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Abstract: The ice shelf controls the ice flow and affects the rates of sea level rise. Its stability
is affected by the basal channel to some extent. However, despite its importance, high spatiotemporal
variation in the length of the basal channels and influencing factors remain poorly characterized.
Here, we present evidence from satellite and airborne remote-sensing for the basal channel beneath
the floating Nioghalvfjerdsfjorden (79 North Glacier) ice shelf in Northeast Greenland. We observe
the surface depression of the ice shelf using IceBridge, which is an ongoing NASA mission to monitor
changes in polar ice. We find that the basal channel corresponds with the depression. Temporal
and spatial changes of the basal channels from 2000 to 2018 are obtained annually. The results show
that the main influencing factor affecting the basal channel is the sea surface temperature (SST),
and the major area of the channel length change is found in the midstream area of the ice shelf.
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1. Introduction

Basal melting has a broad impact on the stability of polar ice shelves and is the main cause of
ice loss [1]. Numerous studies have shown that basal melting contributes to a large part of the mass
loss of an ice shelf [2–4]. Long-term, sustained and high-speed basal melt rates will cause thinning
of the ice shelves, which will pose a great threat to the stability of ice shelves and ice sheets, causing
the loss of polar ice and sea level rise, especially in regions where the basal melting is greatly affected by
the influence of warm waters [4–7]. The effects of basal melting on polar ice shelves have been evaluated
and studied on a large scale [8–14]. However, research on the changes and stability of ice shelves based
on a smaller scale of basal melting is very limited. The basal channel is an important morphological
feature of local small-scale changes caused by the basal melting of ice shelves, and its effect on an ice shelf
has attracted the attention of scholars [14–16]. Studies have been performed to confirm the existence of
the basal channel using satellite altimetry, remote-sensing images, and radar data [13–17]. However,
there are still considerable deficiencies in the research and understanding of the evolution process of
basal channels and their influence on the melting and stability of ice shelves.

Basal channels are formed and exist at the bottom of ice shelves, mostly due to the rising plume of
meltwater at the base of an ice shelf because of buoyancy, appearing similar to an upside-down river.
A study found that basal channels are common at the bottoms of polar ice shelves, especially in areas
where there is significant melting at the bottom [15,18], such as the Petermann Glacier in Greenland and
the Pine Island Glacier in the Antarctic [14,19–22]. Other researchers have noted that similar channels
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exist at the bottom of some ice shelves without significant melting, and these channels are mainly
caused by melting water at the bottom of the ice sheet, such as the discharge of subglacial lakes or
glacial suture areas [17,23,24]. Using satellite images, altimetry data and airborne ice-penetrating radar
as verification data, Alley (2016) found that most basal channels exist in new crevasses, thus concluding
that the appearance of basal channels may lead to ice shelf collapse in some regions [25,26]. Due to
the limited availability of observational data and research, there are still disputes about the effects of
basal channels on the stability of ice shelves, and no consistent conclusion has been reached. Research
on basal channel models also confirms this controversy. Gladish et al. (2012) and Millgate et al.
(2013) found that a decrease in the melting rate at the bottom of an ice shelf could help protect the ice
shelf [27,28]. Vaughan et al. (2012) and Sergienko et al. (2013) used model research on the internal
stress of an ice shelf to show that the basal channel will increase the internal stress of an ice shelf,
leading to breakage and weakened stability [29,30]. Therefore, monitoring and analyzing the temporal
and spatial changes of the basal channel in an ice shelf can provide important reference values for
subsequent ice shelf stability studies.

Basal channels are located at the bottom of ice shelves, which can be tens to hundreds of meters
high, making the channels difficult to observe directly over a large range or long time series [15].
Ice-penetrating radar observations are the most direct and effective technique for obtaining basal
channel data [31–34]. However, due to the special geographical location and environment of the poles,
the relevant data obtained using this technology are very limited [35]. Considering that an ice
shelf is an elastic fluid, a basal channel will cause changes in the morphological characteristics of
the ice shelf surface [36–40]. By using satellite image and satellite altimetry data, the information of
the basal channel can be obtained through changes in the morphological characteristics of the ice shelf
surface [17,25]. Benefiting from the all-weather, long-term and wide-range technical advantages of
satellite observations, using satellite imagery and altimetry data combined with limited ice-penetrating
radar observations for verification is the most effective method for observing the long-term evolution
process of a basal channel. Nioghalvfjerdsfjorden (also referred to as 79 North Glacier, hereafter,
79NG) is a major outlet glacier in Northeast Greenland [24,41–47]. It is the main overflow glacier
in Northeast Greenland, and the mass loss of its overflow ice shelf mainly comes from the ice–sea contact
surface [48,49]. Therefore, whether basal channels exist under 79NG and how different influencing
factors affect basal channel changes is worthy of attention.

