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Abstract. OceanMesh2D is a set of MATLAB functions with pre- and post-processing utilities to generate two-dimensional

(2D) unstructured meshes for coastal ocean circulation models. Mesh resolution is controlled according to a variety of feature

driven geometric and topo-bathymetric functions. Mesh generation is achieved through a force-balance algorithm to locate

vertices and a number of topological improvement strategies aimed at increasing the minimum triangle quality. The placement

of vertices along the mesh boundary is adapted automatically according to a mesh size function eliminating the need for contour5

simplification algorithms. The software expresses the mesh design and generation process via an objected-oriented framework

that facilitates efficient workflows that are flexible and automatic. This paper illustrates the various capabilities of the software

and demonstrates its utility in realistic applications by producing high-quality, multiscale, unstructured meshes.

1 Introduction

Many phenomena in the coastal ocean, such as tides, tsunamis and storm surges, can be accurately modeled by the shallow10

water equations. Unstructured meshes are often used for numerical simulations of the coastal ocean because they can resolve the

large range of horizontal length scales necessary for accurate hydrodynamic predictions and can conform well to complicated

shoreline boundaries. The accuracy and the associated computational expense of the mesh are in direct conflict, which makes

the mesh design process challenging. Computational work is governed by the distribution of vertices (mesh resolution) and

accuracy is determined, in part, by the representation of relevant geometrical and bathymetric features that may influence15

the simulation. Due to this balance between accuracy and computational work, the prescription of the mesh resolution often

leads to a highly subjective mesh generation process. To address this issue, the ocean modeling community have developed

approaches and tools to build unstructured meshes for coastal circulation problems (Hagen et al., 2002; Bilgili et al., 2006;

Gorman et al., 2006, 2008; Lambrechts et al., 2008; Conroy et al., 2012; Engwirda, 2017; Candy and Pietrzak, 2018). Most

works have either tried to minimize topo-bathymetric interpolation error on the mesh (e.g., Gorman et al., 2006) or construct the20

mesh based on resolving relevant physical processes in the domain and/or preserving the geometry of the shoreline boundary

(e.g., Conroy et al., 2012; Engwirda, 2017). An iterative a posteriori method which aims to keep the local truncation error

constant throughout the mesh has also been employed (Hagen et al., 2002).
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Modern interpreter-based programming environments such as MATLAB and Python are attractive to many users to develop

mesh generators because they include a plethora of built-in or community developed functions, toolboxes, and packages that

are freely available. For instance, a simple and easily adaptable mesh generator based on the concept of force equilibrium and

written in a few dozen MATLAB lines is DistMesh2D (Persson and Strang, 2004). The simplicity of the force-equilibrium

algorithm makes it attractive as a general-purpose mesh generator by allowing users and developers to adapt it for various5

applications (e.g., Engsig-Karup et al., 2008; Liu, 2009; Nguyen et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2014). However, due to the general

nature of DistMesh2D, it tends to be computationally inefficient for the large and highly multi-scale geophysical domains that

are encountered in coastal ocean hydrodynamic modeling problems. Additionally, there are a number of pre-processing steps

that must be performed to prepare the geospatial data for meshing and a number of post-processing steps to make sure the

mesh is amenable for simulation. For instance, one must obtain a shoreline boundary that will lead to a mesh that is practical10

to simulate with. By integrating the tools to pre-process the geospatial data into the mesh generator directly, it reduces the time

spent performing these essential tasks and largely automates the mesh development process.

In a related previous work, the Advanced Mesh generator (ADMESH; Conroy et al., 2012) implemented a DistMesh2D

based coastal ocean mesh generator in MATLAB. In this work, we build on many of the ideas described in ADMESH with the

following primary improvements: a) a focus on computational efficiency to enable the software to become practically useful15

even for large geophysical datasets (e.g., �1 km resolution global topo-bathy) in the MATLAB scripting language; b) the

inclusion of pre- and post-processing workflows; c) a greater variety of mesh size functions and flexibility in their application

which offers more control over mesh resolution placement; and critically: d) code written in an open-source environment for the

benefit of the community. The codes place emphasis on facilitating automatic mesh design workflows that lead to the creation

of meshes and the necessary model inputs for a numerical simulation. These mesh generation workflows (i.e., a user-specified20

MATLAB control script) are typically represented by a few lines of MATLAB code and take between minutes to an hour to

generate relatively large, multiscale, high-fidelity meshes (potentially global-to-channel scale) and their auxiliary components

automatically.

