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Abstract

Greenland ice sheet mass losses have increased in recent decades with approximately
half of these attributed to increased surface meltwater runoff. However, controls on ice
sheet water release, and the magnitude of englacial storage, firn densification, internal
refreezing and other hydrologic processes that delay or reduce true water export to the5

global ocean remain poorly understood. This problem is amplified by scant hydrom-
eterological measurements. Here, ice sheet surface meltwater runoff and proglacial
river discharge determined between 2008 and 2010 for three sites near Kangerlus-
suaq, western Greenland were used to establish the water budget for a small ice sheet
watershed. The water budget could not be closed in the three years, even when uncer-10

tainty ranges were considered. Instead between 12 % and 53 % of ice sheet surface
runoff is retained within the glacier each melt year (time between onset of ice sheet
runoff in two consecutive years). Evidence of the ice sheet summer meltwater escaping
during the cold-season suggests that the Greenland ice sheet cryo-hydrologic system
may remain active year round.15

1 Introduction

Greenland ice sheet mass losses from ice discharge and meltwater runoff have almost
tripled since 1958 (Rignot et al., 2008). Recent meltwater runoff losses comprise a sub-
stantial fraction of total losses, with cumulative meltwater runoff anomalies estimated to
be twice as large as cumulative ice discharge anomalies between 2000 and 2008 (van20

den Broeke et al., 2009). This meltwater loss intensification is consistent with observa-
tions of rising mean annual near-surface air temperature (+1.8 ◦C between 1840 and
2007, Box et al., 2009) and expanding melt area on the ice sheet surface (Abdalati and
Steffen, 2001; Mote, 2007; Tedesco, 2007), including a record high in 2010 of approx-
imately double the 1979–2009 average (Tedesco et al., 2011). Furthermore, reduced25

ice sheet albedo associated with surface melting amplifies its sensitivity to increasing
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air temperature (Box et al., 2012), suggesting even further importance of meltwater
runoff losses.

Continued mass loss from the Greenland ice sheet has the potential to raise global
sea levels by 8±4 cm by 2050 (Rignot et al., 2011) and between 17 and 54 cm by
2100 (Pfeffer et al., 2008). However, such estimates assume unimpeded evacuation5

of meltwater from the ice sheet surface to the ocean. It has long been known that
meltwater transport from the ice sheet surface to its margin occurs through a com-
plex, poorly understood system of supra-, en- and subglacial pathways consisting
of crevasses, moulins, fractures, conduits and supraglacial stream channels (Foun-
tain and Walder, 1998), collectively referred to as the cryo-hydrologic system (CHS)10

(Phillips et al., 2010). Meltwater passage through the CHS and temporary storage(s)
in supraglacial lakes and englacial cavities can retard gravity-driven flow of melt water
from its creation on the ice sheet surface to its appearance at the ice margin (Cuffey
and Paterson, 2010; Fountain and Walder, 1998). Furthermore, meltwater can be re-
tained if it refreezes or accumulated in firn layers (Boggild, 2007; Boggild et al., 2005;15

Fausto et al., 2009; Greuell and Konzelmann, 1994; Pfeffer et al., 2008; Reeh, 1991).
CHS transport, storage, and retention are known to cause significant delays in ice

sheet and glacier meltwater release. Internal glacier water storage can redistribute wa-
ter losses seasonally by collecting water in the early melting-season, and releasing it in
the late melting-season (Jansson et al., 2003) or in winter months (Hagen et al., 2003;20

Hodson, 2005; Jansson et al., 2003; Stenborg, 1965; Wadham, 2000). Additionally,
sudden drainage of ice sheet supra- (Bartholomew et al., 2011b), en-, sub- (Math-
ews, 1963), and pro-glacial meltwater lakes and storages (Mernild and Hasholt, 2009;
Mernild, 2009; Russell, 2009; Russell et al., 2011) can result in pronounced river dis-
charge anomalies.25

While such delays and/or reductions of melt water fluxes to the global ocean by
englacial processes are widely appreciated, they remain poorly quantified. Direct ob-
servations of ice sheet meltwater runoff extending over multiple years (van den Broeke
et al., 2011) and ice sheet runoff losses through river discharge (Ahlstrøm et al., 2002;
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Mernild and Hasholt, 2009; Rennermalm et al., 2012) are scarce for Greenland. In-
stead, these losses are calculated from satellite gravity anomalies (Chen et al., 2011;
Luthcke et al., 2006; Ramillien et al., 2006; Velicogna and Wahr, 2005), remotely-
sensed elevation changes at the ice sheet surface (Krabill et al., 2004; Pritchard et
al., 2009) or inferred from surface mass balance models (Box et al., 2006; van den5

Broeke et al., 2009; Ettema et al., 2009; Fettweis, 2007; Hanna et al., 2008; Mernild
et al., 2009, 2010a). All of these methods have uncertainties when used to estimate
meltwater fluxes exiting the ice sheet. For example gravity and altimetry measurements
cannot separate dynamic losses from meltwater losses without relying on surface mass
balance models (Krabill et al., 2004) or assumptions about geographic distribution10

of dominant mass loss processes (Pritchard et al., 2009). Runoff estimates inferred
from surface mass balance models vary widely, ranging between 248 and 407 km3 yr−

(Box et al., 2006; Ettema et al., 2009; Fettweis, 2007; Hanna et al., 2008; Mernild et
al., 2009, 2010a). This variability reflects large uncertainties owing to model biases,
initial conditions, and differences in how models resolve hydrologic processes such15

as meltwater refreezing (Fettweis, 2007). Additional uncertainty arises from choice of
model resolution (Ettema et al., 2009; Fettweis, 2007), representativeness of the spa-
tial distribution of model forcing data (Box et al., 2006), and ignoring water storage for
example in supraglacial lakes, which are abundant on the Greenland ice sheet (Selmes
et al., 2011).20