We have mapped and analyzed variation of the basal channel of the 79NG ice shelf in Northeast
Greenland from 2000 to 2018. The basal channel was identified using the surface visible in satellite
imagery, and the result was validated through NASA’s Operation IceBridge. Satellite laser altimetry
profiles from the Ice, Cloud and land Elevation (ICESat) mission were also used to verify the accuracy
of the depression extraction on the ice shelf surface. To explain the reliability of the basal channel
extraction process at the physical level, ANSYS finite element software was used to simulate the surface
movement of the ice shelf with and without a basal channel. It also provides a strong theoretical basis
for visual interpretation to extract basal channels. To further investigate the spatial and temporal
changes of the basal channel, factors such as the sea surface temperature (SST), surface melting days
and calving front of the 79 NG ice shelf were analyzed and discussed.

2. Materials

2.1. Study Area

The 79NG ice shelf is located at Northeast Greenland as shown in Figure 1, with a length of
more than 70 km and a width of 20 km at mid-distance. The grounding line is 600 meters below
sea level. 79NG and Zachariæ Isstrøm (ZI) discharge the majority of the Northeast Greenland Ice
Stream, whose drainage basin area is more than 1.98× 105 km2. This region has the potential to raise
the global sea level by 1.1 m in the unlikely case of a complete loss of this ice sheet. The maximum ice
velocity of the 79NG ice shelf at the grounding line can reach ~1.4 km/yr. The speed slows down at



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 1474 3 of 29

the calving front, mainly due to the limitations imposed by some islands and ice. Mouginot (2015)
used data from NASA’s Operation IceBridge to show that the 79 NG ice shelf lost 30% of its thickness
at the grounding line between 1999 and 2014 [48]. Based on a comprehensive analysis of the ice shelf
surface characteristics, ice thickness and bedrock data, Mayer (2018) found that the 79NG ice shelf has
been in an unstable state since at least 2001, and the corresponding changes cannot be caused by ice flux
or surface melting. According to the 2012 ice-penetrating radar direction along the ice velocity, most of
the ice shelves above the first airborne radar flight paths are more than 250 meters thick. The ice shelves
between the first and the third path are between 200 and 230 meters thick. The ice shelves below
the third path are all less than 200 meters thick. For the reasons mentioned above, the 79NG ice shelf
was divided into three sections according to the airborne radar flight paths: upstream (above the first
flight path), midstream (between the first and third paths) and downstream (below the third path).

Figure 1. 79NG ice shelf of Landsat 7. The black solid lines represent airborne radar flight paths
in 2012 and 2017 (the first and second solid black lines are the common route positions of 2012 and 2017
ice bridge data; the third black solid line is the exclusive route of 2012). Greenland surface melting:
the red star in lower left corner represents the position of the central point and the spatial resolution
of the dataset is 25 km × 25 km. Sea Surface Temperature (SST): the red star in upper right corner
represents the position of central point and the spatial resolution of the dataset is 1◦ × 1◦.

2.2. Data

2.2.1. Landsat

The Landsat series of satellite imagery data were obtained from the official website of the United
States Geology Survey (USGS). Nineteen images were used in this paper, which are all panchromatic
(band 8) data from Landsat 7/8 with a 15 m spatial resolution, as shown in Table 1. These data were
used to extract the morphological features of the ice shelf surface. The acquisition time of selected
images were limited from the end of June to the beginning of August. The surface information is clear
within this time interval, which is more conducive to the extraction of surface morphological features.



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 1474 4 of 29

Table 1. Summary of Landsat images used in this study.

Number Acquisition Data Path/Row Series Land Cloud Cover

1 2000/07/02 011/002 Landsat 7 1.00%
2 2001/06/26 012/002 Landsat 7 0.00%
3 2002/06/20 013/002 Landsat 7 3.00%
4 2003/07/31 007/003 Landsat 7 1.00%
5 2004/07/15 009/003 Landsat 7 0.00%
6 2005/07/23 012/002 Landsat 7 5.00%
7 2006/07/19 011/002 Landsat 7 0.00%
8 2007/07/06 011/002 Landsat 7 0.00%
9 2008/07/19 008/003 Landsat 7 0.00%
10 2009/07/25 013/002 Landsat 7 2.00%
11 2010/07/27 006/003 Landsat 7 9.00%
12 2011/07/15 013/002 Landsat 7 2.00%
13 2012/07/30 008/003 Landsat 7 7.00%
14 2013/08/20 014/002 Landsat 8 0.02%
15 2014/07/21 007/003 Landsat 8 0.07%
16 2015/07/20 011/002 Landsat 8 0.92%
17 2016/07/20 013/002 Landsat 8 1.48%
18 2017/07/20 008/003 Landsat 8 0.52%
19 2018/07/19 044/242 Landsat 8 0.28%

2.2.2. ICESat

ICESat is a satellite launched by NASA in January 2003 for the study of polar regions.
It has an orbital altitude of 600 km, an inclination of 94◦, a revisit period of 91 days, a light spot
diameter of 72 m and a sampling interval of 173 m [42,43]. The observation period is from October 2003
to October 2009, but due to the technical faults of the satellite laser, it adopts a mission mode for
observation and observes only two or three phases every year. Its primary goal is to quantify
the material balance of the ice sheet to understand the impact of climate and environmental changes
on polar ice reserves and global sea level changes. This dataset is mainly used for surface depression
confirmation during basal channel extraction.