The software is written in an objected-oriented framework that is divided into a set of standalone classes Special attention

has been made to ensure that only open-source functions are required to generate a mesh. Further, in its current state the25

software contains a number of post-processing functions specific to the ADvanced CIRCulation model (ADCIRC; Luettich

and Westerink, 2004), but these can be adapted to other solvers in the future. The rest of this paper is structured as follows:

we begin by introducing the framework and organization of the code followed by a detailed description of each of the four

standalone classes, and ending with a discussion on how the software can be useful for coastal ocean model development.

1.1 Example problems30

To demonstrate the overall workflow and the design of the classes, three examples located along the East Coast and Gulf

Coast of the United States of America are documented (Fig. 1). The first example produces a mesh of the Jamaica Bay

estuary in New York (JBAY), demonstrating the utility of the software in incorporating high-resolution (�1/9-arc second

or approximately 3-m horizontal resolution) LIght Detection And Ranging (LIDAR) datasets with fine (�15-m) resolution
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Figure 1. The geographical location and triangulation of the three meshes used as examples in this work. The minimum mesh sizes (h0)
are annotated in black text and the names of the digital elevation models (DEMs) used in the construction of the mesh size functions are
annotated in red text on each panel. The colormap indicates topographical data (bathymetric data was removed for production of this figure)
in the DEMs, which are freely available through the NOAA Bathymetric data viewer website (https://coast.noaa.gov/dataviewer).

triangular elements nearshore. The second example meshes the Galveston Bay in Texas (GBAY), demonstrating the utility of

a new mesh size function that can be used to target resolution along deep-draft marine navigation and tidal channels. The third

example demonstrates how the software can produce truly multiscale unstructured meshes in less than one hour by building

a mesh of the Western Atlantic Ocean with focused refinement around Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (PRVI). See

Table 1 for details of the various options/parameters that were used to generate these example meshes.5
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Table 1. The parameters (defined in Sect. 3.3) that are used to generate the three example meshes for this paper, which were released with
the toolkit. The final mesh quality (defined in Sect. 3.1.1) and the number of iterations in the mesh generator to achieve this are noted.

Region Meshing Parameters Mesh Quality Iterations
h0 (m) hmax (m) �R �wl �slp �g �ch �t (s) qE qEmin 3 qL3� > 0:75

JBAY 15 1,000 3 – – 0.15 – 2 0.97 0.60 38
GBAY 60 1,000 3 – – 0.25 0.10 – 0.97 0.53 71
PRVI 10 & 30 & 1,000� 10,000 5 30 15 0.2 – 0�� 0.97 0.45 30

∗: Different values of h0 are used for each separate mesh size function domain as indicated in Fig. 1 (PRVI)
∗∗: Setting ∆t = 0 invokes the automatic time step selector option (see section 3.3.7)

Table 2. Classes in OceanMesh2D.

Class name Purpose
geodata Process geospatial data: mesh boundaries (e.g., shoreline) & digital elevation data.
edgefx Compute the mesh size functions based on geospatial datasets and parameters.
meshgen Mesh generator + descriptor for parameters and geospatial datasets used in mesh generation process.
msh Store, visualize, and operate on the mesh and associated attributes.

2 Architecture Overview

The automated generation of geophysical-use unstructured meshes often requires a number of user defined parameters and a

variety of geospatial data as inputs. As a result, the mesh is strongly related to the algorithms and data that were used to create

it. These task- and object- specific properties of the mesh generation process provide the motivation behind the development

of an objected-oriented programming (OOP) approach. In this software, the use of OOP leads to automation and promotes the5

usage of efficient workflows.

OceanMesh2D is composed of four classes (geodata, edgefx, meshgen, and msh, see Table 2 for a brief description of each

class) and a utilities directory containing various standalone functions. The geodata class is used as a pre-processor to mesh

generation and creates an appropriate meshing boundary from user-supplied geospatial datasets and inputs. The edgefx class

enables the user to build standardized mesh size functions with a variety of parameters and constraints. The meshgen class is10

associated with mesh generation inheriting various options from the geodata and edgefx classes. The msh class is a data storage

class for the mesh and related attributes. Additional technical information can be found in the user guide (Roberts and Pringle,

2018).