Here, the absolute volumes of meltwater runoff on the ice sheet surface, and its
appearance in proglacial rivers as discharge by the ice margin, are compared to quan-
tify englacial storages and transport near Kangerlussuaq, west-central Greenland us-
ing two recently published datasets (van den Broeke et al., 2011; Rennermalm et
al., 2012). The first provides ice sheet runoff estimated from a surface energy balance25

model using data from two automatic weather stations (AWS) along the K-transect (van
den Broeke et al., 2011). The K-transect is an array of eight surface mass balance ob-
servation points operational since 1990, that extend 141 km into the ice sheet interior
from the Russell Glacier terminus in Southwest Greenland (van de Wal et al., 2005).
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The ice sheet surface energy balance model factor in meltwater retention, thus provid-
ing estimates of ice sheet runoff input into the ice sheet watershed CHS. The second
dataset provides proglacial river discharges since 2008, measured 2 km from the ice
margin in the Akuliarusiarsuup Kuua (AK) River, just north of Russell Glacier (Renner-
malm et al., 2012). While ice sheet runoff provides CHS meltwater input, river discharge5

provides estimates of meltwater output exiting the CHS and escaping to streams and
lakes by the ice sheet margin so that a water budget for the ice sheet watershed can
be constructed. These two terms (CHS input and output) are subtracted to determine
ice sheet meltwater release and retention both cumulative over each melt-year (time
between ice sheet runoff onset in two consecutive years), and continuously. To in-10

crease confidence in cold-season meltwater release events at times with limited or no
ice sheet surface melting, in-stream temperature records are analyzed for ice to water
phase change evidence.

2 Study site

The study watershed is situated along the Greenland ice sheet’s southwestern mar-15

gin ∼30 km northeast of Kangerlussuaq, between the Isunnguata Sermia and Russell
outlet glaciers (Fig. 1). Its area is 64.2 km2 and was delineated using flow directions
derived from the ASTER GDEM surface elevation dataset (ASTER GDEM Validation
team, 2009). While incorporation of high-resolution basal topography data would en-
able more accurate hydraulic drainage delineation using the hydrostatic potentiometric20

surface (Cuffey and Paterson, 2010; Lewis and Smith, 2011), the use of ice surface
elevations alone to identify hydraulic flow directions and watershed boundaries is com-
mon (Mernild et al., 2010b) despite these limitations (van As et al., 2012). The study
watershed is mostly ice-covered (60.0 km2) with a small proglacial area (4.2 km2) con-
sisting of exposed bedrock, tundra, loess deposits, lakes, and river alluvium. The ice25

sheet part of the study watershed is hereafter called AK4 ice sheet watershed. Ice
sheet surface elevations within this AK4 ice watershed range from 500 to 860 m a.s.l.
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Since 2008, hydrometerological observations have been collected at three sites
along the Akuliarusiarsuup Kuua River (Rennermalm et al., 2012) as follows: (1) river
discharge, stream water level and stream temperatures (Site AK4, Fig. 1); (2) lake
stage fluctuations (Site AK5, Fig. 1); (3) and near-surface air temperatures (Site AK1
and AK2, Fig. 1). Meteorological observations on the ice sheet were acquired at three5

Automated Weather Stations (AWS) labeled S5, S6, and S9 on Fig. 1 at 490, 1020
and 1520 m a.s.l., respectively (van den Broeke et al., 2011), as well as Kangerlussuaq
airport (∼30 km west southwest of AK4 on Fig. 1).

3 Methods

River discharge was determined by relating discharge measurements with half-hourly10

in-stream pressure recordings corrected for background atmospheric pressure variabil-
ity (Rennermalm et al., 2012). Data were collected with high-precision Price Type-AA
current meters, and Solinst Level- and Baro-loggers. River discharge time series quality
was assessed, and the ∼68 % confidence interval determined to be 18 % of discharge
(Rennermalm et al., 2012). At Site AK4 river discharge was measured between 9 June15

2008 and 17 August 2010. At Site AK5 water levels were measured between June
2007 and 19 August 2008. To include the start of the 2008 melting season, AK4 river
discharge time series was retroactively estimated to January 2008 through regression
with AK5 water levels using data from an overlapping period between 9 June and 19
August 2008. This relationship was described with a power law (QAK4 = 2.2L0.70

AK5 where20

QAK4 is AK4 river discharge, and LAK5 is AK5 water level) explaining 70 % of river dis-
charge variability observed at AK4.

Ice sheet runoff volume at the point locations of Sites S5, S6, and S9 was deter-
mined using a surface energy balance model relying on data inputs of surface momen-
tum roughness, snow depth, wind speed, temperature, humidity, down- and upwelling25

shortwave radiation, and downwelling longwave from automatic weather stations and
sonic depth rangers (van den Broeke et al., 2011, 2004, 2008a, b, 2009b), and factoring
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in percolation and refreezing in snow layers using the Greuell and Konzelmann (1994)
methodology. S5, S6, and S9 AWS stations have been operational since 1 September
2003, except for an S6 datalogger failure between 2 September 2007 to 3 Septem-
ber 2008 and an S6 data gap between 13 July to 17 August 2010. During overlapping
data periods, S5 data captured 73 % of daily S6 runoff variability with a linear regres-5

sion model (RS6 = 0.59−2.6RS5, where RS6 and RS5 is runoff at S5 and S6 respec-
tively). Using this relationship, aforementioned S6 data gaps were filled except between
19 April and 27 May 2008 when S6 was forced to zero to reflect a 38 day average delay
in runoff onset at S6 relative to S5.

