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A global timekeeping problem postponed by 
global warming

Duncan Carr Agnew1 ✉

The historical association of time with the rotation of Earth has meant that 
Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) closely follows this rotation1. Because the 
rotation rate is not constant, UTC contains discontinuities (leap seconds), which 
complicates its use in computer networks2. Since 1972, all UTC discontinuities have 
required that a leap second be added3. Here we show that increased melting of ice  
in Greenland and Antarctica, measured by satellite gravity4,5, has decreased the 
angular velocity of Earth more rapidly than before. Removing this effect from the 
observed angular velocity shows that since 1972, the angular velocity of the liquid 
core of Earth has been decreasing at a constant rate that has steadily increased the 
angular velocity of the rest of the Earth. Extrapolating the trends for the core and 
other relevant phenomena to predict future Earth orientation shows that UTC as 
now defined will require a negative discontinuity by 2029. This will pose an 
unprecedented problem for computer network timing and may require changes  
in UTC to be made earlier than is planned. If polar ice melting had not recently 
accelerated, this problem would occur 3 years earlier: global warming is already 
affecting global timekeeping.

Many activities, such as communications, network computing, posi-
tioning and financial markets6, require a consistent, standardized 
and precise timescale. This is now provided by Coordinated Uni-
versal Time (UTC), created by international coordination and used 
everywhere1. In UTC, the unit of the timescale is the second, defined 
by a physical oscillator (caesium atoms). The history of horology 
shows that oscillator-based definitions (before 1940 from pendula) 
have been used in almost all timescales in the past few centuries, 
whether the time was distributed by the bells of a turret clock7,8, 
time balls9, telegraphy10,11 or radiowaves12,13. All such timescales 
have also included rules that coupled the timescale to the rotation 
of Earth, either by changing the oscillator frequency (in horologi-
cal parlance changing the rate) or by introducing a discontinuity  
(resetting the clock).

Before 1955, any high-quality timescale had to be coupled to 
the rotation of Earth because this was more stable than any avail-
able oscillator, so the second was defined as a specified fraction of  
the time Earth took to rotate once relative to the stars. A count of these 
rotational seconds produced a timescale labelled UT1. Atomic fre-
quency standards based on caesium are so much more stable than 
the rotation of Earth that the first paper announcing a working cae-
sium oscillator was immediately followed by one14 suggesting that 
this frequency be used to define a ‘physical second’. A timescale using 
such seconds was established in 1955, and subsequent work15,16 cre-
ated, within a few years, an atomic timescale labelled TAI. UT1 and TAI 
were defined to agree on 1 January 1958; since then they have diverged 
because the Earth spins at a variable rate. This variability has com-
plicated UTC in the past and seems likely to do so even more in the  
near future.

 
Causes of spin-rate changes
Taking the viewpoint that17 ‘the Earth is a geophysical laboratory, not a 
timekeeper’, we specify its spin rate as the time-varying angular veloc-
ity, ωs(t), of its solid part (the mantle and crust). We describe varia-
tions in ωs by the normalized difference from a reference value ω0: 
∆ω = (ωs − ω0)/ω0. (We use subscripted ∆s throughout to designate the 
normalized differences.) Integrating ∆ω from 1958 onwards gives the 
difference between UT1 and TAI.

Changes in ∆ω occur because of the conservation of angular momen-
tum, which for the solid Earth is Csωs, Cs being the moment of inertia of 
this part about the polar (spin) axis. This angular momentum is con-
nected to the total angular momentum of the Earth, H, by

C ω H C ω C ω C ω= − [ + + ], (1)s s a a w w c c

where the three terms in brackets are the angular momenta of the fluid 
parts of Earth: the first and second represent the air and the water 
above the solid part, and the third the (mostly fluid) core within it. Each  
of these parts has its own moment of inertia C and mean angular velo-
city ω. Variations in ∆ω, and hence in UT1, can be caused by changes  
in any of the other variables; because TAI-UT1 is the integral of ∆ω, 
longer-period changes have the most effect on this difference. Rewrit-
ing equation (1) as

ω H C r ω r ω r ω= / − [ + + ] (2)s s a a w w c c

shows the relative importance of the other angular velocities. As 
ra = Ca/Cs = 1.5 × 10−6; rw is 5 × 10−4 and rc is 0.13, changes in ωc are 
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much more important than similar changes in ωa and ωw. A motion 
of 1 m s−1 in the atmosphere and 30 m yr−1 in the core alter ωs by the  
same amount.