2.2.3. IceBridge

The IceBridge data acquired by NASA’s IceBridge program combine a variety of airborne
equipment to obtain ice sheet surface topography, bedrock topography, grounding line location, ice
thickness, sea ice distribution and other Arctic and Antarctic data [44,45]. In this paper, IceBridge was
used to obtain ice shelf surface and bottom terrain. The distribution of the basal channel was verified by
IceBridge to ensure its accuracy. The product has an along-track resolution of approximately 25 m and
a sample spacing of approximately 14 m. Although IceBridge data include very limited observations
in the study area, observations along the ice shelf cross-section in 2012 and 2017 effectively validate
and screen the basal channel extraction results.

2.2.4. Grounding Line

The location of the grounding zone marks the area where the ocean terminal glacier begins to
float. The detection of the grounding line presently consists of field detection and remote-sensing
extraction. Considering the elastic fluid characteristics of the ice shelf, a grounding zone is formed
under the action of ocean tides. This means that the area between two grounding lines is the grounding
zone. To more accurately distinguish the type of basal channel, this paper used the grounding line
provided by the Climate Change Initiative (CCI) as the judgment basis [24]. The dataset includes five
outflow glaciers in northern Greenland.
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2.2.5. Greenland Topographic Data

To determine the location of the subglacial drainage outlet, the subglacial drainage system needs
to be simulated using the Greenland bed and surface digital elevation model (DEM) and bed DEM as
input parameters for the calculation [50]. The spatial resolution of the two types of data is 150 meters.
The overall RMS of the differences between the DEM and ICESat elevation is ±9.1 m, as provided
by the Ice Sheet Modeling Group [51]. The accuracy of the bed topography data can reach 35 m,
and the error can be large in locations with higher ice velocities (greater than 300 m per year).

3. Methods

3.1. Basal Channel Formation and Surface Depression

The main simulation analysis tool used is finite element analysis (FEA). In this paper, ANSYS
finite element software was used to simulate the creep process of the ice shelf [52,53]. Some influencing
factors are not considered, such as ice melting and snowfall. The relationship between the basal
channel and ice shelf surface depression was explained by the Norton creep model, which is commonly
applied for creep regimes. The specific form of the Norton creep model is as follows [54–56]:

.
εcr = Aσne−Q/(273.15+t) (1)

.
εcr: Change in equivalent creep strain with respect to time
A: Creep strain hardening coefficient
σ: Equivalent stress
n: Glen index
Q: Creep activation energy
t: Temperature (°C)
Assuming that the ice shelf temperature is a constant value and that the equivalent creep rate is

independent of the temperature, Equation (1) is simplified as follows:

.
εcr = Aσn (2)

This simplified equation is called Glen’s Law [39]. We use the simulated glacier motion parameters
proposed by Cuffey: n = 3 and A = 3.5 × 10−25 [57]. Figure 2 shows the flow chart of the software
simulation. The effect of the presence of a basal channel on the ice shelf was shown in Figure 3:

Figure 2. Creep simulation flowchart.
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Figure 3. The annual deformation of the ice shelf under the action of its own gravity and buoyancy
effect of seawater. (a) The ice shelf with a basal channel, the corresponding position of surface appears
obvious depression. (b) The ice shelf with no basal channel, there is no obvious depression on the ice
shelf surface (1 year = 3.139 × 107 seconds). The model of the ice shelf is 2000 × 1000 × 400 m, and
the basal channel is 2000× 160× 160 m. (Length ×Width × Height). The model resolution is 100 m.

Through the continuous tracking displacement of one point on the ice shelf surface (black arrow
in Figure 3), it was found that an ice shelf underlain by a basal channel exhibited a strong rate of
subsidence. For an ice shelf without a basal channel, the surface depression where the surface of
the ice shelf changes most with time is significantly less than that under the former condition as shown
in Figure 4. This also confirms the results obtained by previous studies [17,25].

Figure 4. The annual vertical displacement at the geometric center of the ice shelf surface. (The location
is indicated by the black arrow in Figure 2).

3.2. Formation and Identification of Basal Channels

Basal channels are identified as surface depressions visible in satellite imagery due to the correlation
between the surface depression and the basal channel [25]. Alley et al. (2016) developed three channel
categories based on whether the channels intersect the grounding line and whether they are coincident
with the simulated location of subglacial outflow. Based on the above standards, basal channels can
be divided into subglacially-sourced channels, grounding-line-sourced channels and ocean-sourced
channels. The formation of a subglacially-sourced channel occurs when the fresh water released by
the subglacial drainage outlets is less salty than the surrounding sea water. The fresh water continues
to cut through the bottom of the ice shelf as it rises in a plume along the subglacial surface, creating
a basal channel based on the drainage of the subglacial river. The prerequisite for the formation of
a grounding-line-sourced channel is that the warmer seawater at the bottom generates enough melt
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water near the grounding line. Similar to the formation process of the subglacially-sourced channel,
the freshwater density generated by melting under the action of the warm seawater at the bottom of
the ice shelf is lower than that of the surrounding seawater. Under the action of buoyancy, it will rise
along the surface of the ice shelf and continuously cut the ice shelf to form a channel at the base of
the ice shelf. The ocean-sourced channel is formed by the same principle as the grounding-line-sourced
channel. When the warm water layer at the bottom is thick, the starting position of the channel is far
from the ground line. The specific processes of the extraction of different types of basal channels are
shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Basal channel extraction flowchart.