Daily runoff volume (m3 d−1) from AK4 ice sheet watershed (RW) was determined by10

constructing a linear elevation-dependent runoff model using inputs from S5 and S6:

RWi = AAK4

NB∑
j=1

(aiEj +bi )fj

ai = (RS5 −RS6)/(ES5 −ES6) (1)

bi = RS5 −aiES5

RWi is watershed runoff volume on day i (m3 d−1), AAK4 is ice sheet watershed area up-15

stream AK4 (m2), ai and bi are intercept and slope on day i (md−1 m−1), Ej is elevation
bin midpoint value for elevation band j (m), fj is elevation band fractional area, NB is
number of elevation bands. Slope and intercept were determined using daily ice sheet
runoff at S5 (RS5) and S6 (RS6), and their respective elevation (ES5 and ES6). Given
that S5 or S6 are located just outside the AK4 ice watershed, this model implicitly as-20

sumes that elevation is a dominant control on ice sheet runoff. Indeed, glacier surface
melt models often divide watersheds into elevation bands (Hock, 2005) to represent
temperature lapse rate, and inverse proportionality between elevation and net radia-
tion (van den Broeke et al., 2011). Model validation was made by assessing elevation
dependent meltwater production using Eq. (1) (runoff volume is substituted with melt-25

water production), which in contrast to runoff occurs at all three ice sheet AWS stations.
3375
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This elevation dependent model parameterized with meltwater runoff production at S5
and S6 captured 91 % of daily S6 meltwater production (r = 0.96, p = 0.01). In contrast
to meltwater production, ice sheet runoff estimates factors in meltwater retention and
can therefore be assumed representative of the amount of ice sheet meltwater that
escape to the rivers in the pro-glacial environment (e.g. AK4). Recognizing ice sheet5

watershed delineation uncertainties, an upper and lower range of ice sheet runoff was
determined as ±0.1RW corresponding to the weight of basal topography in the poten-
tiometric surface calculations (Cuffey and Paterson, 2010).

Characterization of meteorological conditions on the ice sheet and in the pro-glacial
tundra environment were examined with near-surface air temperatures obtained from10

the Kangerlussuaq AWS station 042310 (National Climatic Data Center, 2011), S5
AWS station (S5 was chosen over S6 due its uninterrupted time series), and AK1 and

AK2 Solinst Barologgers©. Barologger air temperatures determined with unshielded
sensors were suitable for examining winter/early spring conditions when the sun has
limited sensor interference due to low solar angles and low radiation. Snow depth was15

retrieved from the S5 AWS station.

4 Results

Cumulative discharge in the AK4 River (QAK4) is always less than upstream ice sheet
watershed runoff volumes (RW) (Fig. 2a). Right before ice sheet spring melt onset when
the cumulative runoff reaches its maximum at each melt-year end date, cumulative20

RW was 112 %, 178 %, and 169 % of QAK4 in 2008/09, 2009/10, 2010/11. Thus, all
years exhibit river discharge deficits, meaning that more runoff is produced at the ice
sheet surface than is observed in the downstream proglacial river channel. Although
the upper range of QAK4 confidence interval and lower range of RW close the ice sheet
watershed budgets and reduce ice sheet meltwater retention in 2008/09, the watershed25

budget gap and retention is still considerable in 2009/10 and 2010/11. Ice sheet runoff
that does not escape to the stream might instead be retained in glacial and proglacial
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storages. The fraction retained ice sheet runoff increase throughout each melt year
(Fig. 2b) and add up to 12 %, 49 %, and 53 % at each melt-year end date in 2008/09,
2009/10, 2010/11.

Daily summer river discharge and ice sheet runoff (15 June to 15 August) co-vary
strongly (Fig. 3), with correlation coefficients between 0.74–0.91. While river discharge5

is less compared to daily ice sheet meltwater runoff volume, their relationship is linear
and similar in all years.

Indeed, daily river discharge generally covaries with ice sheet runoff but with a lower
magnitude and a dampened signal (Fig. 4a). Exceptions to this pattern are cold-season
river discharge events, which precedes ice sheet spring onset in 2008 and 2009, and10

results in lengthy periods of river discharge surplus at those times possibly due to either
ice sheet meltwater release or land-based snow melt in the proglacial environment
(river surplus is shown as negative values in Fig. 4b). In 2008 and 2009, river flow
commenced within 0–2 days of isolated ice sheet runoff pulses, but was followed by
18–23 days without significant ice sheet runoff (Table 1). In 2010 river discharge lagged15

ice sheet runoff onset by 2 days. In 2008, river discharge onset is 31 days earlier than
thaw onset at S5, but coincides within 3 days of thaw at Kangerlussuaq (Table 1). In
2009 and 2010, opposite patterns are detected when river discharge onset coincides
with thaw at S5 (within 1–2 days), but is considerably delayed compared to thaw at
Kangerlussuaq (32–35 days).20

Three prolonged periods of river flow occur at times with no significant ice sheet
meltwater runoff production, which is suggestive of cold-season release of englacial
meltwater. One period occurs in winter of 2008 between 31 October and 28 Novem-
ber. The two others occur in pre-melting season months (March and April) between 23
March and 16 April in 2008 and between 27 April and 15 May in 2009 (Fig. 5, middle25

panel). The 2008 winter runoff event is identified as a water pressure anomaly between
30 October and 28 November. It is accompanied by a rapid increase in stream tem-
perature from −5.5 ◦C to −0.5 ◦C between 26 and 28 October, followed by a period
of constant near-zero (average is −0.53 ◦C) stream temperature until 28 November

3377

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

(Fig. 5) indicative of water phase change from frozen to liquid. This river discharge
anomaly is preceded by a small ice sheet runoff pulse between 27 and 30 October
2008, coinciding with above freezing near surface air temperatures at both AK2 and
S5 (Fig. 5). River discharge peaks on 5 November, seven days after runoff peaked on
the ice sheet. Although peak water flow is lower in the stream compared to the ice5

sheet, cumulative river discharge between 28 October and 29 November exceeds ice
sheet runoff by 6 times (14×106 m3 vs. 2.3×106 m3).