For periods between a few days and a few years, most of the change 
in ωs comes from two sources. The first is changes in C = Cs + Cw + Cc as 
the Earth is deformed by the tidal forces from the Moon and Sun. Most 
of these tidal-deformation changes cause UT1 variations of a few mil-
liseconds, although one UT1 variation has a period of 18.6 years and an 
amplitude18 of 0.18 s. The second source is changes in Caωa and Cwωw 
related to atmosphere and ocean motions, with the largest contribu-
tion19 from changes in ωa. Seasonal changes in Ca and ωa cause UT1 to 
vary by about 0.025 s. Spectral analysis shows that nonseasonal vari-
ations in these terms (also dominated by changes in ωa) are the largest 
contributor to changes in ∆ω for periods from days to about 5 years. 
The variations in ∆ω induced by atmosphere and ocean motions are 
close to white noise, creating a random-walk variation in UT1 of less 
than ±0.3 s in the past 50 years.

Tidal forces also apply a torque to the whole Earth, reducing H and 
hence ωs: this is known as tidal friction. On the time scales treated in this 
paper, the ocean tides are essentially constant20 and the tidal friction 
diminishes ωs at a constant rate. Measurements of lunar motion21 show 
that tidal friction causes ∆ω to change by −2.77 × 10−10 yr−1.

Another cause of steady changes in ωs is the decrease in Cs from the 
continued readjustment of Earth following the melting of the ice caps 
that covered the Canadian Arctic and Fennoscandia. This readjustment, 
termed glacial isostatic adjustment (GIA)22,23, does vary over millennial 
timescales, but over centuries it steadily makes the Earth more spheri-
cal, causing ∆ω to change by about24,25 0.9 × 10−10 yr−1.

Because tidal friction and GIA cause a quadratic variation in TAI-UT1, 
the sum of these has tended to dominate the predictions of this differ-
ence26. But changes in Cw and ωc must also be considered; when they 
are, recent and near-term changes in UT1 can be seen to be affected by 
them in consequential ways.

Recent changes in spin caused by ice and iron
Changes in Cw can best be found by measuring the total moment of 
inertia C = Cs + Cw + Ca and correcting for changes in Cs and Ca. C is 
proportional to one term in the spherical harmonic expansion of the 
gravity field of Earth, denoted by J2, so its changes can be measured 
to high accuracy by tracking satellites4,5,27. Changes in J2 because of 
redistribution of mass on the surface of Earth scale19 to changes in ωs 
as ∆ω = −1.7δJ2.

Figure 1 shows the longest series of J2 available from satellite meas-
urements. The rate from 1976 to 1991, −0.35 × 10−10 yr−1, has first been 
removed; this is the sum of −0.54 × 10−10 yr−1 from GIA-induced changes 
in Cs and 0.19 × 10−10 yr−1 from changes in Cw caused by ice near the poles 
melting with the water distributed over the oceans25,28. This process is 
part of the twentieth-century sea-level rise and is termed present-day 
mass transfer (PDMT). For melting or freezing in high latitudes, a change 
in 10−10 in J2 corresponds to about a 2.3-mm change in sea level29.

After seasonal adjustment, this J2 time series shows an accelerating 
rate of change; fitting a parabola gives a departure from zero around 
1986, extending behaviour noticed as early as 2002 (refs. 30,31) but 
now much clearer. The parabolic fit gives a current rate of 10−10 yr−1, 
closely corresponding to the estimates of the current rate of sea-level 
change from added ocean mass32,33.

Figure 2a–c shows how this increased rate of change in Cw compares 
with other sources of change in ∆ω. Figure 2a shows the observed 
changes in ∆ω starting in 1962 (when the necessary data became 
available), after removing changes from the tidal-deformation and 
atmosphere and ocean motions contributions. The remaining ∆ω is a 
smooth, irregular and declining curve with ωs increasing over the past 
50 years. Currently, ∆ω is close to zero, meaning that ωs is close to the 
value assumed when the atomic second was defined; for complicated 

historical reasons1,16,34, the TAI second is approximately the average 
value of the UT1 second between 1750 and 1892.

Figure 2b shows the contributions to ∆ω of tidal friction, GIA and the 
PDMT inferred from J2 changes (blue, to match Fig. 1); all have been set 
to be zero (grey line) in 1972. The contribution from PDMT without the 
recent acceleration is also shown (green; see Fig. 1). These contributions 
all have been extended as predictions to 2045, something easily done 
for tidal friction and GIA. Extrapolating the parabola in Fig. 1 gives a 
change supported by other predictions: from 2014 to 2050, it corre-
sponds to 0.11 m of sea-level change, closely matching one prediction 
of the Sixth IPCC Report32.