Although each individual class is standalone, there exists a specific workflow that is typically followed to build coastal ocean

meshes with the OceanMesh2D software (Fig. 2). The structure of this workflow enables the user to create numerous instances15

of the geodata and edgefx classes that can be subsequently passed to the meshgen class. Numerous instances of the geodata

and edgefx classes can be combined to seamlessly mesh high-resolution insets contained within wider coverage geospatial

datasets. The ability to incorporate datasets over a wide-range of scales is particularly useful and pragmatic given the finite

computational memory and highly-variable horizontal resolution of available high-resolution topo-bathymetric data.
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geodata: process geospatial data

edgefx: build mesh size function

meshgen: generate mesh
based on mesh boundaries
and mesh size function

msh: store and visu-
alize mesh topology

Figure 2. Standard workflow in OceanMesh2D.

3 Component Design

In the following section, each of the four classes that comprise OceanMesh2D are described.

3.1 Mesh generation : meshgen class

Mesh generation is achieved through the use of the DistMesh2D algorithm with a number of modifications to help improve

the quality of the final triangulation, the speed of the mesh generation, and the memory footprint of the overall application.5

It’s noted that the architecture of OceanMesh2D software could additionally support other mesh generation packages be-

sides DistMesh2D, such as JIGSAW-GEO (Engwirda, 2017). In its current state, the class is a wrapper function around the

DistMesh2D algorithm that automatically uses classes that describe the meshing domain and the mesh size functions.

For coastal mesh generation, a key advantage of using the DistMesh2D smoothing-based algorithm over Delaunay refinement

and/or Frontal Delaunay mesh generation algorithms is that the boundary is implicitly defined. The implicit definition of the10

mesh boundary enables the vertices to move during mesh generation in accordance with the mesh size function. Thus, by

using a set of mesh improvement strategies, the need for shoreline approximation pre-processing (e.g. Gorman et al., 2007) to

define the mesh boundary as required by Delaunay refinement and/or Frontal Delaunay mesh generation approaches (Gorman

et al., 2008) is eliminated. In this section, we document the mesh improvement strategies that occur during the execution of the

DistMesh2D algorithm that lead to a high-quality approximate representation of the domain and are in congruence with mesh15

size functions.
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3.1.1 Termination criterion

In the DistMesh2Dalgorithm Persson and Strang (2004) proposed a termination criterion based on convergence to a con-

�guration of vertices in which negligible movement of the mesh vertices would occur with additional meshing iterations. In

practice, our studies have found that a con�guration of vertices with negligible movement is dif�cult to achieve within hun-

dreds of meshing iterations for realistic coastal ocean mesh domains because of the complex shoreline boundary and mesh size5

functions. Thus, we propose an alternative termination criterion based on element quality.

The notion of what constitutes ahigh quality mesh is application dependent. Mesh quality can be viewed as a combination

of geometric element measures, application dependencies, and numerics (Shewchuk, 2002). A geometric measure of triangle

equilateral-ness can be calculated through:

qE = 4
p

3AE

 
3X

i =1

(� 2
E ) i

! � 1

(1)10

whereAE is the area of the triangle and(� E ) i is the length of thei th edge of the triangle.qE = 1 corresponds to an equilateral

triangular element andqE = 0 indicates a triangle that degenerates to a line. A mesh with a suf�ciently high minimum bound

onqE is often desired (Shewchuk, 2002; Persson and Strang, 2004; Engwirda, 2017). However, we �nd that a minimum bound

on qE is a strict measure for large domains with millions of elements and complex shoreline features, and dif�cult to achieve

within the modi�edDistMesh2Dalgorithm (Fig. 3). Instead, we use the following termination criterion:15

qL 3� � qE � 3� qE > 0:75 (2)

where the over-line and� denote the mean and standard deviation respectively, andqL 3� is the “three-sigma lower control

limit” element quality, used as a proxy for the minimum element quality.

Upon termination through the above criterion the vast majority (> 95%) of triangles are of adequate quality. Moreover, in

the approach used here, a number of mesh cleaning steps are performedafter this mesh generation termination criterion has20

been met (Sect. 3.1.3) in order to improve a typically small number of the worst quality (Fig. 3).

3.1.2 Mesh improvement strategies during mesh generation

Approximately every ten meshing iterations theqL 3� element quality starts to saturate. The termination criteria can be met

more quickly by relying on the following mesh improvement strategies that are conducted every ten iterations (except item 4

which is executed every meshing iteration):25

1. Edges in the mesh that are greater than two times the length as given by the mesh size function (at the midpoint of the

edge) are bisected.