The two other river discharge events observed in March/April 2008 and April/May in
2009 are also registered as pressure anomalies (Figs. 6 and 7). In March/April 2008
discharge was inferred from a sensor at AK5 installed at a lake bottom and cannot10

be used to determine stream temperatures at AK4 during the anomaly. In contrast,
April/May 2009 discharge was determined with a sensor at AK4. In 2009, stream tem-
perature increase by 5 ◦C on 27 April in concert with rising water pressure. Although
AK4 stream temperatures remain below freezing, this may be indicative of a shallow
layer of thawing ice underneath flowing water. Similar to the 2008 October/November15

discharge event, these two pre-melting season events were preceded by small ice
sheet runoff pulses (22–23 March 2008 and 25 April 2009), and short periods (hours)
of above zero air temperatures on the ice sheet and in the proglacial environment
(Figs. 6 and 7). At the time of their release, cumulative annual river discharge volumes
for these events were 22 and 56 times larger than cumulative ice sheet meltwater runoff20

over the same time period.
Although precipitation or snow melt, and/or measurement uncertainties and errors

cannot be ruled out, cold-season release of englacially stored meltwater seems the
most likely explanation for the in-stream pressure increases recorded during winter
2008 (31 October and 28 November) and early spring seasons of 2008 and 200925

(23 March–16 April and 27 April–15 May, respectively, Figs. 5, 6, and 7). These pres-
sure anomalies correspond to maximum water depths of 0.6 m, 0.3 m, and 0.6 m re-
spectively, which is well within the typical range of flow depths observed at Site AK4
(0–1.4 m). Snow accumulation seems a less likely explanation, requiring depths of
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3.2–6.3 m and 0.54–1.3 m, respectively 10 % and 50 % of water density. Such depths
are markedly higher than typical snow accumulation at the S5 and S6 AWS sites of
0.16 m and 0.33 m respectively.

5 Discussion

This study finds that a large fraction of ice sheet surface runoff produced each melt-year5

(time between ice sheet runoff onset in two consecutive years) is retained within the
ice sheet watershed (12 %, 48 %, and 53 % in 2008/09, 2009/10, and 2010/11). While
some retained meltwater is delayed and released in the cold-season, it does not close
the gap between ice sheet watershed meltwater inputs and outputs even when uncer-
tainty ranges for runoff and discharge are considered. It is known that Greenland ice10

sheet meltwater may be retained on the ice sheet surface in lakes (Selmes et al., 2011;
Sundal et al., 2009) and percolate into firn layers (Humphrey et al., 2012). However,
this study suggests that meltwater transported through englacial conduits (Catania and
Neumann, 2010; Catania et al., 2008) to storage cavities in the subglacial environment
may remain there until short thaw events trigger its release. Such subglacial storages,15

and delayed release, have been observed for high Arctic glaciers in Svalbard (Hod-
son, 2005; Wadham et al., 2001), but not previously identified for the Greenland ice
sheet.

Evidence for delayed ice sheet surface meltwater release is found in daily, seasonal
and longer time scales. First, ice sheet surface runoff and downstream river discharge20

have high co-variability (0.74–0.91) in summer months, but the river discharge signal
is dampened. This is typical of the impact of meltwater transport in supra-, en-, and
sub-glacial environments during its passage to rivers at the ice terminus (Fountain
and Walder, 1998). Second, three considerable cold-season meltwater releases during
times with insignificant ice sheet surface melting suggest that the CHS system can re-25

tain meltwater for at least 1 to 6 months after surface melting season ends in Septem-
ber. Finally, the water balance between ice sheet surface runoff and river discharge
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results in net meltwater storage three years in a row suggest meltwater retention on
timescales beyond one year. Delays on monthly and longer time scales are not unique
to the Greenland ice sheet, but have been identified for other Arctic glaciers (Hagen et
al., 2003; Hodson, 2005; Jansson et al., 2003; Stenborg, 1965; Wadham, 2000).

The three cold-season meltwater releases were only accompanied by modest ice5

sheet surface runoff, but two pieces of evidence show that river channel flow indeed
did occur between 31 October to 28 November 2008, 23 March to 16 April 2008, and
27 April to 15 May 2009. First, in-stream pressure anomalies during events cannot
be explained by sudden dense snow packs; instead, derived water levels and river
discharge are well within the natural range at AK4. Second, in-stream temperatures10

suggest liquid water, and/or phase change. During October 2008, in-stream temper-
atures co-vary with near surface air temperatures until 31 October because there is
no water evident at AK4 (Fig. 5). However, after November 1st in-stream temperatures
rise, air temperatures remain below freezing, coinciding with in-stream pressure in-
crease indicating flowing unfrozen water. During the 2009 pre-melt season, a sudden15

5 ◦C in-stream temperature increase coincided with raised in-stream pressure indicate
melting and flowing water (Fig. 6). In the pre-melting season of 2008, meltwater release
precedes ice sheet surface melting and above-freezing near-surface air temperatures
(Fig. 7). Thus, despite inherent uncertainties of wintertime river low-flow observations
(Pelletier, 1990), existence of cold-season ice sheet meltwater discharge is evident.20

Measurement uncertainties and errors are unlikely given that the sensor operated as
expected before and after the three river runoff events, and coherence with brief pre-
ceding ice sheet runoff events points toward broader scale events. Presence and re-
lease of unfrozen meltwater in the Greenland ice sheet at sub-freezing temperatures
suggest that parts of the cryo-hydrologic system are intact in the cold-season. Indeed,25

this possibility is confirmed by modeling studies (Phillips et al., 2010), and observations
with ground penetrating radar (Catania and Neumann, 2010).

Above-freezing air temperatures at the time of the cold-season meltwater pulses may
provide a triggering mechanism for release of stored meltwater. During these times, a
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short thaw period (1–4 days) started at the S5 AWS site 30–75 h before they were de-
tected in the stream. Although bursts of ice sheet runoff accompany all events, their
duration and magnitude are too short (1–3 days vs. 18–30 days) and too small (2–
16 % of river discharge volume in cold-season pulses) to explain all river runoff ob-
served during these periods. Lack of significant ice sheet runoff during these months5

indicates that cold-season river discharge was produced during warm summer months.
Additional drivers for winter release may stem from buildup of subglacial pressure as
englacial meltwater drains to subglacial cavities and drainage exits close (Irvine-fynn
et al., 2011).