To ensure the accuracy of the basal channel extraction results, ICESat and IceBridge data were
used to validate and filter the extraction results.

Figure 6b shows that the depression on the surface is perennial. The depth of the depression
passed by track 1325 is approximately 12 meters, and the depth of the depression passed by track 0343
is approximately 20 meters. Based on this finding, it can be preliminarily determined that the surface
depression obtained by visual interpretation based on Landsat images is desirable.

IceBridge validation data of three flight courses covering the ice shelf in 2012 and two in 2017 are
shown in Figure 1. To more intuitively understand the correlation between the surface features and
basal channels, Figure 7 shows the Landsat imagery of the ice shelf surface and their corresponding
IceBridge data, respectively. The positions with dark grey values in Figure 7a usually correspond
to depressions on the ice shelf surface. Figure 7b shows the shape of the basal channel (the red line
within the yellow area). The channel has obvious “bulges” and the morphological characteristics are
the opposite of those at the surface (blue line). This indicates that it is feasible to extract the basal channel.
The remaining IceBridge data used for surface depression verification are shown in Appendix A
(Figures A1–A4).
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Figure 6. An example of a depression on the 79NG ice shelf verified by ICESat. (a) Depression
distribution on the surface of 79NG ice shelf. The solid red line indicates ICESat satellite orbit. (b) and
(c) represent the ICESat data track 1325 and track 0343 respectively.

The channels were never initially identified using basal topography data as results from the data
were not available for all ice shelves. Based on previous studies and our simulation results, the first
identification was always made using satellite imagery [17,25]. The identification of a feature as
any type of basal channel is ambiguous. The following principles will help improve the accuracy
of the discrimination and extraction of different types of basal channels. Subglacially-sourced basal
channels can be judged by two factors: (1) starting immediately at the grounding line and (2) starting
at the same position as the subglacial river outlet. In addition, this type of channel may include abrupt
changes in the channel path, which are interpreted to signify reorganizations of subglacial hydrology.
Aside from these shifts, subglacially-sourced channels tend to follow the ice flow direction closely and
dissipate gradually towards the ice edge. Grounding-line-sourced basal channels are very similar to
subglacially-sourced channels. The biggest difference between them is that the origins of the channel
are different, which is also caused by their formation mechanisms. Figure 8 shows a portion of the 79NG
ice shelf. The red arrow identifies a grounding-line-sourced channel, and the black arrow marks
a subglacially-sourced channel. Both types of channels originate near the grounding line, and the only
difference is whether they correspond to a subglacial river outlet. The ocean-sourced basal channel
is quite different from the first two types of channels. Criteria used for judging whether a channel
belongs to this type is that the basal channel starts far from the grounding line and tends to originate
or move towards peninsulas or small islands at the shear edge of the ice shelf. Figure 9 shows two
ocean-sourced basal channels near the Kronprins Christian land. The most obvious feature is that they
are close to the peninsula and far from the grounding line [25,58].
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Figure 7. The first IceBridge in 2012 validates data and Landsat imagery. (a) shows the surface morphology
at the first IceBridge data in 2012, with IceBridge airborne radar flight path (black solid line). The location
indicated by the yellow circle is the area confirming the existence of the basal channel. (b) shows the results
from the first IceBridge in 2012. The yellow area corresponds to the yellow circle in (a).

Figure 8. A portion of the 79NG ice shelf as shown in the 2012 Landsat imagery. The red arrow marks
a grounding-line-sourced basal channel. Black arrow marks a subglacially-sourced channel.
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Figure 9. A portion of the 79NG Ice Shelf as shown in the 2012 Landsat imagery. The red arrows mark
ocean-sourced basal channel.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Spatiotemporal Series of Basal Channel

The spatiotemporal variation sequence of the basal channel was extracted from the annual Landsat
7/8 image data of the 79NG ice shelf in Northeast Greenland from 2000 to 2018. Figure 10 shows
the total basal channel distribution in 2000. The complete basal channel distribution results were
shown in Appendix A (Figure A5).

Figure 10. The distribution of 79NG ice shelf basal channels in 2000.
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To describe the difference in the spatial distribution of changes in the length of the basal channel
more intuitively, the 79NG ice shelf was divided into three parts: upstream, midstream and downstream.
In this paper, the root mean square (RMS) of the annual increment with the basal channel was used as

the evaluation standard. RMS =

√∑n
i=1(Li+1−Li)

2

n , where Li and n represent basal channel length in one
year and time scale respectively.

