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Abstract
Coastal areas such as beaches with steep upper slope andflat low-tide terrace, are expected to be
increasingly affected by sea level changes. Related impacts due to the paramount rise in sea level have
been intensively investigated, but there is still little evidence of the impact of shorter timescales
variations on the coast, particularly those induced by trapped coastal waves. Using the latest advances
in video bathymetric estimation, daily observations over 3.5 years (February 2013 to June 2016) on
Grand PopoBeach (West Africa) reveal that intraseasonal sea level variations impact the beach profile.
The intraseasonal sea level variations are dominated by the propagation of wind forced coastal trapped
waves with periods ranging 15–95 days. It is shown that the beach goes through a transient state with a
deformation of the profile: an intraseasonal sea level rise leads to a 2m erosion of the upper beach and
awidening of theflat terrace at the lower beach. Although the underlyingmechanismmust be tested
through beach profilemodelling, this study highlights the active adaptation of the beach profile to
variations in sea level.

1. Introduction

Most of theworld’s coasts are subject to changes because of their vulnerability to climate change as well as
humandevelopment. Climate change drives variations inmean sea level, wave conditions, storm surge, that
result in the destruction of socio-economical and environmental systems (Stive et al 2002, Rueda et al 2017).
Understanding the factors responsible for beach erosion and flooding has become amain concern. There is a
need to assess and evaluate the trends under present climate conditions, whichwill be fundamental for
predicting future impacts (McInnes et al 2016) and for developing effectivemanagement policies (Leonard et al
2014).

Global seal-level rise is well known to lead to a recession of the shoreline (Bruun 1954, 1962, 1983, 1988,
Ranasinghe et al 2012, Rosati et al 2013, Shand et al 2013,Dean andHouston 2016, LeCozannet et al 2016,
Atkinson et al 2018). It is an important contributor to erosion hotspots at decadal to centenary scales (Zhang et al
2004,Nicholls andCazenave 2010, Passeri et al 2014, LeCozannet et al 2019). Conventionally, it is thought that
at shorter time scales, fromhours to years, waves, tides, sedimentary processes, and anthropogenic factors drive
beach changes that surpass sea level impact (Stive 2004, Ranasinghe 2016, Anthony et al 2019). This is relevant at
mid-to-high latitudeswhere storm-induced coastal dynamics is dominant. However, this can be different in the
inter-tropical bandwhere sea level presents largefluctuations at seasonal and interannual scales (Komar and
Enfield 1987, Feng et al 2003,Ding et al 2009, Pattiaratchi and Eliot 2009, Komar et al 2011), and intraseasonal
scales (Polo et al 2008, Echevin et al 2014, Ezer 2016,Ding et al 2018, Kim et al 2018).While the seasonal and
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interannual scales are related to the tropical climatemodes, the intraseasonal variability is characterized by the
poleward propagation of coastal disturbances triggered by coastally-trappedKelvin andRossbywaves. These
coastally-trappedwaves can be caused bywind stress variability, atmospheric disturbances and variations in the
intensity of oceanic currents. For instance, Kelvinwaves have been intensively described in the equatorial
Atlantic and in the equatorial Pacific. Echevin et al (2014) reported±0.20 mof intraseasonal sea level variations
on the nearshore Peru ecosystem,within the 60–120 day time periods. At 15°Non thewestern coast of India,
±0.25 m intraseasonal variations of alongshore currents were observed in the 55–110 day time periods
(Vialard et al 2009). InWest Africa, Gulf of Guinea, Polo et al (2008) observed recurrent and continuouswave
propagations distinguishable over thousands of kilometers poleward along the coast, in the period range 20–90
days. The observed characteristics were close to those of equatorial Kelvinwave propagations with a variance of
0.02 mand a phase speed ranging from1.5 to 2.1 m s−1 without any substantial differences and no remarkable
property changes following the coastline along different isobaths (200 to 1000m-depth).

Such transient sea-level changesmay actually play a part in beach variability (Komar andEnfield 1987). But,
how they operate in the coastal zone is still a scientific issue (McInnes et al 2016). Segura et al (2018) investigated
such dynamics at a reef-fringed beach at seasonal scale. Their results suggested that, contrary to general
observation on open beaches, the seasonal beach response is primarily influenced by seasonal variations in
offshore water level rather than bywave heights. However, this result is specific to reef-fringed beaches. At
intraseasonal scale, there is still very little knowledge about the impact of sea levels on the beach, as little attention
has been given to it.We hypothesize that intraseasonal sea level variability could drive beach changes, in
particular for storm-free and tropical environments, where these intraseasonal sea level changes were reported
to be large.However, the lack of suitablemeasurements and the historical cloisoning of the nearshore and
coastal oceanography communities have led to a knowledge gap on transient sea level change impacts. Here we
combine regional observation of coastal sea level from satellite altimetry with local scale beach evolution from
shore-based video to investigate the nearshore response to intraseasonal sea level variations in theGulf of
Guinea.