Cold-season release may in fact be a consequence of meltwater retention within the10

Greenland ice sheet according to the following hypothesis: meltwater retention builds
up subglacial pressures that maintain a largely intact CHS in the cold-season, so that
the CHS can be readily activated and allow meltwater release in response to triggers
such as short lived thaw events. This hypothesis is not unique to this study. Six years
of energy and mass balance studies from a Svalbard glacier reveal that years with15

lower than expected ice sheet meltwater export (due to internal storage) preceded
years when less than usual energy was required to open the subglacial system, per-
haps due to increased subglacial pressure from larger than usual internal storage
(Hodson, 2005). It is unclear how meltwater retention influences CHS evolution. How-
ever, modeling and observational studies suggest that CHS seasonal evolution from20

an un-channelized steady state with small conduits (i.e. cavity dominated) to an effi-
cient channelized system with large conduits is controlled by meltwater supply rates to
the subglacial hydrologic drainage system (Schoof, 2010; Sundal et al., 2011). Further-
more, in years with strong ice sheet surface melting, and thus more efficient sub-glacial
drainage, ice sheet velocities decelerate early (Sundal et al., 2011). Following the logic25

that a faster flowing ice sheet can enhance surface melting when more ice is brought
to higher temperatures at lower elevations (Parizek and Alley, 2004), the subglacial
drainage system’s effectiveness (Bartholomew et al., 2011a; Sundal et al., 2011) be-
comes an additional control to mass balance (Hanna et al., 2008; Mernild et al., 2010a)
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and future meltwater losses from the Greenland ice sheet’s land-terminating glaciers.
Besides the potential links between meltwater retention, CHS, and dynamic ice losses,
retained meltwater also delays ice sheet water losses to the ocean. To understand
the importance of Greenland ice sheet meltwater retention on these processes, more
observational and modeling studies must establish how common this is in other parts5

of Greenland, and how it is related to subglacial pressure, cold-season releases, and
CHS development and functioning.

6 Conclusions

Greater cumulative ice sheet surface runoff relative to downstream river discharge sug-
gests meltwater retention in en- and subglacial storages. Indeed, three observed river10

runoff events outside of the regular summer melting period, and preceded by very small
ice sheet runoff fluxes, could be examples of delayed release of en- and sub-glacially
stored water. Thus, parts of the Greenland ice sheet CHS may remain active year
round. More information is needed to determine how important to meltwater retention
is to development, and functioning of the melting season CHS. Further investigations15

are needed to establish how widespread meltwater retention and delayed releases are
along the Greenland ice sheet perimeter.

Acknowledgements. This research was funded by the NASA Cryosphere Program managed
by Thomas Wagner, grants NNG05GN89G and NNX11AQ38G.

References20

ASTER GDEM Validation team: ASTER GDEM Validation Summary Report, The Ministry of
Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI) of Japan and the United States National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA), 2009.

Abdalati, W. and Steffen, K.: Greenland ice sheet melt extent: 1979–1999, J. Geophys. Res.,
106, 33983–33988, 2001.25

3382

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

Ahlstrøm, A., Boggild, C., Mohr, J., Reeh, N., Christensen, E., Olesen, O., and Keller, K.: Map-
ping of a hydrological ice-sheet drainage basin on the West Greenland ice-sheet margin
from ERS-1/-2 SAR interferometry, ice-radar measurement and modelling, Ann. Glaciol., 34,
309–314, 2002.

Bartholomew, I. D., Nienow, P., Sole, A., Mair, D., Cowton, T., King, M. A., and Palmer, S.:5

Seasonal variations in Greenland Ice Sheet motion: Inland extent and behaviour at higher
elevations, Earth Planet. Sci. Lett., 307, 271–278, doi:10.1016/j.epsl.2011.04.014, 2011a.

Bartholomew, I., Nienow, P., Sole, A., Mair, D., Cowton, T., Palmer, S., and Wadham, J.:
Supraglacial forcing of subglacial drainage in the ablation zone of the Greenland ice sheet,
Geophys. Res. Lett., 38, L08502, doi:10.1029/2011GL047063, 2011b.10

Boggild, C. E.: Simulation and parameterization of superimposed ice formation, Hydrol. Pro-
cess., 1566, 1561–1566, doi:10.1002/hyp.6718, 2007.

Boggild, C., Forsberg, R., and Reeh, N.: Meltwater retention in a transect across the Greenland
ice sheet, Ann. Glaciol., 40, 169–173, 2005.

Box, J. E., Bromwich, D. H., Veenhuis, B., Bai, L., Stroeve, J., Rogers, J., Steffen, K., Haran,15

T., and Wang, S.: Greenland ice sheet surface mass balance variability (1988–2004) from
calibrated polar MM5 output, J. Climate, 19, 2783–2800, 2006.

Box, J., Yang, L., Bromwich, D., and Bai, L.: Greenland Ice Sheet Surface Air Temperature
Variability: 1840–2007, J. Climate, 22, 4029–4049, doi:10.1175/2009JCLI2816.1, 2009.

Catania, G. A. and Neumann, T. A.: Persistent englacial drainage features in the Greenland Ice20

Sheet, Geophys. Res. Lett., 37, L02501, doi:10.1029/2009GL041108, 2010.
Catania, G., Neumann, T., and Price, S.: Characterizing englacial drainage in the ablation zone

of the Greenland ice sheet, J. Glaciol., 54, 567–578, 2008.
Chen, J. L., Wilson, C. R., and Tapley, B. D.: Interannual variability of Greenland ice losses from

satellite gravimetry, J. Geophys. Res., 116, 1–11, doi:10.1029/2010JB007789, 2011.25

Cuffey, K. and Paterson, W. S. B.: The Physics of Glaciers, 4th ed., Elsevier Inc., Burlington and
Oxford, 2010.

Ettema, J., van den Broeke, M. R., van Meijgaard, E., van de Berg, W. J., Bamber, J. L., Box,
J. E., and Bales, R. C.: Higher surface mass balance of the Greenland ice sheet revealed by
high-resolution climate modeling, Geophys. Res. Lett., 36, 4–8, doi:10.1029/2009GL038110,30

2009.
Fausto, R. S., Ahlstrøm, A. P., As, D. V. A. N., Johnsen, J., Langen, P. L., and Steffen, K.:

Improving surface boundary conditions with focus on coupling snow densification and melt-

3383

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.epsl.2011.04.014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2011GL047063
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.6718
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/2009JCLI2816.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2009GL041108
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2010JB007789
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2009GL038110


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

water retention in large-scale ice-sheet models of Greenland, Environ. Sci., 55, 869–878,
2009.