The area where the length of ocean-sourced basal channel changes mainly focuses
on the downstream of the ice shelf as shown in Figure 11. This is due to its spatial distribution, as they
are mainly concentrated in the calving front of the ice shelf. The length of grounding-line-sourced basal
channel changed mostly in the upstream and midstream. This is because the grounding-line-sourced
basal channel starts from the ice shelf grounding line. Most are short in length and end upstream
or midstream, so the changes are concentrated at this location. The RMS of the subglacially-sourced
channel length is 7.4 km in the midstream, which is higher than the other two areas. This is for
the subglacially-sourced channel that has continuous and stable outlet drainage support under the ice
sheet, making it longer than the grounding-line-sourced channel. Under the condition that the initial
position remains unchanged, changes of the subglacially-sourced basal channel length can only occur
in the midstream of the ice shelf.

Figure 11. The RMS of basal channel length annual increment from 2000 to 2018 in 79NG.

According to the time scale analyzed (Figure 12), the length of the basal channel did not appear
monotonously elongated or shortened for consecutive years before 2009. After 2009, except for a slight
decline in 2013, the total length of the different types of basal channels reached the maximum value
within the statistical range in 2014. The grounding-line-sourced basal channel changed the most
in the primary stage of development of the basal channel from 2009 to 2014 and the stage of shortening
from 2014 to 2018. Combining the above content, it is not difficult that the change in the length of
the basal channel is mainly concentrated in the midstream of the ice shelf, especially during 2009–2014.
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Figure 12. Time series of basal channel length change. (a) The interannual variation of the grounding-line-
sourced basal channel, ocean-sourced basal channel and subglacially-sourced basal channel. (b) Variation
trend of three type of basal channel in length: positive value represents length elongation of the basal
channel in the corresponding timescale; negative value represents length shortening of the channel
in the corresponding timescale.

4.2. Ocean-Sourced Basal Channel

The SST and shelf calving front were used to analyze the changes of the ocean-sourced basal
channel. The two influencing factors were provided by Met Office Hadley Center (MOHC) and
Climate Change Initiative (CCI) separately [58,59]. However, the dataset of the ice shelf calving front
provided by CCI contains only contains the descriptions of the 79NG for two relevant years (2008 and
2015). To further investigate the correlation between the basal channel and calving front from 2000 to
2018, we extracted it manually from Landsat 7/8 images and combine it with available two-year data
provided by CCI. The reason for choosing these influencing factors is mainly based on two strategies
when extracting ocean-sourced basal channels: (1) away from the grounding line and (2) downstream
of the ice shelf. Based on the above criteria, the SST and calving front were used in the basal channel
analysis in this region.

Figure 13 shows the changes in the calving front of the 79NG ice shelf from 2000 to 2018. Large
calving events occurred near the calving front from 2002 to 2005 and 2015 to 2016. For ease of
description, the 79NG ice shelf was divided into two parts according to the ‘A’ and ‘B’ areas in Figure 13.
Area B was further divided into two disintegration sites, Area I and Area II. According to Table 2,
the largest collapse area occurred in 2002–2002 (Area II) and was 18 km2. The longest retreat distance
occurred in 2015–2016 (Area I). Compared with Area B, the length of the ocean-sourced channel near
Area A was relatively stable from 2000 to 2018, and the calving front had no collapse events at Area
A. Figure 14 shows the change curves of the ocean-sourced basal channel and SST between 2000 and
2018. The SST did not change significantly between 2000 and 2011 but increased abnormally after 2012,
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from −1.8°C to 1.3°C. It fell below zero in 2017. The correlation coefficient between the ocean-sourced
basal channel and the SST in region A is 0.63, the value in region B is 0.66 and that in region C is
0.21. In region C, the maximum length of the ocean-sourced basal channel appeared in 2005 and
2015, and a large collapse event occurred in these two years, as shown in Table 2. Compared with
the obvious fluctuation of the basal channel length change in region C, the length of the ocean-sourced
basal channel in region B varied more gradually, and the RMS values of the basal channel length annual
increment in region B and region C are 1.5 and 4.4, respectively.

Figure 13. The location change of the calving front of 79NG ice shelf shown in the base map of Landsat
7 image data in 2012. Area A and B are the two main outlets of 79NG ice shelf, where the yellow (Area I)
and green (Area II) rectangular boxes indicate that a large disintegration event has occurred in this
area. The different color curves represent the position of the calving front of the ice shelf in different
years. In these colored lines, the solid lines represent the major calving events that did not occur during
the year, and the dotted lines represent the major calving events that occurred during the year.

Table 2. Collapse area and retreat distance at 79NG ice shelf calving front.

