetic
measurements at two different altitudes. Two magnetic instruments operate on each satellite boom, a Vector Fluxgate Magnetometer (VFM), which is combined with a Star Tracker, delivers
vector geocentric measurements, and an Absolute Scalar Magnetometer (ASM) providing very accurate 1 Hz absolute scalar measurements for both VFM calibration and scientific studies (Fratter
et al., 2016).
Magnetic field observations at satellite altitude and with global
coverage have allowed the construction of improved global field
models using spherical harmonics (SH). These models must
account for external field contributions, unless they are a priori
minimised. When using ground observatory measurements only
annual or monthly means are usually considered (e.g. Jackson
et al., 2000; Wardinski and Holme, 2006). This aims at averaging
out the short-term temporal variations of the external field, thus
filtering out a large part of geomagnetic variability of external origin. When using satellite measurements a strict data selection is
done to keep only quiet, local night-time measurements. This
selection is performed according to magnetic activity indices such
as the Dst (e.g. Sugiura, 1964). This reduces the external fields but
also strongly reduces the amount of available data for the inversion
(Olsen et al., 2007).
A direct comparison between ground observations and satellite
data is difficult due to the very different nature of the measurements. Similarly, it is not possible to directly study the SV and its
spatial patterns with satellite data as with ground observatories.
Depending on the satellite’s orbital geometry, the revisiting period
for a particular location ranges between days and months, while at
ground observatories measurements are acquired at a constant

location (Turner and Rasson, 2007). Satellite magnetic measurements are also taken at different, possibly time-dependent, altitudes. As the satellite orbit altitude naturally decreases with time
(e.g. Maus et al., 2007), this leads to an artificial increase of the
measured magnetic field intensity and to a false apparent secular
variation.
A different approach to describe the magnetic field, based on
Virtual Observatories (VO), was proposed by Mandea and Olsen
(2006). It consists in directly extracting the SV information from
satellite data as it is done at ground observatories. A VO is defined
as a volume inside which all available satellite measurements during a given time period are taken into account. Olsen and Mandea
(2007) considered five years of CHAMP measurements to construct
a global grid of 5° equally spaced VOs. The measurements acquired
during one month and inside a cylindrical volume were corrected
to a constant altitude. The correction assumes that the measurement residuals (obtained by the subtraction of an a priori known
SH field model) are given by a potential field which varies linearly
in space. Parameters are estimated and used to compute a mean
magnetic field residual for each month and VO. They assumed that
over 1-month interval the contributions of external origin to the
measured field can be neglected. The obtained VO time series were
found to have a very good correlation with the corresponding
ground-based observatory time series (Mandea and Olsen, 2006).
Here, we follow and expand the approach of the VOs, but without using an a priori model to perform the data correction for the
variable altitude. Instead, we use the Equivalent Source Dipole
(ESD) technique (Mayhew, 1979; Langlais et al., 2004) to locally
reduce the measurements to a constant altitude at a mean time.
We place dipoles inside the Earth in order to model the internal
field, i.e., the field associated with sources below the satellites.
Another novelty comes from the new data from the Swarm constellation, with three satellites providing simultaneous measurements at three different locations for the first time.
The paper outline is as follows. In Section 2 we present our
modified virtual observatory scheme. It is tested and validated
on synthetic data in Section 3. In Section 4 the approach is applied
to Swarm measurements. A comparison between ground-based
observatory time series and respective VO-ESD time series is performed and a global and homogeneous mesh of VO time series is
constructed. These time series are inverted for SH global main field
models is Section 5, before concluding remarks in Section 6.
2. The VO-ESD approach
The objective of the VO-ESD approach is to compute time series
of internal magnetic field values at a specific location at satellite
altitude, using all available nearby measurements. This is similar
to how magnetic observatory monthly mean values are computed.
All measurements made inside a VO volume and during a given
time interval are considered. We do not attempt to remove the
external field variations (by means of a priori data selection using
external activity indices), nor to explicitly model and describe the
external field. A magnetic field value at the VO location and chosen
altitude is obtained by the Equivalent Source Dipole technique, in
which we use dipoles placed near the core-mantle boundary. A global mesh of VO time series can then be built. We describe below
the different elements of this technique.
2.1. Virtual observatory (VO) concept

Fig. 1. Daily mean altitude of the three Swarm satellites from November 2013 to
February 2016.

2.1.1. Spatial and temporal extent
In order to define a virtual observatory at satellite altitude we
consider all Swarm measurements acquired inside a cylindrical
volume during a given time period. The cylinder radius and the
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considered time interval are chosen to fulfil the following requirements. The volume has to be large enough and the time interval
long enough to contain sufficient data to constrain the equivalent
magnetisation (see Section 2.2). The volume has to be small
enough so that the spatial variations of the field are limited.
Finally, the considered time interval has to be short so that the
temporal variation of the core field is small and can be neglected.
From these constraints we choose a cylindrical volume with 1.5°
(or 167 km) radius at the surface of the Earth. Measurements are
selected only if their horizontal distance to the axis of the cylinder
are less than or equal to this value (Fig. 2). Periods of 30 days are
considered.
Satellite measurements are acquired at different altitudes due
to satellite trajectories (Fig. 1). To obtain a time series of magnetic
field values as one would obtain at a ground observatory, a correction has to be made to bring the measurements to a constant altitude. This altitude correction is made by applying the Equivalent
Source Dipole technique for each time interval and VO data volume
(see Section 2.2).
2.1.2. Global mesh
A global mesh of VO at spacecraft altitude is defined as follows.
To obtain an approximately equal area mesh (Fig. 3), the VO centres are separated in latitude by 2.5° and define 72 latitudinal
bands, with #v o ¼ 1:25 ; 3:75 ; 6:25 ; . . . ; 88:75 . In each
band, the longitude /v o of each VO and the number of longitudinal
divisions, N #v o (rounded up to the nearest integer), are chosen so
that:

N #v o ¼

360
cos #v o
2:5

ð1Þ

Hence, immediately north and south of the equator there are
144 virtual observatories, at #v o ¼ 48:75 there are 95 and at
#v o ¼ 86:25 only 10. The resulting mesh contains 6644 VOs. This

equal area mesh is preferred over an equiangular one
mainly because the latter would introduce a too strong
latitudinal dependency for the number of measurements per VO
volume. Fig. 3 displays the locations of all virtual observatories in
the mesh.
2.2. Equivalent Source Dipole (ESD) technique
The ESD technique was introduced to analyse satellite magnetic
field data acquired on irregular surfaces (Mayhew, 1979). It has
been widely used to reduce data collected at different altitudes
to a common elevation over a small area in order to, for example,
derive crustal field anomaly maps at a given altitude (Purucker
et al., 1996; Dyment and Arkani-Hamed, 1998; Langlais et al.,
2004; Langlais and Purucker, 2007). The method is based on the
expression of a magnetic anomaly caused by a magnetic dipole.
Considering the magnetic moment M of a dipole located at
ðr d ; hd ; /d Þ, and that there are no sources between the dipole and
a magnetic observation located at ðr; h; /Þ, where r is the radius
and h the co-latitude, the observed magnetic potential is expressed
as

1
V ¼ M  r :
l

ð2Þ

The distance l between the dipole and the observation location
is
1

l ¼ ðr 2d þ r 2  2r d rcosðfÞÞ2 ;

ð3Þ

with f being the angle between observation and dipole locations,

cosðfÞ ¼ cosðhÞcosðhd Þ þ sinðhÞsinðhd Þcosð/  /d Þ:

ð4Þ

The magnetic field at the observation point due to a single
dipole is given by

Fig. 2. Example of the data distribution within a cylindrical VO volume of 1.5° radius centred at the location of the ground magnetic observatory of Chambon-la-Forêt, France
(CLF, 2.26°E 47.83°N) and for a 30-day period, with (left) a random spatial distribution and (right) mimicking Swarm orbits positions.

Fig. 3. (Left) Global mesh of virtual observatories. (Right) Polar view of the northern hemisphere, with 30 6 #v o 6 90 .
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The magnetic field at a given location is the sum of all magnetic
fields created by all equivalent dipoles, placed at some depth. Then,
using measured magnetic components (X, the horizontal northward component; Y, the horizontal eastward component; and Z
the vertical component positive towards the Earth’s interior) the
equivalent magnetisation (M X ; M Y ; M Z ) for each dipole of the mesh
is computed by a least-squares fit in an iterative, conjugate gradient, inversion scheme (Purucker et al., 1996) (see Section 2.3). The
forward (or direct) scheme (following Eq. (2)) is used to predict a
magnetic field value at the VO location and for a given time period,
using the magnetisation of all equivalent dipoles.
There are different solutions (or iterations) of dipole magnetisations that can explain almost identically the observed magnetic
measurements. This non-uniqueness forces a careful selection of
the ESD modelling technique parameters which have to be a priori
chosen. These are the number of dipoles (N dip ), the geometry and
spatial extent of the dipole mesh, and the depth at which they
are placed. The assumed thickness of the dipole mesh (corresponding to the thickness of the equivalent magnetised layer, which in
this case does not have a physical meaning) does not significantly
affect the results as only the vertically integrated magnetisation is
actually computed (Langlais et al., 2004). On the other hand, to
avoid numerical instabilities related to artificial lateral variations
of the magnetisation, we use ESDs on a mesh which is as homogeneous as possible (e.g. Covington, 1993; Purucker et al., 1996;
Katanforoush and Shahshahani, 2003).
We ran several tests on the dipole mesh parameters. We placed
dipoles at different depths and found that the most consistent
results were obtained for a depth of 2900 km (approximately the
depth of the CMB). After a series of tests, the following parameters
were chosen. The dipole mesh has a hexagonal geometry and it is
centred below the VO centre location. It contains N dip ¼ 91 dipoles
which are separated from each other with a mean distance of
d ¼ 18 (Fig. 4).

xkþ1 ¼ xk þ ak pk ;

ð7Þ

where pk is a direction search vector and ak a scalar that minimizes
Lðxkþ1 Þ along the direction of pk , with

ak ¼

rTk rk
pTk DT Dpk

;

ð8Þ

where rk are the residuals after the kth iteration. The change from rk
to rkþ1 is conjugated or perpendicular to all preceding search directions pk . The root mean square (rms) residual between observed
and predicted field component C is computed for each iteration as

rCk

sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
PNobs
i¼1 ðC i  C i;k Þ
¼
:
Nobs

ð9Þ

C i and C i;k are the measured and predicted magnetic component
at the location of observation i. The rms residuals for the three vector components and for the scalar field are computed after each
iteration and used as a convergence criterion. The numerical inversion is stopped when rk < 1010 nT or after 100 iterations whichever comes first. Both this number of iterations and low rk limit
are purposely chosen so that an a posteriori choice of the iteration
number can be made.
For each VO volume and time period i.e., for each inversion, the
rms residuals relative difference between each iteration k and the
previous k  1 is computed for F (field intensity, computed from
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
the three field components, F ¼ X 2 þ Y 2 þ Z 2 ),

rF k  rF k1
 100:
rF k

ð10Þ

The iteration for which this difference becomes smaller than 1.5
% is chosen (this limit was determined empirically). When the difference is smaller than this value, the ðk þ 1Þ

2.3. Inversion

th

solution does not
th

The inverse problem can be written as (Purucker et al., 1996):

b ¼ Dx þ m ;

sponds to solving DT Dx ¼ DT b. The minimum is reached when
rL ¼ Dx  b tends to zero (Press et al., 1992). We use the conjugate
gradient iterative method (Shewchuk, 1994), which at each iteration k gives a new solution written as

ð6Þ

where b is the vector containing 3  Nobs magnetic field observations; x the vector containing 3  Ndip magnetisation components
to be determined; D the geometric source function matrix relating
x to b; and m the observation noise vector (of zero mean). This is
solved by seeking to minimize the quantity LðxÞ ¼ m T m , which corre-

significantly change with respect to the previous k one. We noted
that each distinct time period may result in a different iteration
number, but that one particular number was more frequent for
each VO. For consistency and to avoid possible artificial temporal
jumps between successive solutions due to the different iteration
numbers, we decided to choose the most frequent iteration number for all periods for a given VO. Then the estimated equivalent
magnetisation distribution is used to predict the magnetic field
components at the VO location (#v o ; /v o ) and at 490 km altitude.
This altitude corresponds to the mean altitude of all Swarm mea-

Fig. 4. Example of a hexagonal dipole grid, with 91 dipoles and 18° of mean distance between each dipole, centred below the CLF observatory location (star).