Fettweis, X.: Reconstruction of the 1979–2006 Greenland ice sheet surface mass balance us-
ing the regional climate model MAR, The Cryosphere, 1, 21–40, doi:10.5194/tc-1-21-2007,
2007.5

Fountain, A. and Walder, J.: Water flow through temperate glaciers, Rev. Geophys., 36, 299–
328, 1998.

Greuell, W. and Konzelmann, T.: Numerical modelling of the energy balance and the englacial
temperature of the Greenland Ice Sheet. Calculations for the ETH-Camp location (West
Greenland, 1155 m a.s.l.), Global Planet. Change, 9, 91–114, 1994.10

Hagen, J. O., Kohler, J., Melvold, K., and Winther, J.-G.: Glaciers in Svalbard: mass balance,
runoff and freshwater flux, Polar Res., 22, 145–159, 2003.

Hanna, E., Huybrechts, P., Steffen, K., Cappelen, J., Huff, R., Shuman, C., Irvine-Fynn, T., Wise,
S., and Griffiths, M.: Increased runoff from melt from the Greenland Ice Sheet: A response
to global warming, J. Climate, 21, 331–341, doi:10.1175/2007JCLI1964.1, 2008.15

Hock, R.: Glacier melt: a review of processes and their modelling, Prog. Phys. Geog., 29, 362–
391, doi:10.1191/0309133305pp453ra, 2005.

Hodson, A. J.: Multi-year water and surface energy budget of a high-latitude polythermal glacier:
evidence for overwinter water storage in a dynamic subglacial reservoir, Ann. Glaciol., 42,
42–46, 2005.20

Humphrey, N. F., Harper, J. T., and Pfeffer, W. T.: Thermal tracking of meltwater retention in
Greenland’s accumulation area, J. Geophys. Res., 117, 1–11, doi:10.1029/2011JF002083,
2012.

Irvine-fynn, T. D. L., Hodson, A. J., Moorman, B. J., Vatne, G. and Hubbard, A. L.:
Polythermal Glacier Hydrology?: A Review, Reviews of Geophysics, RG4002, 1–37,25

doi:10.1029/2010RG000350, 2011.
Jansson, P., Hock, R., and Schneider, T.: The concept of glacier storage: a review, J. Hydrol.,

282, 116–129, doi:10.1016/S0022-1694(03)00258-0, 2003.
Krabill, W., Hanna, E., Huybrechts, P., Abdalati, W., Cappelen, J., Csatho, B., Freder-

ick, E., Manizade, S., Martin, C., Sonntag, J., Swift, R., Thomas, R., and Yungel,30

J.: Greenland Ice Sheet: Increased coastal thinning, Geophys. Res. Lett., 31, L24402,
doi:10.1029/2004GL021533, 2004.

3384

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/tc-1-21-2007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/2007JCLI1964.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/0309133305pp453ra
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2011JF002083
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2010RG000350
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1694(03)00258-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL021533


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

Lewis, S. M. and Smith, L. C.: Hydrologic drainage of the Greenland Ice Sheet, Hydrol. Process,
2004–2011, 23, doi:10.1002/hyp.7343, 2011.

Luthcke, S. B., Zwally, H. J., Abdalati, W., Rowlands, D. D., Ray, R. D., Nerem, R. S., Lemoine,
F. G., McCarthy, J. J., and Chinn, D. S.: Recent Greenland ice mass loss by drainage
system from satellite gravity observations, Science (New York, N.Y.), 314, 1286–1289,5

doi:10.1126/science.1130776, 2006.
Mathews, W. H.: Discharge of a glacial stream, International Association of Hydrological Sci-

ences, 63, 290–300, 1963.
Mernild, S. H.: Record 2007 Greenland Ice Sheet Surface Melt Extent and Runoff, EOS, Trans-

actions American Geophysical Union, 90, 13–14, doi:10.1029/2009EO020002, 2009.10

Mernild, S. H. and Hasholt, B.: Observed runoff, jokulhlaups and suspended sediment load from
the Greenland ice sheet at Kangerlussuaq, West Greenland, 2007 and 2008, J. Glaciol., 55,
855–858, doi:10.3189/002214309790152465, 2009.

Mernild, S. H., Liston, G. E., Hiemstra, C. A., Steffen, K., Hanna, E., and Christensen, J. H.:
Greenland Ice Sheet surface mass-balance modelling and freshwater flux for 2007, and in a15

1995–2007 perspective, Hydrol. Process., 23, 2470–2484, doi:10.1002/hyp.7354, 2009.
Mernild, S. H., Liston, G. E., Hiemstra, C. A., and Christensen, J. H.: Greenland Ice Sheet

Surface Mass-Balance Modeling in a 131-Yr Perspective, 1950–2080, J. Hydrometeorol.,
11, 3–25, doi:10.1175/2009JHM1140.1, 2010a.

Mernild, S. H., Liston, G. E., Steffen, K., van den Broeke, M., and Hasholt, B.: Runoff and mass-20

balance simulations from the Greenland Ice Sheet at Kangerlussuaq (Søndre Strømfjord) in
a 30-year perspective, 1979–2008, The Cryosphere, 4, 231–242, doi:10.5194/tc-4-231-2010,
2010b.

Mote, T. L.: Greenland surface melt trends 1973–2007: Evidence of a large increase in 2007,
Geophys. Res. Lett., 34, L22507, doi:10.1029/2007GL031976, 2007.25

National Climatic Data Center: Global Surface Summary of day data, version 7, 2011.
Parizek, B. R. and Alley, R. B.: Implications of increased Greenland surface melt under

global-warming scenarios: ice-sheet simulations, Quaternary Sci. Rev., 23, 1013–1027,
doi:10.1016/j.quascirev.2003.12.024, 2004.

Pelletier, P.: A review of techniques used by Canada and other Northern countries for mea-30

surement and computation of streamflow under ice condtions, Nord. Hydrol., 21, 317–340,
1990.