Location Area I Area II

Periods of time 2003–2004 2004–2005 2015–2016 2002–2003
Collapse Area

(
km2

)
9.1 8.2 13.8 18

Retreat Distance (km) 3.2 2.4 5.5 5
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Figure 14. Variations in the length of ocean-sourced basal channel. (a) shows the distribution of
ocean-sourced basal channel, where the red, yellow and blue dotted boxes represent the total length of
ocean source basal channel in region B, region A and region C, respectively. (b) shows the changes
of ocean-sourced channel length in different regions and the annual change of SST. The three blue
lines show in the legend correspond to the length of ocean sourced basal channel in regions A, B
and C respectively (refer to the left y-coordinate for coordinate axes). The solid red line represents
the data results of the sampling location of SST in Figure 1a (refer to the y-coordinate on the right of
the coordinate axis).

Correlation analysis of the changes in the length of ocean-sourced basal channels was conducted
between the SST and calving front [60]. Rignot and Steffen (2015) found a large number of basal
channels in Northwest Greenland due to warm ocean waters underneath [15]. SST as the average
temperature can represent the depth of surface seawater from 1–20 meters, and some of the heat
from the surface water can also be transferred to the deep ocean during the heat exchange process,
thus extending the range (200 meters or more) [61]. This can promote the melting of the ice shelf
base and develop the ocean-sourced basal channel length through a buoyant plume of melting water.
The ocean-sourced basal channel is also affected by the position change of the ice shelf calving front,
especially in region C, which shows more dramatic changes than does region B (Figure 14a). The main
consideration here is that as the calving front of ice shelf changes, large areas of disintegration occur.
(1) The distance between the ocean-sourced channel and the calving front shortens significantly
within a short time, which makes the shelf more susceptible to the influence of warm surface water.
(2) As the new section contacts the warm surface water, the large amount of fresh water produced
by the melting drives the vertical circulation of the water near the calving front. These two factors
promote the development of ocean-sourced basal channels at the same time [62].
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4.3. Grounding-Line-Sourced Basal Channel

The grounding-line-sourced basal channel was formed by the action of warm seawater at the bottom
of the ice shelf, which produced meltwater near the grounding line. In this analysis, the SST was used
to replace the bottom seawater temperature data to analyze the changes of the grounding-line-sourced
channel length. There are two main reasons for this approach. (1) The location of the Atlantic
Intermediate Water (AIW) is below 300 meters according to the average depth statistics from 1979 to
2016. The melting of the ground line of the 79NG ice shelf is precisely caused by the action of AIW.
However, there is a lack of long-time series conductivity, temperature and depth (CTD) data in this
area, so it is difficult to obtain the changes of the water mass in this layer and analyze their influence
on the grounding-line-sourced channel length. (2) According to the thickness of the 79NG ice shelf
studied in this paper, except for the basal channels near the ground line, which are located 600 meters
below sea level, the midstream and downstream of the ice shelf are all within 200 (±30) meters. While
the basal channel starts from the grounding line, its changes in length mainly occur in the midstream
and downstream of the ice shelf.

Figure 15 shows the time series of the SST near the calving front of the 79NG ice shelf and
the length of the grounding-line-sourced basal channel. From 2000 to 2011, the SST was below zero,
and changes were not obvious. During the same period, the length of the grounding-line-sourced
channel slightly changed. The three years with obvious changes are as follows: growth of 14 km
in 2001–2002, of 15 km in 2007–2008 and of 18 km in 2009–2010. In 2012, the SST increased abnormally
and broke through the freezing point to reach the maximum value in the time series. During the same
period, the length of the grounding-line-sourced basal channel showed an obvious upward trend
and broke 220 km. At the end of 2012, the maximum change range of the channel was 26 km longer.
From 2012 to 2016, the SST was stable above 1°C, and the length of the grounding-line-sourced channel
was within 225 ± 3 km during the same period, showing little change. In 2017–2018, with the SST
falling below the freezing point, the length of the grounding-line-sourced basal channel was reduced
to less than 220 km. Statistical analysis reveals that the correlation coefficient between the SST and
the length of the grounding-line-sourced channel is 0.89.

Figure 15. The time series of grounding-line-sourced channel and SST.

The relationship between the length of the grounding-line-sourced basal channel and the SST
indicates that (1) during the period from 2000 to 2011, the SST was relatively stable, and the length of
the grounding-line-sourced channel showed a small variation. This was due to the influence of the AIW
on the grounding line at the bottom of the ice shelf. (2) From 2012 to 2016, the abnormal temperature
rise of the SST promoted the further development of the grounding-line-sourced basal channel,
and the decline of the SST in 2017–2018 caused the shortening of the length of the grounding-line-sourced
channel during this period. Alley et al. (2016) used satellite imagery and airborne ice-penetrating
radar to map extensive basal channels. Within the channels, warm water was found to erode the ice
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shelf base and drive channel evolution [25]. The SST promotion of the grounding-line-sourced basal
channel length occurs in the same way.