2. Study site

This study focuses on beach changes at Grand Popo (Benin)near the border with Togo, in the Bight of Benin,
Gulf of Guinea (figure 1). According to the classification ofWright and Short (1984), Grand Popo beach is an
intermediate to reflective beach, characterised by a steep upper slope, an alongshore-uniform flat low-tide
terrace (Almar et al 2014, Abessolo et al 2016, 2017b). Bathymetric iso-contours are reasonably uniform
alongshore (Almar et al 2014). Grand Popo beach is exposed to intermediate incident waves (annualmean:
Hs=1.36 m; Tp=9.4 s; S-SW) (Almar et al 2015, Giardino et al 2018). Thewave regime is composed of a
dominant long-period swell component originating frommid to high latitudes (45°–60°) in the SouthAtlantic,
andwind seas locally generated in the tropical band (6 °N to 15 °S), prevailing from the SW (Almar et al 2015).
Tides are semi-diurnal with a tidal range of approximately 0.3 m and 1.8 m for neap and spring tides,

Figure 1. Study site. (a)Bight of Benin,West Africa, Gulf of Guinea. Yellow points stand for selected nodes along the coast used to
track propagating sea level variations. Black dots stand for SSALTO/DUACS grid nodes. The tracks of the satellitemissionsmerged in
the SSALTO/DUACS gridded product used for the altimetric sea level are indicated: in red for Jason-3 and in green for Saral/Altika.
TheCryosat-2mission is non-sun-synchronous (Wingham et al 2006) andmoves along drifting tracks (92°-orbit inclinaison) that
have not been shown. The color bar gives the bathymetry inmeters (GEBCOgridded bathymetry data). Node 34 (5.6271 °N,
1.6375 °E) is the closest point toGrand Popo. (b)Video camera systemdeployed on a towermade available by the BenineseNavy at
Grand Popo. (c)Average beach profile (solid black line) obtained during theGrand Popo experiment (March 10 to 19, 2014), with
mean sea level (solid blue line) and high and low (blue dashed blue lines) tide levels. Bathymetric iso-contours are reasonably uniform
alongshore.
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respectively. The sediment size ismedium-to-coarse sand, from0.4 to 1 mm,with amedian grain size
D50=0.6 mm.A seasonal variability of sea level is observed in the Bight of Benin, withfluctuations of
approximately 0.2 m, in response towind-driven basinmodes, also involving Kelvin andRossbywave
propagation and reflection (Polo et al 2008,Ding et al 2009). According toMelet et al (2016), the regional trend
in sea level rise is 5.1 mm yr−1 (over the 20-year period from1993 to 2013), larger than the global rate.

3.Nearshore bathymetry, oceanwaves and sea level data

Thefirst pilot research video station inWest Africa was installed in February 2013 on a 20-mhigh tower located
approximately 70 m from the shoreline (Almar et al 2014, Abessolo et al 2016, 2017a, 2017b). An on-site
computer processes the raw image-frames and stores 15-min time stack (Holland andHolman 1993) and timex
(Holland et al 1997) images. Timex images were obtained by averaging 15 min of snapshots. Time stack images
were obtained by stacking the successive traces corresponding to 15 min of snapshots. A single cross-shore track
extending approximately 715 mwas preset during the installation of the video system and used for this study.
TheMinimumShoreline Variability (MSV)method (Almar et al 2012)was used to derive alongshore averaged
shoreline locations fromvideo timex images. Associated daily intertidal profiles were computed using the
method described byAarninkhof et al (2003). Video-basedwave celerity and depth inversion schemes (for
details, see appendix A is available online at stacks.iop.org/ERC/2/051003/mmedia)were used to derive instant
depths from the time stack images. Thewhole beach profile was derived bymerging the daily intertidal and
bathymetric profiles. In this paper, the term ‘upper beach’will refer to the steepest part of the beach
corresponding to the swash zone at high tide, according toMiles andRussel (2004).