3385

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.7343
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1130776
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2009EO020002
http://dx.doi.org/10.3189/002214309790152465
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.7354
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/2009JHM1140.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/tc-4-231-2010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2007GL031976
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.quascirev.2003.12.024


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

Pfeffer, W. T., Harper, J. T., and O’Neel, S.: Kinematic constraints on glacier contri-
butions to 21st-century sea-level rise., Science (New York, N.Y.), 321, 1340–1343,
doi:10.1126/science.1159099, 2008.

Phillips, T., Rajaram, H., and Steffen, K.: Cryo-hydrologic warming: A potential mech-
anism for rapid thermal response of ice sheets, Geophys. Res. Lett., 37, L20503,5

doi:201010.1029/2010GL044397, 2010.
Pritchard, H. D., Arthern, R. J., Vaughan, D. G., and Edwards, L. A.: Extensive dynamic thin-

ning on the margins of the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets, Nature, 461, 971–975,
doi:10.1038/nature08471, 2009.

Ramillien, G., Lombard, A., Cazenave, A., Ivins, E., Llubes, M., Remy, F., and Biancale, R.:10

Interannual variations of the mass balance of the Antarctica and Greenland ice sheets from
GRACE, Global Planet. Change, 53, 198–208, doi:10.1016/j.gloplacha.2006.06.003, 2006.

Reeh, N.: Parameterization of Melt Rate and Surfaee Surface Temperature on the Greenland
lee Ice Sheet, Polarforschung, 59, 113–128, 1991.

Rennermalm, A. K., Smith, L. C., Chu, V. W., Forster, R. R., Box, J. E., and Hagedorn, B.:15

Proglacial river stage, discharge, and temperature datasets from the Akuliarusiarsuup Kuua
River northern tributary, Southwest Greenland, 2008–2011, Earth Syst. Sci. Data, 4, 1–12,
doi:10.5194/essd-4-1-2012, 2012.

Rignot, E., Box, J., Burgess, E., and Hanna, E.: Mass balance of the Greenland ice sheet from
1958 to 2007, Geophys. Res. Lett., 35, L20502, doi:10.1029/2008GL035417, 2008.20

Rignot, E., Velicogna, I., van den Broeke, M. R., Monaghan, A., and Lenaerts, J.: Acceleration
of the contribution of the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets to sea level rise, Geophys. Res.
Lett., 38, 1–5, doi:10.1029/2011GL046583, 2011.

Russell, A. J.: Jökulhlaup (ice-dammed lake outburst flood) impact within a valley-confined
sandur subject to backwater conditions, Kangerlussuaq, West Greenland, Sediment. Geol.,25

215, 33–49, doi:10.1016/j.sedgeo.2008.06.011, 2009.
Russell, A. J., Carrivick, J. L., Ingeman-nielsen, T., Yde, J. C., and Williams, M.: Jokulhlaups at

Russell Glacier , Kangerlussuaq , A new cycle of jo West Greenland, J. Glaciol., 57, 238–246,
2011.

Schoof, C.: Ice-sheet acceleration driven by melt supply variability, Nature, 468, 803–806,30

doi:10.1038/nature09618, 2010.
Selmes, N., Murray, T., and James, T. D.: Fast draining lakes on the Greenland Ice Sheet,

Geophys. Res. Lett., 38, 1–5, doi:10.1029/2011GL047872, 2011.

3386

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1159099
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature08471
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2006.06.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/essd-4-1-2012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2008GL035417
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2011GL046583
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sedgeo.2008.06.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature09618
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2011GL047872


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

Stenborg, T.: PROBLEMS CONCERNING WINTER RUN-OFF FROM GLACIERS, Geografiska
Annaler, Series A, Phys. Geogr., 47, 141–184, 1965.

Sundal, A., Shepherd, A., Nienow, P., Hanna, E., Palmer, S., and Huybrechts, P.: Evolution of
supra-glacial lakes across the Greenland Ice Sheet, Remote Sens. Environ., 113, 2164–
2171, doi:10.1016/j.rse.2009.05.018, 2009.5

Sundal, A. V., Shepherd, A., Nienow, P., Hanna, E., Palmer, S., and Huybrechts, P.: Melt-
induced speed-up of Greenland ice sheet offset by efficient subglacial drainage, Nature,
469, 521–524, doi:10.1038/nature09740, 2011.

Tedesco, M.: Snowmelt detection over the Greenland ice sheet from SSM/I brightness temper-
ature daily variations, Geophys. Res. Lett., 34, L02504, doi:10.1029/2006GL028466, 2007.10

Tedesco, M., Fettweis, X., van den Broeke, M. R., van de Wal, R. S. W., Smeets, C. J. P. P.,
van de Berg, W. J., Serreze, M. C., and Box, J. E.: The role of albedo and accumulation
in the 2010 melting record in Greenland, Environ. Res. Lett., 6, 014005, doi:10.1088/1748-
9326/6/1/014005, 2011.

van As, D., Hubbard, A. L., Hasholt, B., Mikkelsen, A. B., van den Broeke, M. R., and Fausto, R.15

S.: Large surface meltwater discharge from the Kangerlussuaq sector of the Greenland ice
sheet during the record-warm year 2010 explained by detailed energy balance observations,
The Cryosphere, 6, 199–209, doi:10.5194/tc-6-199-2012, 2012.

van de Wal, R., Greuell, W., van den Broeke, M., Reijmer, C., and Oerlemans, J.: Surface mass-
balance observations and automatic weather station data along a transect near Kangerlus-20

suaq, West Greenland, Ann. Glaciol., 42, 311–316, 2005.
van den Broeke, M., Bamber, J., Ettema, J., Rignot, E., Schrama, E., van de Berg, W., van

Meijgaard, E., Velicogna, I., and Wouters, B.: Partitioning Recent Greenland Mass Loss,
Science, 326, 984–986, doi:10.1126/science.1178176, 2009.

van den Broeke, M. R., Smeets, C. J. P. P., and van de Wal, R. S. W.: The seasonal cycle and25

interannual variability of surface energy balance and melt in the ablation zone of the west
Greenland ice sheet, The Cryosphere, 5, 377–390, doi:10.5194/tc-5-377-2011, 2011.