Please cite this article in press as: Saturnino, D., et al. Combining virtual observatory and equivalent source dipole approaches to describe the geomagnetic
field with Swarm measurements. Phys. Earth Planet. In. (2017), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pepi.2017.06.004

D. Saturnino et al. / Physics of the Earth and Planetary Interiors xxx (2017) xxx–xxx

surements taken within the considered VO volume and period. The
obtained VO prediction is compared with the values given by the
global SH field model used to generate the synthetic input data
(see below). For each period the difference (DX; DY; DZ) between
the SH model prediction (C SH ) and the VO-ESD prediction
(C VOESD ) is computed as:

DC ¼ C SH  C VOESD :

ð11Þ

This difference should be as close as possible to zero.
An inversion is performed for every period and VO. This corresponds to estimating 273 parameters (3  N dip ) for each period.
3. Data and validation
3.1. Data
We apply the VO-ESD approach to Swarm data, from the beginning of the mission on 26/11/2013 until 26/2/2016 (Swarm dataset). The data consists of the release by ESA of Swarm vector
field measurements (X; Y; Z) with 1 Hz sampling rate (ESA L1 product, baseline 0408/0409).
Swarm measurements are released with four flags, Flag_B,
Flag_F, Flag_q and Flag_platform. These flags are associated with
VFM, ASM, attitude and telemetry information, respectively
(Tøffner-Clausen, 2013). Based on such flags a selection of data
was performed:
 Flags_B: 0 or 1 (VFM is nominal or ASM is turned off), or 255
after 2/11/2014;
 Flags_F: 0 or 1 (ASM is nominal or running in Vector mode);
 Flags_q: between 0 and 6, or between 16 and 22 (at least two
Camera Head Units nominal);
 Flags_Platform: 0 or 1 (nominal telemetry or thrusters not
activated).
The excluded measurements correspond to moments when at
least one of the instruments has degraded performance or it is
turned off. Note that the ASM instrument on Swarm C stopped providing data after 5 November 2014. This resulted in data files from
this satellite with the Flag_B always equal to 255. In this case, the
satellite data was also considered for the dataset.
The time series we compute are also compared to ground time
series. For that purpose we use ground magnetic field measurements acquired at magnetic observatories, termed Ground dataset.
For this dataset we compute 30-day mean values at selected
INTERMAGNET observatories, from their 1-minute values. Means
are defined as an average of all measurements available for these
days. This is slightly different from the commonly defined monthly
mean values which are associated with varying durations between
28 and 31 days. Eight ground observatories are considered, six in
the European area and two in the Southern Hemisphere. The six
European observatories are chosen because they are close to each
other, allowing time series obtained at nearby locations at satellite
altitude to be compared. The other two are chosen as examples
from the Southern Hemisphere and close to the magnetic pole,
where external currents contributions, such as FAC, are important.
For the validation scheme (see subsections below) synthetic
datasets are used. A global geomagnetic field model (Olsen et al.,
2014), based on a spherical harmonic expansion up to degree 13,
is used to predict both synthetic satellite measurements and synthetic time series at the VO location. These input magnetic field
predictions are time dependent and account for the SV, unless
noted.
The first synthetic dataset, Synthetic dataset 1, consists of a VO
data volume centred above the Chambon-la-Forêt magnetic obser-
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vatory (CLF) location (#v o ¼ 47:83 ; /v o ¼ 2:26 ), and r v o ¼ 490 km.
The data points within the VO cylinder are randomly distributed in
latitude, longitude and altitude, with altitudes varying between
463 and 517 km, similar to the two main Swarm altitudes (Figs. 1
and 2). Several consecutive 30-day time intervals are considered
and a different cylinder is generated for each one. Due to the variable data locations each cylinder has a different spatial distribution. Tests are made with and without adding white noise
generated by a random process to the data, with amplitudes equal
to 5 or 10 nT, and corresponding to standard deviations of 2.9 and
5.8 nT, respectively.
Synthetic dataset 2 consists of magnetic field values predicted
along Swarm orbit locations during the first thirteen months of
the mission (from November 2013 to December 2014), and
selected using the above mentioned flags. Fig. 2 shows an example
of the spatial distribution of Swarm orbits within a VO volume
again at the same location as Synthetic dataset 1. For different periods the spatial distribution of the synthetic data points can change
significantly, with N obs ranging from 437 to 1151. Tests are made
with or without adding white noise, similarly to the Synthetic
dataset 1 case.
3.2. Tests with synthetic data at random locations
In this and the following subsection, we present the results of
tests we performed on the synthetic datasets to validate the VOESD approach. The validation scheme is presented in Fig. 5. The
ESD technique is used to reduce all VO synthetic measurements
within a 30-day period to a single magnetic vector value at the
VO centre.
In this subsection, we present the results for the case with randomly distributed data over the VO, for Synthetic dataset 1, with or
without noise. For the ideal case (i.e., without noise), r varies from
0.4 to 1.5 nT for the three magnetic components and field intensity.
These rms residual values are significantly different from zero. This
can be explained by (1) the spatial variation of the field within the
VO volume and (2) the temporal variation of the field during the
30-day period. The temporal variation has the most important
effect. This is confirmed with a test performed without taking into
account SV to generate the predictions. In this case, r was smaller
than 0.1 nT. When a noise is added (amplitude 5 nT) the rms residuals increase to about 3 nT, which is very close to the standard
deviation of the added noise. Similar results are observed when
noise of 10 nT is added, with rms residuals increasing to about
5.9 nT.
Fig. 6 shows the differences between the input field and that
predicted by our approach (Eq. (11)) for the three magnetic components and twelve periods, for the cases without and with a 5 nT
amplitude white noise. These differences are always within
0.1 nT in the noise-free case. The smallest differences are found
for the Y component. When noise is added (5 nT amplitude), differences are larger but stay below 0.5 nT, even when the rms residuals of the ESD inversion are of the order of 3 nT. The vertical
component DZ shows slightly higher differences (more than
0.4 nT). The differences are always lower than 2.5 nT when
10 nT amplitude noise is added (not shown). We conclude that
the addition of noise to the data influences the final rms residuals
and differences. However, the differences are still small considered
the added noises, and always below 0.1 nT without noise.
3.3. Tests with synthetic data along Swarm orbits
We next apply the VO-ESD approach to Synthetic dataset 2.
Again, a prediction is obtained for every period at the centre of
the VO. The obtained rms residuals are found to range from 0.1
to 1.3 nT, varying slightly for different periods. The Y component
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Fig. 5. Validation scheme of the VO-ESD approach. The starting point is shown on the left, with the input of an SH field model.