2. Edges that are half as short as their intended length are deleted.
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Figure 3. The geometric triangle qualityq, Eq. (1), as a function of iterations in the mesh generation process for the three mesh examples
(Fig. 1 and Table 1). The dotted and solid lines indicate the progression of quality metrics with the mesh improvement strategies turned off
and on, respectively, during mesh generation. At the end of mesh generation, a secondary round of mesh improvement strategies are applied
and the resulting quality after this step is indicated by the colored asterisk. In each panel, the dotted vertical black line demarcates when the
mesh generation process �nished.

3. A vertex not on the mesh boundary that is connected to less than or equal to four vertices is deleted (this is also performed

when the termination criterion is satis�ed).

4. Triangles with exceedingly thin angles (< 5� ) and large angles (> 175� ) are removed every iteration.

Improvement strategies one and two add and delete vertices when they are part of edges that are too long and short, which

produces a set of new edges that more closely approximate the mesh size function. Improvement strategy three directly reduces5

the occurrence of low vertex-to-vertex connectivity (valency of three or four) where a valency of six is ideal (Canann et al.,

1993). Note that improvement strategy one also helps to reduce high vertex-to-vertex connectivity indirectly by avoiding steep

transitions in the element size where valencies greater than six tend to develop. The fourth improvement strategy removes

triangles with small and large angles allowing neighboring vertices to form a triangulation that has a better geometric quality.

We demonstrate the bene�t from using these mesh improvement strategies through the three example meshes (Fig. 1, Ta-10

ble 1). The time evolution of the geometric quality demonstrates the bene�t directly from these mesh improvement strategies.

Figure 3 illustrates that in all three examples the mesh improvement strategies lower the number of iterations necessary to

achieve the termination criterion. Further, the rate at whichqL 3� increases is accelerated when mesh improvement strategies

are enabled. For the development of large multi-scale meshes, 20-50 iterations can often save between 5-20 minutes for the

problems to reach the termination criterion. Based on the termination criterion and the improvements listed here, we generally15

�nd that complex coastal ocean meshes are generated in approximately 30-100 iterations. Thus, the maximum allowed number

of iterations is commonly set to 100, which typically takes a few minutes to half an hour to compute depending primarily on

the geometric complexity of the boundary and the ratio of domain size to minimum element size.
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Figure 4.Mesh triangulation within the JBAY example before and after different stages of theMake_Mesh_Boundaries_Traversablefunction
enabling mesh traversability. (a) After initial mesh generation (before entry to function); (b) After deleting offending exterior elements;
(c) After deleting offending interior elements; (d) After exit of function once all offending exterior and interior elements are deleted and
traversability is obtained. The thick blue line indicates the mesh boundary at each stage, and red patches indicate the elements that are
deleted between stages (sub-plots).

3.1.3 Mesh improvement strategies after mesh generation

After mesh generation has terminated, a secondary round of mesh improvement strategies is applied that is focused towards

improving the geometrically worst quality triangles that often occur near the boundary of the mesh and can make simulation

impossible (e.g., Fig. 4(a)). Low quality triangles can occur near the mesh boundary because the geospatial datasets used

may contain features that have horizontal lengthscales smaller than the minimum mesh resolution. To handle this issue, a5

set of algorithms are applied that iteratively address the vertex connectivity problems. The application of the following mesh

improvements strategies results in a simpli�ed mesh boundary that conforms to the user-requested minimum element size.

Topological defects in the mesh can be removed by ensuring that it is valid, de�ned as having the following properties:

1. The vertices of each triangle are arranged in the counter-clockwise order.

2. Conformity: a triangle is not allowed to have a vertex of another triangle in its interior.10

3. Traversability: the number of boundary segments are equal to the number of boundary vertices, which guarantees a

unique path along the mesh boundary.

Properties one and two are handled with the�xmesh.mfunction that was provided with the originalDistMesh2Dpackage.

Property three (traversability) is often not satis�ed upon termination of the mesh generator because a simpli�cation of the

shoreline was not applied. Fragmented patches of triangles may appear near the shoreline boundary destroying traversability15

(Fig. 4).

A function, calledMake_Mesh_Boundaries_traversable, was developed to iteratively remove patches of elements that are

either disconnected from the major portion of the mesh or are not disconnected but prevent traversability. The former set

of offending elements are de�ned as being “exterior” disjoint components of the mesh where, starting from a random seed

element in the mesh, the total area of a connected set of elements (i.e., elements that share an edge) is smaller than a user-20

de�ned threshold� co, which is de�ned in terms of either the total mesh area-fraction or an absolute area cutoff (by default we
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