A validation of the video-derived beach profiles (Abessolo et al 2017a)was conducted for the 10-dayfield
experiment at Grand Popo fromMarch 10 to 19, 2014 (Almar et al 2014).Measurements consisted of beach
surveys withDifferential GPS and bathymetric sonar. The results unveiled themaximumvertical error thatwas
about 0.15 m for the daily depth, along the part of the profile covering the upper beach and the lower part of the
terrace (  X50 130m). The evolution of the beach profile over the 3.5 years of the study period is shown in
figure 2. The low-tide terrace is detected at a depth of approximately 1meter and thewidth of the terrace is
considered as the distance between the shoreline location (0-meter depth contour) and the outer part of the
terrace (2m-depth contour). The observed depth changes suggest that the beach profile varies as follows. The
terracewidth increases during thewinter period (June-July-August)whenwave energy is high and decreases
during the austral summer period (December-January-February)whenwave energy is low. In addition, an
erosive trend of−1.6 m yr−1 is observed for the upper beach; this trend seems to be even stronger at the end of
the terrace (−3.1 m yr−1). Trendswere computed as the best linearfit, using the least-squaresmethod.

Wave characteristics (Hs, Tp and direction)were extracted fromERAInterimECMWF re-analyses (Sterl and
Caires 2005) at the node 6.25 °N, 1.73 °E, at 6-hr interval over the study period; thewaveswere then propagated
fromdeepwater to the breakpoint using the formula by Larson et al (2010) and averaged daily.

Sea level anomalies (SLA) time series were extracted at daily scale from the SSALTO/DUACSmulti-mission
gridded and delayed-time products (Amarouche et al 2004, Tran et al 2010, Arbic et al 2012, Pujol et al 2016)

Figure 2.Daily forcing parameters and beach evolution atGrand Popo, Benin: (a)Hs at breaking (using Larson et al 2010), (b) SLA
(extracted at node 34, seefigures 1(a)), and (c) video-derived depths (Z), for the period February 2013 toAugust 2016. X stands for the
cross-shore location from the video camera. Black lines in panel (c) stand for the 0- to 2-mdepth contours.
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provided byCopernicusMarine and EnvironmentMonitoring Service (CMEMS). In these products, available
altimetermissions (Saral/AltiKa, Cryosat-2 andOSTM/Jason-2 for the period from2013 to 2016) aremerged
andmapped daily onto a 1/4°-resolution grid (Ubelmann et al 2015, 2017). In order to identify propagating sea
level variations along the coast, datawere extracted along a track of 54 grid nodes in the Bight of Benin (see
figure 1(a)), close enough to the coast, but not too close to prevent landmasses disturbances in radar signal (see
Polo et al 2008). The distance between consecutive selected nodeswas 1/4° (∼27.5 km, according to SSALTO/
DUACS grid) and each nodewas taken approximately 75 km from the coast. Contributions to sea level
variations driven by local wind, atmospheric pressure, andwaves were neglected, despite their possible
importance (Santoro et al 2013,Melet et al 2016, Slangen et al 2017,Melet et al 2018). The ocean forcing (Hs and
SLA) for the 3.5 years period is shown infigure 2.

4. Intraseasonal sea level forcing

Sea level anomalies along the coast ofWest andCentral Africa observed from altimetry show large variability,
withmain peaks at the annual, semi-annual, and 120-day period (Polo et al 2008, deCoëtlogon et al 2010,
Jouanno et al 2013). The annual and semi-annual components dominate the sea level variability (Aman et al
2007). For periods smaller than 100 days, a relativemaximum is observed at a 60-day period (Polo et al 2008).
This temporal band corresponds to coastal trappedwaves that propagate from the equator north to Senegal, and
whose properties resemble that of a pure coastal Kelvinwave in the limit where the continentalmargin tends to
zero. The study by Polo et al (2008) usedTopex/Poseidon products at 7-day time resolution and retained the
range 25–95 day for detecting these intraseasonal waves.Here, the use of SSALTO/DUACSproducts with daily
temporal resolution allowed for the broadening of the identification range to 15–95 days. A 15–95 day band-pass
filter was performed by subtracting the time series obtained from two low-pass filters, consisting ofmedian
averages over runningwindows of 15 and 95 days, particularly suited for time series withmissing data. Seasonal
harmonics (120 days, semi-annual and annual) have been previously removed. The 15–95 day filter was used to
derive intraseasonal variations of sea level (SLAi), significantwave heights at breaking (Hsi), and depth-contours
(Xi) in beach profile evolution.