Fig. 6. VO-ESD predictions (red) for the three geomagnetic field components at the VO location for each 30-day period, (a) without and (b) with 5 nT white noise added. Also
shown are the predictions of an SH model at the middle of the time period (blue) and the differences between the model and the VO-ESD predictions (green), with
corresponding axis in green. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure caption, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

presents larger rms residuals than X and Z. As with the Synthetic
dataset 1 (Section 3.2), rms residuals from all the periods lie inside
a small interval, with no extreme values. Thus, they are not significantly affected by the spatial distribution of the orbit positions.
Tests are also made with white noise of 5 nT or 10 nT amplitude
added. As expected, rms residuals increase with noise. For 5 nT
amplitude white noise, rms residuals are of the order of 3.2 nT
for the three magnetic components and 5.5 nT for the field intensity, which is consistent with the considered noise. Similar results
are obtained for 10 nT amplitude noise.
Fig. 7a shows the differences between the field model and the
VO-ESD prediction (Eq. (11)) for the thirteen periods. Differences
vary from 0.1 nT to 0.5 nT. The X component exhibits the smallest differences (very close to zero), while Z presents the highest differences (closer to 0.5 nT). These differences remain small and
confirm that the variable spatial distribution of the input data does
not significantly affect the results.
The same result is found for the case of synthetic orbits with
added noise (Fig. 7b). 5 nT amplitude white noise slightly increases

the differences at the VO centre. Nevertheless, they remain smaller
than 0.7 nT. For 10 nT amplitude white noise (not shown) the differences increase to 1.0 nT. However, this is still considered
satisfactory.
The tests performed show that all satellite magnetic measurements, acquired within a VO volume and during a 30-day time
interval, can be adequately reduced to a single magnetic field measurement at a mean fixed altitude by the VO-ESD approach. This
approach can then be used to treat satellite magnetic field measurements, acquired at different altitudes, to obtain virtual observatory time series.
4. VO-ESD results
4.1. Application to selected locations and comparison with ground
observatories
Before applying the VO-ESD approach to a global mesh of VO,
we first apply it to carefully selected locations and compare the
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Fig. 7. VO-ESD predictions (red) for the three geomagnetic components at the VO location for each 30-day period, (a) without and (b) with 5 nT white noise added, for the
case of synthetic data on Swarm orbits. Also shown are the predictions of an SH model at the middle of the time period (blue) and the differences between the model and the
VO-ESD predictions (green), with corresponding axis in green. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure caption, the reader is referred to the web version of
this article.)

derived VO time series to the corresponding ground observatories.
The purpose is to investigate the agreement between temporal
variations at the Earth’s surface and at satellite altitude as recovered by the VO-ESD approach. For this comparison purpose, only
ground based (Ground dataset) and Swarm measurements (Swarm
dataset) acquired during 2014 are considered. Twelve periods of
30 days from the Swarm dataset are constructed to compare the
resulting VO-ESD predictions with corresponding ground observatory 30-day means, constructed from the Ground dataset.
We first investigate the VO time series and associated statistics.
The rms residuals (Eq. (9)) obtained for the eight considered VOs,
for all time periods and field components are always larger than
2.5 nT. They can be as high as 189 nT (for F) for the DRV location,
and 96 nT (for F) for the other seven locations. The rms residual
mean values (for all eight locations) are 22.8, 21.9, 13.7 and
36.1 nT for rX ; rY ; rZ and rF , respectively. The VO above DRV presents the largest rms residuals, with minimum value of 12.8 nT. For
some periods r for this VO is as large as 189 nT for F and 153 nT for
Y. These larger rms residuals may be related to the high latitudinal
location of the VO. At high latitudes external field features such as
FACs add significant contributions to the measured field. These
contributions are not explicitly modelled by our approach, because
we only consider internal sources, and make no parametrization
for external sources. These larger values are thus not to be seen
as a weakness of our approach. On the contrary they may prove
that external fields do not enter into the model. This issue will
be discussed further, in Section 5.2.
Fig. 8a to c presents the individual differences between each
Swarm measurement and the corresponding ESD prediction, as a
function of time and location, for three different VO locations.
The nearby CLF and DOU VOs present similar time dependence of
differences. The third VO on the Southern Hemisphere (DRV) displays higher differences than the other two examples. In DRV the
horizontal components (X and Y) present larger differences than
Z and F. Differences for X and Y can be as large as 530 nT, whereas
for Z and F they are always under 130 nT.