Figure 2c shows ∆ω (ωs) when these known contributions are removed 
from the observed values in Fig. 2a: this can be thought of as a ‘Residual’ 
part of changes in the spin of Earth. The acceleration of PDMT after 
1987 lowers the last part of this curve, so that from 1972 to the present 
it is reasonably well approximated by a linear trend.

In terms of equations (1) and (2), changes in H, Caωa, Cwωw and Cs are 
fully accounted for, and the J2 data rule out changes in Cc; so the only 
possible source for changes in the residual series is changes in ωc (which 
do not affect J2). We know that motions in the fluid core exist and pro-
duce variations of the magnetic field of Earth35,36. A spectral analysis37 of 
the series in Fig. 2c shows that at periods longer than 3 years the power 
spectrum varies with frequency f as f β with β = −2.4. For periods from a 
few years to centuries, the spectrum of the axial dipole of the magnetic 
field of Earth increases similarly but38 with −6 ≤ β ≤−4.

Measurements of ∆ω over the past 200 years show even larger irregu-
lar changes39, consistent with a very red spectrum for ∆ω: although 
these changes are sometimes called decadal, they become even larger 
at longer periods and can be modelled as a stochastic process40. Core 
motions have been invoked to explain why the long-term rate from GIA 
and tidal friction, −1.85 × 10−10 yr−1, might differ from the long-term rate 
of −2.00 × 10−10 yr−1 deduced from ancient eclipse records24,41.
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Fig. 1 | Changes in J2. a, Monthly variations in J2 estimated from satellite 
tracking27, with the trend to 1991 removed. The original values are in grey. The 
blue line is part of the correction applied to ωs: zero before 1983.6, from 1983.6 
to the end of the data it is the values obtained by seasonal adjustment and 
smoothing. The red curve is a quadratic fit to the smoothed and adjusted data, 
given by 0.128 × 10−11t2, where t is years from 1985.9; the blue line follows this 
after the end of the data. The green line is an alternate version of J2(t) with no 
acceleration.
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Future spin, UTC and leap seconds
Extrapolating the series in Fig. 2b,c provides a look into the near future 
of spin and timekeeping, which, because of the history of the UTC time-
scale3,15 can vary substantially for even small changes in spin rate. The 
history of UTC began with coordinated time broadcasts that began in 
1960; the rules for these, formalized in 1963, initially combined the 
annual changes in rate with occasional offsets of 0.1 s to track a season-
ally corrected version of UT1.

In the 1960s, celestial navigation was widely used, both at sea and in 
the air, and the navigational community wanted a broadcast time tied, 
as it previously had been, to Earth rotation. But the even larger com-
munity involved with radio and other telecommunications methods 
wanted broadcasts to have a stable frequency. So in 1972, the rules for 

producing UTC (so named in 1967) were changed to maintain a constant 
frequency: in timekeeping terms, the length of the second was invari-
ant. But 1-s discontinuities were to be applied as needed to keep UTC 
within 0.5 s of UT1. By the 1960s, Earth was and had been decelerating, 
and so rotating more slowly than in the nineteenth century, which 
defined the atomic second. In 1969, ∆ω was about −3.2 × 10−8, making 
the UT1 day about 2.8 ms longer than the TAI day. Over a year, UTC (tied 
to TAI) would then be 1 s behind UT1, so 1 s would be added to UTC: a 
‘leap second’ discontinuity. Figure 2d shows that leap seconds were 
at first needed almost annually (23 times between 1972 and 1999); but 
there have been only four in the past 23 years. This change occurred 
because the slowing of the core has caused the solid Earth to rotate 
more rapidly: ∆ω is now close to zero and the length of the day back to 
its nineteenth-century value.

Extrapolating the series in Fig. 2c by fitting a straight line predicts 
that ∆ω will continue to increase. Figure 2c shows how this affects the 
predicted TAI-UT1: it starts to decrease so that before the end of this 
decade a second would need to be removed from UTC. This ‘negative 
leap second’ will be needed if the extrapolated series in Fig. 2c stays 
within the shaded region. Two extreme cases are given by varying the 
straight-line extrapolation by twice the standard error of its estimated 
value (purple lines): in one case, the negative leap second is needed in 
2026 (Fig. 2d, inset), and at the other extreme it never occurs, with no 
positive leap second until 2040. The upper line approximates what 
would occur if the core continued to slow at a constant rate but ice 
melting was 100 times its current rate.