Fifteen intraseasonal sea level events (SLAi) have been identified along the 3.5 years’ time series (figure 3).
About 80%of the intraseasonal events that have been identified are associatedwith coastal trappedwaves
propagatingwestward (for details, see appendix B)with an average speed of 1.1 m s−1 computedmanually, an
average period of 59 days and an average amplitude of 6.6 cm.

5. Intraseasonal beach response

The correlation computed between the intraseasonal wave energy (figure 3(c)) and the associated intraseasonal
depth contours variations suggests that the intensity of thewave’s action on beach response is linearly dependent
on sea level at intraseasonal scale. The highest correlation values (r=−0.73 and r=+0.41 for the upper beach
and terrace, respectively), computed significant at 95% confidence level (p-value<10−4 and p-value=0.0097,
respectively), are observedwhen intraseasonal sea level is high (SLAi>+0.02 m). Correlations values decrease
with intraseasonal sea level to reach the lowest values (r=−0.05 and r=−0.09)when intraseasonal sea level is
low (SLAi<−0.02 m). This observation suggests that the combination of waves and sea level events would
result in amodulation of wave action on the beach at intraseasonal scale as a function of intraseasonal sea level
and thus a response of the beach profile to intraseasonal sea level. However, this dependence remains less
marked on the terrace, as the highest correlation value obtained (r=+0.41) explains only 17%of the variance.

In order to understand the action of SLAi,morphological changes on beach profile weremeasured during
SLAi events. Figure 4 presents the relationship between changes in intraseasonal sea level events (ΔSLAi) and
associatedmorphological changes (ΔXi). Correlations betweenΔSLAi andΔXiwere computed statistically
significant at the 95% confidence level. Interestingly, the changes in SLAi are significantly related to changes on
the upper beach (r=−0.81), even if less related to changes on the terrace (r=+0.49). Correlation values
suggest thatmorphological changes at the intraseasonal scale are not only due towave conditions and coastal
currents, but also to sea level variations.Waves and coastal currents (e.g. rip currents)may explain the dispersion
of the events observedwith the error bars infigure 4.

These observations are confirmed by combining all the intraseasonal events (figure 5). This consists on
median-averaging all the considered events, previously interpolated on the same number of samples. The
observed impact of the SLAi ensemble event is the deformation of the beach profile with a rise or fall in the sea
level. A phase shift of about 9 days is observed between the response of the terrace and the SLAi event. The
correlations between the SLAi event and the beach changes are−0.93 and 0.76, respectively for the upper beach
and the terrace (considering a 9-day lag for the terrace response). Therefore, two phases can be clearly identified
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(figure 5(c)). During a 30-day period of rising sea level, the upper beach is eroded.On the terrace, the concurrent
seawardmigration of the 1 to 2-mdepth-contour lines indicates terracewidening and therefore suggests
offshore sand transport. During a 30-day period of lowering sea level, observations indicate upper beach
accretion and deeper terrace and therefore suggest onshore sand transport from the terrace to the upper beach.
The 9-day lag could represented the time required for sediment tomove from the upper beach to the terrace and
vice versa. On average, a 7-cm change in sea level leads to nearly 2 mof horizontal terrace deformation as shown
infigure 5(d).

6. Influence of intraseasonal sea level variations on beachmorphology

Our observations show a deformation of the beach profile with varying intraseasonal sea level, rather than a
translation of the profile, corresponding to a retreat of the upper beach and a terracewidening during a high
event. The predominant control of wave events on the beach is found to be higher during high sea levels than

Figure 3. Intraseasonal variations in sea level anomalies (SLAi) andwave height (Hsi) at breaking: (a) Longitude/latitude-time
diagramof intraseasonal anomalies, following nodes on the track infigure 1(a). Dashed black line corresponds to node 34, near Grand
Popo town, and the corresponding intraseasonal sea level andwave height variations are shown in (b) and (c), respectively. Shaded
gray areas stand for considered intraseasonal sea level events. Red points stand for detected propagating peaks of intraseasonal sea
levels, with an average speed of 1.1 m s−1.
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during low levels. This suggests that sea level variationsmodulate themagnitude of wave action on the beach.
Some studies (Miles andRussel 2004, Almeida et al 2017) have already highlighted this specific behavior at
terraced beaches when looking at shorter intra-tidal variations. The combination of a two-slope beach and
varying tidal heights brings a complex situationwhere the separate sections of the beach respond as quite

Figure 4. Intraseasonal sea level (ΔSLAi) and correspondingmorphological (ΔXi) changes during SLAi events. Solid lines are linear
regression and dashed lines indicate the 95% confidence levels. Dots stand for changes (ΔSLAi andΔXi) computed between the end
and the beginning of the ascending and descending phases of an SLAi event, and averaged (usingmedian) over a 0.02m-window
interval on the x-axis, for upper beach and terrace, respectively. Error bars indicate the dispersion of events within thewindow.