All three VO examples show an increase of the differences
around the 2nd, 3rd or 4th and also for the last period. At DRV, this
time dependence of the differences is more clearly seen for X and Y
than for Z and F. The timing of these large differences may have
two explanations, related to either geomagnetic field events or
data quality. Fig. 8d shows the Dst geomagnetic index during
2014. Strong variations are visible over March, May and September. These variations correspond to events of enhanced solar activity and associated intensification of external field currents and the
occurrence of geomagnetic storms (e.g. Le et al., 2016). This intensification of external field affected Swarm observations and as a
consequence also the VO-ESD time series. This may be the cause
for the larger residuals correlated in time for all three VOs seen
around March and May. The event during September occurs prior
to the large differences seen in the last periods, for the three
VOs. The second reason for the observed time dependence may
be the orbital manoeuvres on the three Swarm satellites. During
the first months of the mission several manoeuvres were applied
to the satellites, especially from the end of January to the beginning
of March (see Fig. 1, see also https://earth.esa.int/documents/
10174/1568455/Swarm_manoeuvres). These manoeuvres as well
as torque corrections may have biased the magnetic measurements
taken during that period.
30-day mean ground observatory time series are compared to
those obtained by the VO-ESD approach in Fig. 9, showing comparable general trends. In CLF and DOU ground observatory time series, X increases during the first half of the year, and then decreases
until the end of the year. The corresponding VO-ESD time series
reflects this change of behaviour at the middle of the year. However, the VO time series shows an increase followed by a decrease
of the field of the X component between the 9th and the 11th periods. This change in X is not seen at CLF and DOU ground observatories time series. For the DRV ground observatory the X time
series behaves differently, with a slow decrease between the 2nd
and the 10th periods. The VO-ESD derived time series for the same
component and location shows more short-term variations with an
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eight periods. These are only partially correlated with DRV ground
time series and not correlated with CLF and DOU time series. In
general VO-ESD time series contain more short-term temporal
variations than the corresponding ground time series.
Table 1 presents the Pearson’s correlation coefficient (e.g. Press
et al., 1992) between ground observatories and the corresponding
VO-ESD time series. These correlations were also estimated
between time series computed at the ground and at satellite VOs
altitude from an SH model (the same one used during the validation process), without taking into account any external field. The
obtained correlations (not shown) are larger than 0.999 for all
three magnetic components. Any deviation from a perfect correlation could then be due to external field contributions affecting differently the VO time series and the ground time series. Generally,
ground observatory and VO time series are strongly correlated.
The Y component appears to be the most correlated, with correlation coefficients always equal or greater than 0.85, except for the
DRV observatory. These smaller correlations for DRV may be
related to the proximity to the magnetic pole, where the FACs significantly affect the horizontal components of the field. Correlations for the X component are low. Overall, higher latitude
observatories are associated with smaller correlations with corresponding VO-ESD time series.

4.2. Geomagnetic field time series on a global mesh of VO-ESD

Fig. 8. Residuals (differences) between Swarm measurements and the corresponding ESD prediction at satellite altitude, for the three magnetic field components and
field intensity, at three VOs above the ground observatories (a) CLF (Chambon-laForêt, France), (b) DOU (Dourbes, Belgium) and (c) DRV (Dumont d’Urvile,
Antarctica); and (d) hourly Dst geomagnetic time series.

increase of the field during the 6th and the 7th periods, not seen at
the ground. CLF and DOU show for both ground and VO-ESD time
series an increase of Y over the entire year. At DRV, time series variations seem anti-correlated for Y, i.e., when Y decreases before the
6th period at satellite altitude, it increases at the ground, and conversely for the last two periods, with DRV Y ground values increasing and VO-ESD values decreasing.
The vertical component shows a similar behaviour at CLF and
DOU ground observatories, with a small increase of the field during
the first periods and a sharper increase from the 6th period until
the last. At DRV the ground time series shows two decreases of
the field during the first three periods and in the 8th. All VO-ESD
Z time series show a sharp increase of the field during the last periods, as well as short-term variations of the field during the first

A global mesh of virtual observatories is constructed at satellite
altitude by applying the VO-ESD approach described above to
Swarm measurements. Time series of 27 magnetic values are
derived at each VO location The full process thus involves 6644
VOs and 27 periods of 30 days, summing up to 179 388 inversions.
Due to the orbital manoeuvres which took place at the beginning of the mission (see Fig. 1), the range of altitudes of measurements during the first months does not comprise the mean altitude
of the measurements after these manoeuvres (around 490 km). An
inversion using the ESD technique should only be used to predict
the field within the volume in which the actual observations were
acquired. Thus, modelling the magnetic field at a constant altitude
for all VOs for the first months of the Swarm mission is not adequate. Therefore, for each VO we search for an altitude which
always lies (during the time interval of the available measurements) within the altitude range of the measurements during the
first two months of the mission. The selected altitude is always
within the altitude range of the following months of the mission.
All predictions for a given VO are made for the chosen altitude.
With this approach each VO has a different altitude, ranging
between 482.56 and 507.19 km. The VOs altitude decrease from
the Southern Hemisphere to the Northern Hemisphere.
Fig. 10 displays the rms residuals associated with each VO and
period, as a function of VO (dipole) geomagnetic latitude. Both
hemispheres present similar patterns. High latitude (> j50j ) VOs
show larger X and Y rms residuals. The difference between high latitudes and mid latitudes rms residuals is especially strong for Y. In
general, rms minimum values increase when the VO centre location geomagnetic latitude is above j70j . The rms residuals for Z
are larger at low latitudes, increasing towards the magnetic equator. For F there are large rms residuals both at equator and high latitudes. These observations may be explained first at polar latitudes
by FACs, as these contributions dominate compared to those of the
main field there. Around the magnetic equator, the ionospheric
equatorial electrojet (EEJ) is associated with a day side structure
(Baumjohann and Nakamura, 2007), which may explain the
observed larger Z residuals.
Fig. 11 shows the VO-ESD time series obtained for four VOs, at
different locations on the globe (and different altitudes). CHAOS-
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Fig. 9. 30-day mean value time series of the three magnetic components at CLF, DOU and DRV ground magnetic observatories (gray circles, left axis) and corresponding
values given by the VO-ESD approach (blue pluses, right axis). Note that the difference between maximum and minimum in the vertical axis is the same both at the ground
and satellite altitude, for each magnetic component and location.