4.4. Subglacially-Sourced Basal Channel

Since the subglacially-sourced basal channel is formed under the action of subglacial drainage,
melting water from the surface of the ice sheet can enter the ice sheet bottom through crevasses
and moulins to promote the development of a subglacial water system and increase the discharge
of subglacial water, thus affecting the changes of the basal channel [63]. Therefore, in this section,
the influence of surface melting on changes in the basal channel was discussed [64]. Considering
that the length of the subglacially-sourced channel also changes in the midstream of the ice shelf,
which is the same as the case for the grounding-line-sourced basal channel, this paper also analyzed
the influence of the SST on the length of the subglacially-sourced basal channel.

Figure 16 shows the time series of the subglacially-sourced basal channel length, melting days
of the ice sheet surface and SST. During the period of no significant change in the SST from 2000
to 2011, the length of the subglacially-sourced channel was mainly affected by the surface melting
days. The correlation coefficient between the subglacially-sourced basal channel and melting days is
0.76 from 2000 to 2013. The melting days of the ice sheet reached maximums in 2003, 2005 and 2007,
and the length of the subglacially-sourced basal channel also reached a peak during the same periods.
Between 2007 and 2009, as the melting days decreased, the length of the basal channel decreased
from a maximum of 148 km to 129 km, and the cumulative change was 19 km. After 2012, the SST
rose abnormally at first and then fell below zero in 2017, and the length of the subglacially-sourced
basal channel changed accordingly. Through a statistical analysis of the limited data, the conclusion is
drawn as follows. From 2000 to 2011, the subglacially-sourced basal channel was mainly affected by
the melting days. After 2012, the subglacially-sourced basal channel was mainly affected by the SST.
From 2012 to 2013, this type of basal channel was affected by the melting days and SST combined.
However, due to the lack of melting days after 2013, it is impossible to further analyze the corresponding
influencing mechanism on the basal channel length change.

Figure 16. The time series of subglacially-sourced channel, SST and ice sheet surface melting days.

The mechanism of two influencing factors on subglacially-sourced basal channel length change
are as follows. (1) Melting days affect the amount of water that melts on the surface. The melting water
forms a complex and diverse ice hydrological system under the influence of the surface topography of
the ice sheet, including supraglacial rivers, supraglacial lakes, crevasses and moulins. Meierbachtol et al.
(2013) suggested this system can drive the mass loss of the ice shelf through the crevasses and moulins
to form a subglacial hydrological system [63]. It also promotes the development of subglacial water
systems and the formation of a wide range of subglacially-sourced basal channels through the relevant
data analysis. (2) Changes in the SST affect the melting of the bottom of the ice shelf. A large amount of
melting water is produced at the base of the ice shelf and flows into the existing basal channel, further
promoting the development of the basal channel [16,22,24].
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4.5. Uncertainties Analysis

Our method captures channels that are typically ∼50–400 m across and incised ∼10–20 m
in the surface (∼5–25 m in the ice shelf base) in the study area. In some cases, the identification
of a feature as any type of basal channel is ambiguous. The image interpretation errors caused by
three external factors should be overcome in the process of basal channel extraction. (1) In 2003,
the fault of the Scan Line Corrector (SLC) of Landsat 7 led to strip deletion of image data, which
affected the extraction of linear features on the ice shelf surface to some extent. (2) Affected by severe
weather conditions, some areas are covered by snow, resulting in inconspicuous surface features and
increased difficulty in extraction. (3) Greenland is generally believed to respond gradually to climate
warming, mainly through melting at the surface [65]. Similar surface depressions can also be formed
under the action of melting water cutting even if there is no basal channel. To minimize the impact
of the above factors, ICESat data from 2003–2008 and separate IceBridge verification data from 2012
and 2017 were obtained. Surface features were extracted according to the characteristics of the basal
channel continuity to ensure the integrity of each basal channel to the greatest extent. With these
validation data, some errors, mainly concentrated in the midstream and downstream of the ice shelf,
were eliminated.

As shown in Figure 17, in the third IceBridge verification position in 2012, the rectangular box with
solid yellow lines corresponds to the verification data in Figure 17b. In this area, the ice-penetrating
radar shows a 20 meter high basal channel at the bottom of the ice shelf, but satellite images showed no
significant continuous surface depressions in this area. Therefore, the basal channel in this area is not
marked in our study. In addition, the blue arrow in Figure 17a points to the intersection of a supraglacial
river in IceBridge where there is a significant depression on the ice shelf surface, but the corresponding
basal ice shelf topography data show that there is no basal channel under the ice shelf at this location.
In this study, it was assumed that the supraglacial river was formed by surface melt water, rather than
being a surface depression caused by the basal channel. Therefore, the supraglacial river was not
drawn as a basal channel in this study.

