V10.3: Water Strider

(Related to Textbook Section 10.2.1 - Wave Speed)

The motion of typical waves on lakes and oceans is governed by gravity and inertial effects. However, for very small waves (i.e., waves with a relatively small distance from crest to crest), surface tension plays an important role.

Water striders are the familiar insects that we see darting about on the smooth surfaces of ponds and lakes. Because of their light weight, they are able to use surface tension effects to remain on the surface rather than sinking into the water. As they dart about they produce very small surface waves, the speed of which is strongly dependent on the surface tension of the water. In some respects, the surface tension acts like a stretchable membrane on the surface and provides another restoring force (in addition to gravity) to the distorted surface, thereby increasing the wave speed above what it would be without surface tension.
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