Table 1
Ground magnetic observatories locations and the correlation coefficient (q) between
their time series and the respective VO-ESD time series.
Observatory

# (°)

/ (°)

qX

qY

qZ

CLF
DOU
FUR
ESK
HAD
LER
DRV
CZT

47.83
49.91
47.97
55.14
50.81
59.97
66.53
46.24

2.26
4.60
11.28
356.80
355.52
358.82
140.01
51.87

0.56
0.52
0.60
0.62
0.71
0.40
0.62
0.72

0.97
0.95
0.95
0.94
0.95
0.87
0.14
0.90

0.93
0.86
0.96
0.92
0.94
0.80
0.83
0.98

5_v4 (Finlay et al., 2015) time series (accounting for both internal
and external fields, in this case only the magnetospheric field) at
each 30-day value are also plotted for comparison. This model is

an example of the typical SV values on these locations. Our purpose
is to determine if the two models show similar long term trends;
and also to examine how much external field contributions are
present in the VO-ESD time series.
In general the VO-ESD time series follow the same trend as the
predictions of CHAOS-5_v4. The latter model exhibits smoother
variations, except for X in Fig. 11c and d, where the CHAOS-5_v4
model variations are larger than in the VO-ESD time series. For a
VO closer to the magnetic pole (Fig. 11a) the CHAOS-5_v4 model
shows much smaller short-term variations in X and also in Z than
the VO-ESD prediction.
For all examples, there is a seasonal cycle with one-year period
in the Y component, especially in Fig. 11a and b. It may be related
to the external field annual cycle. Other examples of possible external field contributions to VO-ESD times series are as follows. The
high latitude VO (Fig. 11a) shows several short-term temporal vari-

Fig. 10. Rms residuals between Swarm measurements and the ESD predictions given by the solution at the selected iteration for all 27 periods and VOs, as a function of the
VO (dipole) geomagnetic latitude.
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Fig. 11. Example of VO-ESD time series (blue) and CHAOS-5_v4 predictions at each 30-day period mean time (gray) for four VOs. Each VO location is indicated on the X
component plot, and a scale of 20 nT is displayed at each plot, for comparison between VOs.

ations, coincident for the three magnetic components. One example is around epoch 2015.0, where all three magnetic components
show variations of approximately 50 nT. The X component shows a
sharp variation at the 2nd period of the time series, of more than
25 nT. Closer to the magnetic equator in Fig. 11c, X shows several

fast short-term variations of up to 30 nT. The Y component shows
fast short-term possibly repeating variations overlapping a general
increasing trend. The large Z component rms residuals around the
equator do not result in fast or large short-term variations for that
component, which increases over the whole period.
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Fig. 12. Close-up of the Y component VO-ESD time series over Europe during the entire set of periods studied. All VO locations are displayed by black and red symbols, but
corresponding time series are only shown for the red ones. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure caption, the reader is referred to the web version of this
article.)

Fig. 12 shows a close-up over Europe of the Y component of the
magnetic field as predicted by the VO-ESD approach at satellite
altitude (mean value of 495 km) and for twenty-seven 30-day consecutive periods (results for the X and Z components are displayed
in Figs. S1 and S2 of Supplementary Material). For clarity we plot
only one out of ten VO time series. The Y component increases in
all VOs over the considered area. There are however some spatial
variations. For example, the VO on the south-west part of the
map shows an increase of about 110 nT over the 27 time periods,
whereas the central VO increases by less than 90 nT and the
north-east VO by less than 50 nT. Actually, from the south-west
to the north-east, the temporal variation becomes weaker. Nearby
VOs show similar features, such as sharp short-term variations at a
given time. Two such examples are the large variation during the
second period seen on the south-west VOs; or the large variations
during the last periods at the north-east VOs.
5. Construction of spherical harmonics models from the VO-ESD
time series
Finally, we derive global SH field models from the available VOESD time series. Their main characteristics and terminology are
indicated in Table 2. The construction of these field models is performed using either one, six or all 30-day period magnetic field values of these time series. Equations describing expansions of
internal and external magnetic field potentials in SH can be found
in various textbooks (e.g. Langel, 1987; Merrill et al., 1998).
The external magnetic field is important at high latitudes,
especially in the horizontal component. As a consequence, only
intensity field measurements (F) are included in the inversion
scheme above 55 geomagnetic latitude, whereas at mid and low

latitudes, the three vector components (X; Y; Z) are used (see
Fig. 10).
The first computed models are snapshots of the magnetic field
for only one period, leading to 27 snapshot models, each one based
on 6644 VO-ESD values. These models provide a first test of the
VO-ESD derived time series, as such models are easier to compare
with other SH models than VO-ESD time series. The internal field is
considered static up to degree 30 and the external field is described
up to degree 2. The snapshot models for one period are denoted
VO-ESD_1.TW, where W is the number of the model mean period,
from 01 corresponding to a mean epoch of 2013.956 to 27 for
2016.126, respectively.
Second, we compute models using data from six consecutive
periods. They are denoted VO-ESD_6.TW, where W goes from
01 to 22. VO-ESD_6.T01 corresponds to the first six periods
(from the mean epoch 2013.956 to the mean epoch 2014.369),
VO-ESD_6.T02 contains data from the second period to the seventh (2014.041 to 2014.455 mean epochs) and so on. The secular
variation is neglected, so only the static internal and external
fields are modelled. The fit to the data is thus expected to be
poorer than for single period models. These models aim at further testing the temporal variability of the VO derived time
series.
Finally, a model using the full VO-ESD time series (27 periods) is
computed. The internal field is computed up to SH degree 30,
together with a constant secular variation up to degree 10. The
external field is computed up to degree 2 and with no time dependence. For reasons given below a last model with a similar
parametrization but using only the last 23 periods is also computed. It is denoted VO-ESD_23.30-10-2. In the following subsections these models are discussed and compared.

Table 2
Models terminology, maximum Gauss coefficient degree, number of vector (< 55 absolute magnetic latitude) and scalar (> 55 ) input data (corresponding to one value per VO)
and associated rms residuals. For both the 1-period and 6-period models the number of input data given are mean values for all respective models.
Model

VO-ESD_1.T[01–27]
VO-ESD_6.T[01–22]
VO-ESD_27.30-10-2
VO-ESD_23.30-10-2

n maximum

r (nT)

Nbr input data

MF

SV

Ext.