Figure 17. (a) Landsat image near the third IceBridge airborne radar flight path in 2012. Ocean-sourced
basal channel (red solid line), grounding-line-sourced basal channel (Green solid line), subglacially-sourced
basal channel (blue solid line). (b) IceBridge data corresponds to the position marked by the yellow solid
box in (a). (c) IceBridge data with gray background represent a supraglacial river terrain indicated by blue
solid arrow in figure (a).
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5. Conclusions

We used satellite imagery to extract the long-term sequence of basal channels at the 79NG ice
shelf in Northeast Greenland for the first time and analyze corresponding the temporal and spatial
changes. Through IceBridge and ICESat data verification, conclusions were obtained indicating
that the main spatial change of the basal channel is concentrated in the midstream of the ice shelf.
From the above sections, it is not difficult to find that the SST is always the main influencing factor.
This coincides with the findings of previous studies [15,25]. Based on SST data, surface melting of
the ice sheet and the calving front changes of the ice shelf, different types of basal channels are affected
by different factors, and the following conclusions are drawn. (1) During the period from 2000 to
2011, when there were only small changes in SST, the ocean-sourced channel was mainly affected by
the changes of the calving front location. The subglacially-sourced channel starts at the subglacial
outflow, and its formation process is dominated by subglacial drainage. Meltwater enters the ice sheet
bottom through crevasses and moulins, thus promoting the length of the subglacially-sourced channel,
indicating that the subglacially-sourced channel is mainly affected by the melting days of the ice sheet
surface. From 2000 to 2011, the length of the grounding-line-sourced channel showed a small change,
which was speculated in this paper to be influenced by the AIW. (2) During the period from 2012
to 2018, the SST first increased abnormally in 2012 and then fell below zero after 2017. Our results
indicated that the ocean-sourced channel is influenced by the SST and ice shelf calving front changes.
The subglacially-sourced channel and grounding-line-sourced channel are mainly affected by the SST.

The formation and evolution of a basal channel is an extremely complicated process that is affected
by many aspects. This paper only analyzed the reasons for basal channel length changes based on
limited factors and does not further explore the corresponding influencing mechanism of the width
and height of the basal channel. This approach is based on the following two reasons. (1) There are
few measured data for the bottoms of the ice shelves, and the temporal resolution of ice-penetrating
radar is insufficient. With the continuous outward movement of the ice shelf as whole, it is impossible
to record the changes in width and height of a basal channel at the same position due to the fixed aerial
survey line. (2) Because of snow cover and water erosion, it is difficult to quantify the height and depth
of a basal channel according to the surface morphological characteristics provided by remote-sensing
images. The investigation of the formation and evolution of basal channels is still in the exploration
stage, and observational data still need to be further strengthened. The reasons behind the changes of
different types of basal channels and their impacts on the overall stability of an ice shelf need to be
further studied.
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Appendix A

Figure A1. The second IceBridge in 2012 validates the data and Landsat imagery. (a) shows the surface
morphology at the second IceBridge data in 2012, with IceBridge airborne radar flight path (black solid line).
The location indicated by the yellow circle is the area confirming the existence of the basal channel. (b) shows
the results from the second IceBridge in 2012. The yellow area corresponds to the yellow circle in (a).
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Figure A2. The third IceBridge in 2012 validates the data and Landsat imagery. (a) shows the surface
morphology at the third IceBridge data in 2012, with IceBridge airborne radar flight path (black solid
line). The location indicated by the yellow circle is the area confirming the existence of the basal channel.
(b) shows the results from the third IceBridge in 2012. The yellow area corresponds to the yellow circle
in (a).
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Figure A3. The first IceBridge in 2017 validates the data and Landsat imagery. (a) shows the surface
morphology at the first IceBridge data in 2017, with IceBridge airborne radar flight path (black solid
line). The location indicated by the yellow circle is the area confirming the existence of the basal channel.
(b) shows the results from the first IceBridge in 2017. The yellow area corresponds to the yellow circle
in (a).



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 1474 22 of 29

Figure A4. The second IceBridge in 2017 validates the data and Landsat imagery. (a) shows the surface
morphology at the second IceBridge data in 2017, with IceBridge airborne radar flight path (black solid line).
The location indicated by the yellow circle is the area confirming the existence of the basal channel. (b) shows
the results from the second IceBridge in 2017. The yellow area corresponds to the yellow circle in (a).
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Figure A5. The distribution of 79NG ice shelf basal channels from 2000 to 2018. The positions marked
by black circles in some images represent the areas with large changes in the basal channel.

Once the basal channel is formed, its type will not change, and the channel will not disappear
within a short time, existing for at least several years [25]. After distinguishing the types of various
basal channels based on the surface terrain characteristics, the approximate distribution of the basal
channels in the area is obtained. The extraction of the above basal channel result is reliable according
to the description of the extraction strategy of the relevant basal channel in the manuscript. The basal
channel extraction figures shown in Figure A5 contain black solid circles indicating that the length
of the channel in the circled area changed. In the years 2006, 2009 and 2018, where the circled basal
channel locations appear abrupt changes in the corresponding channel path, this is an obvious feature
of subglacially-sourced basal channel. The locations with black circles in the figures are mainly
concentrated in the midstream of the ice shelf, except for the years of 2005 and 2015. Satellite imagery
from 2005 and 2015 in Figure A5 shows that the ocean-sourced basal channel near the calving front
underwent great changes in length. This was mainly due to the severe shrinkage of the calving front
during these two years, which resulted in large-scale disintegration.
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