The consequences of a negative leap second, and the possible rem-
edies for it, are affected by changes that have greatly altered the costs 
and benefits of the current rules for UTC since 1972. Celestial naviga-
tion is no longer a primary or even secondary method of positioning42. 
Computer timekeeping and networking, nonexistent in 1972, is now 
ubiquitous, and is based on counting seconds; there is no way to insert 
(or remove) a ‘leap integer’43. The unpredictability of leap seconds 
makes it challenging to synchronize a vast global infrastructure. Dif-
ferent web services currently handle leap seconds differently2. Many 
systems now have software that can accept an additional second, but 
few if any allow for removing a second, so that a negative leap second 
is expected to create many difficulties.

Changing the rules for UTC to loosen its coupling to UT1 has been 
extensively discussed since about 2000 (refs. 2,3,44,45). One possibil-
ity would be to have larger discontinuities at infrequent but regular 
intervals; as the Julian calendar showed, an algorithmic procedure is 
much easier to manage than an irregular one. In November 2022, the 
CGPM (General Conference on Weights and Measures) resolved that the 
maximum difference allowed for UTC-TAI should be increased before 
2035 (https://www.bipm.org/en/cgpm-2022/resolution-4/). The analy-
sis presented here, showing a strong possibility of a negative second 
within this decade, suggests a more immediate change to the rules for 
UTC: never allow a negative discontinuity. Figure 2 suggests that, at the 
1-s level, differences between UT1 and a UTC without leap seconds can 
be predicted at least a year in advance; this will be valuable in supporting 
any timescales46 that must be closely coupled to the rotation of Earth.

The acceleration in PDMT, which suggests a steady slowing of the 
core, makes the likelihood of a future leap second more obvious. But 
this acceleration has also postponed the negative leap-second problem. 
Figure 2d shows an alternate history in which the PDMT acceleration 
did not occur; in this case, the first negative leap second would happen 
3 years earlier. Changes in the core have made ∆ω close enough to zero 
that global warming and global timekeeping have become inextricably 
linked and may be more so in the future.

Online content
Any methods, additional references, Nature Portfolio reporting sum-
maries, source data, extended data, supplementary information, 
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Fig. 2 | Changes in spin rate and their effects on timescales. a–c, Observations 
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inferred from the J2 changes shown in Fig. 1 and postglacial rebound (GIA).  
c, The series obtained by subtracting the effects in b from the observation in a. 
The dashed line is a fit to this residual series between 1972 and the end of the 
series in a. The black line shows an extrapolation from the end of the residual 
series with the same slope. d, The result of summing the past and future series 
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time. Black and grey step functions show how this would translate into UTC, 
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the grey line around it shows an alternate UTC.
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Methods

The J2 data in Fig. 1 was derived from the original by adding a trend of 
−0.35 × 10−10 yr−1, which is the rate of change from 1976 to 1991. It was 
then seasonally adjusted47, with smoothing over 1 year. A quadratic 
function of time was fit over the entire time span by weighted least 
squares, using the errors provided with the data; this quadratic is  
0.128 × 10−11(t − 1985.9)2 − 0.21 × 10−10, where t is the date.

In Fig. 2, the rate of 0.35 × 10−10 yr−1 has been reapplied to the two 
PDMT series. The straight-line fit to the series in Fig. 2c was made using 
a procedure37 that allows for autocorrelation in this series. The slope of 
this line is −1.1 ± 0.4 × 10−10 yr−1; its large standard error is a consequence 
of temporal correlation in the series48.

Data availability
The J2 data are C20LongTerm.txt, downloaded from https://filedrop.csr.
utexas.edu/pub/slr/degree_2/ on 25 October 2023. The Earth rotation 
data are eopc0420.1962-now, downloaded from https://datacenter.iers.
org/products/eop/long-term/c04_20/ on 24 October 2023. The atmos-
pheric angular momentum data are from https://datacenter.iers.org/
products/geofluids/atmosphere/aam/GGFC2010/AER/, downloaded 

on 1 February 2023. Other parameters are taken from the papers refer-
enced. Source data are provided with this paper.

Code availability
The code for analysing the residual series, est.noise v.1.2, was down-
loaded from https://github.com/langbein-usgs on 25 June 2023. The 
seasonal-adjustment code stl was slightly modified from a version 
downloaded from https://netlib.org/a/ in June 2008.
 

47. Cleveland, R. B., Cleveland, W. S., McRae, J. E. & Terpenning, I. STL: a seasonal-trend 
decomposition procedure based on loess. J. Off. Stat. 6, 3–73 (1990).

48. Johnson, H. & Agnew, D. C. Monument motion and measurements of crustal velocities. 
Geophys. Res. Lett. 22, 2905–2908 (1995).
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