Vector

Scalar

30
30
30
30

0
0
10
10

2
2
2
2

5433
32598
146691
104259

1211
7266
32697
27853

X

Y

9.9
8.8

see Fig. 13a
see Fig. 13b
6.5
10.2
6.2
5.6

Z

F

11.5
11.4
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5.1. Analysis of the VO-ESD models
We present in Fig. 13a the rms residuals of all 1-period models. Most values are between 2.5 and 5 nT. Two periods, corresponding to the VO-ESD_1.T02 and VO-ESD_1.T04 models, have
the largest rms residuals values. For the VO-ESD_1.T02 model
all three vector components rms residuals exceed 13 nT, the Z
component rms residual is above 33 nT, and the scalar component r is close to 8.5 nT. The VO-ESD_1.T04 model Z component
rms residual is 13.6 nT. For the other models, rms residuals are
generally between 2.2 and 7.3 nT, except for VO-ESD_1.T01 and
VO-ESD_1.T05 which display relatively large r, with for example

those for VO-ESD_1.T01 around 7.0 nT and for VO-ESD_1.T05 of
8.7 nT. VO-ESD_1.T19 also has horizontal components rms residuals above 7 nT.
Fig. 14a shows geomagnetic power spectra (Lowes, 1974) for all
1-period models. All models have similar power spectra up to
degree 13. Beyond this degree, there are considerable differences.
The second and fourth 1-period models show power spectra with
significantly more energy at small scales. VO-ESD_1.T04 is significantly different from the other 25 models, for degrees 13 to 20. The
other 25 models show very similar power spectra, with variations
spanning half an order of magnitude, with a small increase towards
the higher degrees.
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Fig. 13. Rms residuals of models (a) VO-ESD_1.TW and (b) VO-ESD_6.TW, where W is the number of the model period.
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Fig. 13b presents the rms residuals for the 6-period models. The
first two models, VO-ESD_6.T01 and VO-ESD_6.T02, have the largest rms residuals for the Z component, above 19 nT. Their X component rms residuals exceed 10 nT, and Y and F component rms
residuals values are between 8.4 and 9.3 nT. VO-ESD_6.T03 and
VO-ESD_6.T04 models Z rms residuals exceed 11 nT, the horizontal
components r are closer to 8 nT and the scalar component is close
to 9.5 nT. For VO-ESD_6.T08 to VO-ESD_6.T22 models, rms residuals for F are in general larger than vector components rms residuals, spanning 9.8 to 14.3 nT. Note that rms residuals of 6-period
models are higher than the ones from 1-period models, as
expected, as they do not take into account the SV.
Fig. 14b shows the geomagnetic power spectra of the 6-period
models. The two first 6-period models (VO-ESD_6.T01 and VOESD_6.T02) power spectra differ significantly from the others at
degree 29. All models power spectra are practically identical up
to degree 13 (Fig. 14b). The power spectra are less dispersed than
for 1-period models (Fig. 14a); 1-period may be too short to constrain the field above degree 13.
The first four 30-day periods i.e., VO-ESD_1.T01, VO-ESD_1.T04,
VO-ESD_6.T01 and VO-ESD_6.T02, show the largest residuals and
significantly different power spectra. This indicates that predictions by the VO-ESD approach are poorer for these periods. These
larger rms residuals may be due to Swarm manoeuvres which
adjusted the altitude of the three satellites during these periods.
Initially, we computed a model termed VO-ESD_27.30-10-2
using all 27 available periods. However, considering the observed
different behaviour during the first four periods, a model from just
the last 23 periods was computed, VO-ESD_23.30-10-2. With the
subtraction of the first four periods, rms residuals are slightly better for F and Y, decreasing from 11.5 to 11.4 nT and from 6.5 to
6.2 nT, respectively. There are larger reductions for X, from 9.8 to
8.8 nT, and even more for Z from 10.2 to 5.6 nT (Table 2).
Figs. 14c and d show the main field and secular variation power
spectra of the VO-ESD_27.30-10-2 and VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 models, as well as differences between power spectra. For the main
field the two power spectra overlap up to degree 13. Their differences are in general below 1 nT2. The differences for each coefficient are always smaller than 0.8 nT (not shown). For the secular
variation (Fig. 14d) the power spectra of the differences between
VO-ESD_27.30-10-2 and VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 is of the order 5 and
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Fig. 15. Residuals between the VO-ESD time series used as input data and the
models (top) VO-ESD_27.30-10-2 and (bottom) VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 at epoch
2015.041.

2

3 ðnT:yr1 Þ for degrees 1 and 2, respectively, decreasing to approx2

imately 1 ðnT:yr1 Þ for the other degrees.
Fig. 15 shows the differences at the Earth’s surface and epoch
2015.041 (corresponding to W ¼ 14), between VO-ESD time series
and models VO-ESD_27.30-10-2 or VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 predictions, respectively. Spatial patterns are similar for both models,
such as larger differences along the geomagnetic equator for X.
For Y, the residuals are negative in the Pacific zone, contrary to positive ones elsewhere. For Z there is an opposite signal between
equatorial and mid-latitudes. Differences over polar areas, for the
field intensity (geomagnetic latitude above 55°) are always larger
than for other components and latitudes, as it is often the case
for satellite based models (Finlay et al., 2015). These spatial biases
in the residuals are comparable to those found by Beggan et al.
(2009) when looking at residuals based on core flow models
derived from SV at virtual observatories.
5.2. Comparison with other models and discussion
We compare the power spectra of our models with those of
IGRF-12 (Thébault et al., 2015b) and CHAOS-5_v4 (Finlay et al.,
2015). We recall that IGRF-12 is constructed for n 6 13 for the
main field (MF) and n 6 8 for the SV, from a spatial mean of several
candidate models (Thébault et al., 2015a), built from ground obser-

vatory and satellite measurements. CHAOS-5_v4 uses splines to
express the time dependence of Gauss coefficients up to n 6 20
for the main and lithospheric fields, and it is constructed from both
satellite and ground observatory measurements from more than
ten years.
Differences between VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 model power spectra
and both IGRF-12 and CHAOS-5_v4 power spectra (Fig. 14) are similar, but not identical. Beyond degree 15, differences between VOESD_23.30-10-2 and CHAOS-5_v4 become of the same order of
magnitude as the models power spectra themselves. Significant
differences exist for degrees 1 and 5, compared to the other
degrees. This is especially visible when looking at the differences
coefficient by coefficient, as shown in Fig. 16. For the main field,
differences between VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 and IGRF-12 are larger
1