Velicogna, I. and Wahr, J.: Greenland mass balance from GRACE, 32, L18505,
doi:10.1029/2005GL023955, 2005.

Wadham, J.: Hydrochemistry of meltwaters draining a polythermal-based , high-Arctic glacier,30

south Svalbard: II. Winter and early Spring, Hydrol. Process, 14, 1767–1786, 2000.

3387

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2009.05.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature09740
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2006GL028466
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/6/1/014005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/6/1/014005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/6/1/014005
http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/tc-6-199-2012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1178176
http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/tc-5-377-2011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2005GL023955


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

Wadham, J. L., Hodgkins, R., Cooper, R. J., and Tranter, M.: Evidence for seasonal subglacial
outburst events at a polythermal glacier, Finsterwalderbreen, Svalbard, Hydrol. Process., 15,
2259–2280, doi:10.1002/hyp.178, 2001.

3388

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.178


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

Table 1. Timing of onset of river discharge, ice sheet surface runoff, and thaw proxy (dates
when cumulative near surface air temperature exceed 0 ◦C at S5 and Kangerlussuaq AWS).
Dates within parentheses shows isolated melting events before melting season onset.

Site 2008 2009 2010

Flow onset
River discharge (AK4) 23 Mar 27 Apr 3 May
Ice sheet watershed runoff 16 Apr (22–23 Mar) 15 May (25 Apr) 1 May

Thaw onset
S5 (ice sheet) 23 Apr 26 Apr 1 May
Kangerlussuaq (pro-glacial) 26 Mar 5 Mar 26 Mar
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Fig. 1. Map of study area showing monitoring installations for proglacial river discharge (AK4),
and its estimated watershed boundary (hatched area), nearby lake-level (AK5), and air temper-
ature (AK1 and AK2) of Rennermalm et al. (2012). Supraglacial AWS monitoring sites S5 and
S6 of van den Broeke et al. (2011) are also shown, the S9 AWS station is located 82 km east
of AK4. An additional AWS station operated by the Danish Meteorological Institute is located in
Kangerlussuaq.
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Fig. 2. (a) Cumulative discharge at the AK4 river site, QAK4 and cumulative runoff volume from
its upstream ice sheet watershed, RW, from 23 March 2008 to 17 August 2010 by melt-year
(i.e. reset at ice sheet spring runoff onset each year). Grey shaded regions show RW ±0.1RW,
blue shaded regions show upper and lower confidence interval boundaries of QAK4; (b) cumu-
lative retained meltwater fraction by melt-year determined by subtracting cumulative QK4 from
cumulative RW and dividing by cumulative RW.
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Fig. 3. Daily river discharge, QAK4 as a function of ice sheet runoff volume, RW between 15
July and 15 August in 2008, 2009 and 2010. While ice sheet runoff volume is larger than river
discharge (1 : 1 line shown as stippled line), the two variables have strong linear relationships
in all years with correlation coefficients between 0.74 and 0.91.
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Fig. 4. Daily river discharge and ice sheet runoff volume between 1 January 2008 and 17 Au-
gust 2010 (a), ice sheet meltwater retention/ejection (b), and cumulative daily near-surface air
temperature (Tair) above 0 ◦C after 1 March each year at S5 and Kangerlussuaq AWS (c). River
discharge starts earlier in 2008 and 2009 and has a dampened diurnal variability compared to
ice sheet runoff. The date when cumulative Tair pass zero, a proxy for thaw, indicate earlier melt
season onset and longer duration in proglacial areas (Kangerlussuaq) than on the ice sheet
(S5).
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Fig. 5. Ice sheet, river, and pro-glacial conditions during the October–November 2008 runoff
event, including discharge, runoff and sensor water pressure (a), and temperatures (b). A short
ice sheet runoff pulse (RW) accompanied above zero ice sheet (TS5) and proglacial (TAK2) sur-
face air temperatures precedes a longer river discharge event (QAK4). Comparison of surface
air and in-stream temperatures reveals when the latter is exposed to air (15–28 October), and
when it is not (28 October–1 December). On 1 November, in-stream pressure increases above
background noise and in-stream temperatures rise rapidly to near-zero suggesting that the AK4
in-stream sensor is submerged by liquid water after this date.

3394

http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-print.pdf
http://www.the-cryosphere-discuss.net/6/3369/2012/tcd-6-3369-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


TCD
6, 3369–3396, 2012

Evidence of
meltwater retention

A. K. Rennermalm et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

0

0.02

0.04

0.06
Ic

e 
sh

ee
t r

un
of

f o
r

riv
er

 d
is

ch
ar

ge
 (

10
6 m

3 h−
1 )

 

 
R

W

W
at

er
 p

re
ss

ur
e 

ρ 
(P

a)a)

 

 

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5
ρ

AK5

2008−03−10 2008−03−20 2008−04−01 2008−04−10
−30

−20

−10

0

10

T
em

pe
ra

tu
re

(°
C

)

b)

 

 
T

AK5
T

AK1
T

S5

Fig. 6. Ice sheet, river, and pro-glacial conditions during the 2008 pre-melting season runoff
event, including runoff, discharge and sensor water pressure (a), and temperatures (b). A short
ice sheet runoff pulse between 22 and 23 March (RW) precedes a marked increase in water
pressure at AK5 (ρAK5, AK4 Sites was not operational at this time and extrapolated values
for this site are not shown). The ice sheet runoff between 22 and 23 March coincide with a
short period with above zero ice sheet (TS5) and proglacial temperatures (TAK1). Constant lake
temperatures (TAK5) during this period indicate unfrozen conditions at the AK5 lake bottom.
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Fig. 7. Ice sheet, river, and proglacial conditions during the 2009 pre-melting season runoff
event, including runoff, discharge, and sensor water pressure (a), and temperatures (b). A
short ice sheet runoff pulse (RW) on 25 April accompanied above zero ice sheet (TS5) and
proglacial (TAK2) surface air temperatures precedes river runoff onset with 2 days (QAK4). In-
stream pressure on 27 April increases simultaneous with a 5 ◦C rise of in-stream temperatures,
which are suggestive of phase change and liquid water flow after this date.
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