Figure 5.Ensemble-averaged evolution over intraseasonal events andmorphological changeswith shaded areas representing one
standard deviation: (a) Sea level SLAi, (b)wave heightHsi, (c) depth-contours (Xi) corresponding to upper beach (blue) and terrace
(black), (d)Mean profiles for high (red) and low (black) sea levels during a 7-cmmean change in SLAi.
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different systems (Huntley andBowen 1975), despite being exposed to the same offshore waves. The two
sections do interact depending on thewater depth on the terrace, with a shallow terrace breaking incident waves
as spilling breakers before they reach the upper part of the beach (Miles andRussel 2004). It is hypothesized that
during high sea levels, higher average water level across the entire terrace results in less depth-induced breaking
wave energy dissipation and, in turn,more energetic waves at the beach face. This can drivemore pronounced
upper beach erosion, with sediment further supplying the outer edge of the terrace, resulting in terrace
enlargement. This explanation needs to be tested and validated, given the complex interplay and the feedback
between cross-shore sediment transport driven by undertow andwave non-linearities. Fieldmeasurements of
sand transport using similar approach toMiles andRussel (2004)would providemore insight into sediment
fluxes between the upper beach and the terrace. However,maintaining suchmeasurements during 10 s days is
challenging. State-of-the-art beach profile process-basedmodels (e.g. Ruessink et al 2007, Kuriyama 2012,
Walstra et al 2012,Dubarbier et al 2015) have the potential to address the underlyingmechanisms, but this
remains out of scope of the present study. This issuewill be addressed in a futuremodelling study.

Multi-scale coastal evolution, due to sea level variations, remains poorly known. As noted earlier, only the
sea-level rise is well known to lead to a recession of the shoreline at decadal to centenary scales (Passeri et al 2014,
LeCozannet et al 2019). At shorter time scales, fromhours to years, sea level variations also influence the beach
variability. But, there is still very little literature on their impact on the coast, especially sincewaves and tidewere
traditionally the only two forcings studied to understand beach dynamics at open coasts. In this work, focus has
been given to intraseasonal sea level variations, which affect the entire African tropical coast (Polo et al 2008).
And thewave energywas observed to bemodulated by sea level variations. A recent study (Segura et al 2018) has
investigated the role of water level at a reef-fringed beach, which ismodulated bywave heights, wave set-up and
wave-driven flows, due to saturation of the surf zone and the corresponding variability in depth-limitedwave
breaking (Thornton andGuza 1982). The beach responsewas shown to be primarily dictated by the variability in
subtidal water levels at seasonal scale, comparatively towave energy (Segura et al 2018). Although these studies
were conducted on sites with very different characteristics (sandy beach and reef-fringed beach), the results
suggest that themulti-temporal coupling betweenwater level andwave energymust be considered to
understand beach dynamics. Such studies should also be investigated on various sites, including coasts where
meteotsunamis have been reported (Carvajal et al 2017). This requires the development of tools and devices for
measuring andmodelling coastal dynamics at different time and spatial scales.

7. Conclusions

This study investigated beach changes to intraseasonal sea level variations using 3.5 years of daily video-derived
beach profiles and altimetry. The results reveal that sea level variations of order tens of cm at intraseasonal scale
drive beach changes: the beach response is not a simple translation of the profile from sea level but a deformation
of the profile. As a hypothesis, the intraseasonal sea levelsmodulate wave action on the beach, inducing erosion
of the upper beach and transfer of sediments to the outer part of the terrace during high sea levels. The
underlyingmechanismswill be tested and validated using detailed process-based beach profilemodels. The
coupling betweenwave energy and sea level variations could be the keymechanism formulti-temporal
understanding of the beach dynamics at open coasts, in particular in the context of current changes of wave
regimes and sea level with climate changes. However, furtherworks are needed to investigate the variability of
the total sea level at the coast and the associatedmorphological changes.
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