1

than 1 nT for coefficients g 01 ; h1 ; g 12 ; g 05 and h5 . The differences from
the CHAOS-5_v4 model are similar.
Fig. 17 shows the differences, at the Earth’s surface and epoch
2015.041, between the IGRF-12 and VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 truncated
at n ¼ 13. Note that the differences to the CHAOS-5_v4 model
(Fig. S3, Supplementary Material) are very similar and are not further discussed. The main characteristics are large differences in
polar areas, an equatorial antisymmetric difference in Z and an
antisymmetric difference between the Atlantic and Pacific areas
in Y. The X component also presents significant differences along
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The spatial patterns of differences (Fig. 17) may be related to
model parametrization and used data set. This is illustrated when
looking at some IGRF-12 candidate models (Thébault et al., 2015a)
at epoch 2015.0. All used different data sets as well as different
modelling strategies. Here we compare some of the candidate
models to our models because they were constructed with similar
choices. For example, the IZMIRAN team model was the only model
using both day and night time magnetic field measurements. It has
large differences (close to 2 nT) from the mean of the candidate
models at low SH degrees, such as degree 2 or 5 (see Fig. 5 of
Thébault et al., 2015a). It also differs from the mean model in the
polar areas and along the magnetic equator. It was suggested that
these spatial structures along the dip equator result from a contamination of external ionospheric fields, such as the EEJ. As we
use day and night time data too, it is likely that ionospheric EEJ
nT
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Fig. 17. Differences between predictions of IGRF-12 and VO-ESD_23.30-10-2
models, truncated at n ¼ 13 (top). Magnetic field components predicted by the
1
1
differences of the g 01 ; h1 ; g 12 ; g 05 and h5 coefficients between IGRF-12 and VOESD_23.30-10-2 models (bottom). All maps are plotted at the Earth’s mean radius
and for epoch 2015.041.

1

leaks into the internal field model and affects the g 05 and h5 coefficients as well. The ISTerre team model (Gillet et al., 2015) presents
a significant deviation from the mean model for SH degree 1
(Thébault et al., 2015a). This candidate model is derived from a
rather complex parametrization for the internal field, but its external field is explained by a single coefficient, the axial dipole in geomagnetic coordinates, without any Dst dependence (see Eq. (2) of
Saturnino et al., 2015). Our VO-ESD derived model does have an
external contribution parametrization up to degree 2, but without
data selection or Dst dependence. These choices may be the reason
for the observed differences at degree 1 between our models and
IGRF-12 or CHAOS-5_v4 models.
Ignoring the first four periods of the input data, with VOESD_23.30-10-2 model, leads to a slight increase of the difference
between the model and both IGRF-12 and CHAOS-5_v4 for the secular variation power spectra (Fig. 14). This can be related to the fact
that the time interval to describe the SV is shorter, leading to a possibly poorer SV description. Differences from CHAOS-5_v4 are
lower for degrees 4, 8 and 10. No particular coefficient shows a larger difference than others. An interesting point is that coefficients
with higher differences are not the same for IGRF-12 and CHAOS5_v4 models, as seen in Fig. 16. Between VO-ESD_23.30-10-2 and
CHAOS-5_v4, differences are higher than 1 nT for coefficients g_ 02
and g_ 05 ; and very close to that value (higher than 0.8 nT/yr) for
h_ 1 ; g_ 0 ; h_ 1 and g_ 0 . It contrasts with the differences from the IGRF1

the geomagnetic equator. The five largest coefficient differences
1

1

from IGRF-12 (g 01 ; h1 ; g 02 ; g 50 and h5 ) explain around 67% of the signal of the differences, as can be seen in Fig. 17.

5

5

7

12 model which are higher than 1 nT/yr for several coefficients
and even higher than 2 nT/yr for g_ 11 and g_ 02 coefficients. Secular
variation is constrained as constant and up to SH degree n ¼ 10
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with the available 27 (or 23) points of the VO-ESD time series. Possibly, this period is too long to consider the secular variation as
constant. The parametrization could be improved using for example a B-spline description for the temporal variation.
6. Concluding remarks
In this study a new approach to process magnetic satellite measurements is proposed, validated and applied to the first two years
of Swarm data. We show that our VO-ESD technique is able to process magnetic field measurements acquired on board orbiting
spacecraft and directly extract time series analogous to those at
ground observatories. VO volumes are defined as vertical cylinders
with vertical extent defined by the altitude of the measurements.
No data selection is applied to the measurements. The reduction
of the measurements to a common altitude at each VO is done
using the Equivalent Source Dipole technique. The measurements
inside a VO are fitted by dipole sources homogeneously distributed
on an hemispherical mesh placed at the depth of the core-mantle
boundary.
When applied to Swarm measurements we find a very good
resemblance between ground observatory 30-day means and VOESD time series. Computed correlations between VO and surface
observations are high, especially for Y component, confirming that
the VO-ESD approach is able to extract magnetic field time series
similarly to ground observatories.
A global and homogeneous 2.5 resolution mesh of virtual
observatory time series is obtained. As at ground observatories,
VO-ESD time series display some external field contributions.
Despite the very different technique employed to analyse the magnetic field measurements of the Swarm mission, the global SH
model we derive is very comparable to previously published models. We notice however that both ionospheric and magnetospheric
fields leak into the magnetic field models derived from VO-ESD
time series.
The approach could be improved by taking into account
external field contributions. One option is to perform prior data
selection, by keeping only night time and/or quiet-time measurements. This option has the disadvantage of reducing the number
of observations contributing to a given VO. This could be overcome
by considering a larger VO volume or a longer time interval.
Another option would be to use an a priori correction for the external field with or without a dependence on geomagnetic indices,
such as the Dst.
The VO time series we derive should not (yet) be considered as
better inputs for SH models. The VO-ESD approach offers nonetheless very promising perspectives. As more magnetic satellite measurements are made available, longer time series can be derived.
These can be used, for example, to analyse the global patterns of
short-term SV and study sharp temporal variation features such
as geomagnetic jerks. In addition, these series could be used to
downward continue field and SV to the CMB in order to infer core
flows, provided that external magnetic fields are correctly
accounted for (Beggan et al., 2009). The VO-ESD approach could
also be applied to past (or future) satellite mission measurements,
such as CHAMP and Ørsted.
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