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Abstract: Perennial snowfields in Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve (GAAR) in the
central Brooks Range of Alaska are a critical component of the cryosphere. They serve as habitat for
an array of wildlife, including caribou, a species that is crucial as a food and cultural resource for
rural subsistence hunters and Native Alaskans. Snowfields also influence hydrology, vegetation,
permafrost, and have the potential to preserve valuable archaeological artifacts. By deriving time series
maps using cloud computing and supervised classification of Landsat satellite imagery, we calculated
areas and evaluated extent changes. We also derived changes in elevations of the perennial snowfields
that remained stable for at least four years. For the study period of 1985 to 2017, we found that total
areas of perennial snowfields in GAAR are decreasing, with most of the notable changes in the latter
half of the study period. Equilibrium areas, or bright areas, of the snowfields are shrinking, while
ablation, or dark areas, are growing. We also found that the snowfields occur at higher elevations over
time. Climate change may be altering the distribution, elevation, and extent of perennial snowfields
in GAAR, which could affect caribou populations and subsistence lifestyles in rural Alaska.

Keywords: snow hydrology; remote sensing; perennial snowfields; Brooks Range; Landsat;
supervised classification; climate change; Arctic; alpine hydrology; Google Earth Engine

1. Introduction

Pronounced warming of the climate is driving significant physical and ecological changes
throughout the Arctic cryosphere [1-4], including both a shortening of the annual duration of seasonal
snow cover [5], as well as retreat and loss of glaciers and perennial snowfields. Perennial snowfields,
like glaciers, are masses of snow and ice that persist for many years and form through accumulation
and compaction of seasonal layers of snow. However, in contrast to glaciers, these features never grow
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thick enough to flow under the influence of gravity. They are most persistent where the climatological
snowline intercepts subtle terrain and plateau topography in the Arctic [6], and where preferential snow
deposition occurs and topography limits exposure to solar radiation [7]. Preferential snow deposition
involves the uneven distribution of snow cover due to orographic influences on winter precipitation,
wind-influenced snow transport, and avalanches [8-12]. Perennial snowfields are vulnerable to
climate changes because they are strongly controlled by the height of the summer freezing level in
the atmosphere.

Perennial snowfields are an important component of the Arctic cryosphere because they influence
hydrology, downslope vegetation [13], bedrock weathering through freeze-thaw cycles [14], soil
temperatures, and permafrost distribution [15]. They are also important ecosystems for an array of
birds and mammal species [16]. Reductions in the extent of both glaciers and snowfields during the
late twentieth century [17] have been observed across the Arctic, including in Gates of the Arctic
National Park and Preserve (GAAR) in the central Brooks Range of Alaska [18]. Changes in perennial
snowfields could influence caribou in GAAR, since caribou often flock to these snowfields in the
summer to stay cool and to avoid mosquitos [19-22]. Caribou are crucial to traditional subsistence
for indigenous Native Alaskan people [23-27]. The loss of perennial snowfields in GAAR may also
have the potential to reveal well-preserved archeological artifacts and ancient animal remains with
significant cultural and paleoecological value, as have been found in other alpine snow and ice fields
in Alaska and Canada [28-33]. Federal agencies in Alaska also consider perennial snowfields to be
important cultural, hydrological, and ecological resources [34,35].

Perennial and seasonal snow and ice encompass a substantial portion of the planet, and by
utilizing satellite imagery, snow hydrologists and glaciologists can gain a better understanding of their
behavior [36—40]. Satellite imagery and earth remote sensing are important for monitoring changes in
the cryosphere, including past [6,41-43], present [44—47], and future behavior of seasonal and perennial
snow and ice. One of the most widely used of these datasets for observing snow and ice is the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA’s) Land Remote-Sensing Satellite System (Landsat).
Landsat has been used for years to obtain information about the cryosphere [42,48-58], including
glacier and ice sheet mapping [37,38,59-62] and the tracking of seasonal snow cover [49,63,64]. Few
remote sensing studies have targeted perennial snowfields specifically, and instead, typically focus on
mapping glaciers [57,58,65]. Other studies have specifically focused on the contributions of perennial
snowfields to the cryosphere [6,39,41,66,67].

Automated and semi-automated multispectral glacier and land ice mapping methods are
common, including supervised classification [61,68-70] and the Normalized Difference Snow Index
(NDSI) [53,55,57,71,72]. NDSI is an effective method for mapping both seasonal [43,73] and
perennial [57,58] snow and ice. NDSI is a numerical indicator that highlights snow cover over
land and uses the difference of the green and short wave infrared spectral bands divided by the sum of
the same band. Snow and clouds reflect most of the incident radiation in the visible band, but snow
absorbs most incident short wave radiation and clouds do not, distinguishing snow from clouds.

[Green Spectral Band — Short Wave Infrared Spectral Band]

NDSI =
[Green Spectral Band + Short Wave Infrared Spectral Band|]

)

Glaciers, perennial snowfields, and seasonal snow are all important hydrological components of
the quickly shifting cryospheric landscape. Perennial snowfields, in particular, are the main component
of the cryosphere in GAAR. Remote sensing of these frozen features is important for monitoring their
present conditions, as well as for modeling both past and future changes. Therefore, the purpose of this
research is to quantify changes in perennial snowfield extents, by studying Landsat satellite imagery of
GAAR in the central Brooks Range in Alaska. To quantify snowfield changes, four objectives were
addressed in this study: (1) identify and map perennial snowfield minimum extents by applying
NDSI to Landsat imagery across GAAR during the available period of record (1985-2017); (2) apply
supervised classification to those snowfields to derive time series maps of two sub-classes of perennial
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snowfields, including equilibrium areas (brightly colored areas that indicate snowfields are maintaining
or increasing area) and ablation areas (darker regions that indicate snowfields are shrinking); (3)
quantify perennial snowfield areas, including calculations of total, equilibrium, and ablation areas, and
testing for statistical significance (trends) in area changes; and (4) quantify changes in point elevations
(PEs) of the perennial snowfields. We determined PEs by placing a 2 X 2 km grid across the study area
of GAAR and derived the lowest elevation point in each grid cell for snowfields that were persistent
for at least four years during pre-determined quartile time periods, using a digital elevation model
(DEM). The 2-km? grid was used because it was the finest resolution that could be overlain onto a land
area as vast as GAAR and still be a reasonably efficient computational task for our computing methods.

2. Study Area

This study focuses on perennial snowfields in Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve
(GAAR), which is a United States (US) federally managed land unit in northern Alaska (Figure 1).
GAAR is the northernmost, and second largest, national park in the US, with its entirety lying north of
the Arctic Circle and covering an area of about 34,287 km?. It is located in the central portion of the
Brooks Range Mountains and was chosen as the focus area of this study, rather than the entire Brooks
Range, because, as a national park, it is managed differently than other areas of this mountain range.
In addition, the Brooks Range covers a vast area where the climate varies from region to region [74].
These differences can affect the behavior and persistence of perennial snowfields.

+ Gates of the
Arctic National
Park & Preserve

154%0'0"W

150°0'0"W

68°0'0"N

Figure 1. Study area map of Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve (GAAR) in the central
Brooks Range in Alaska. Top left shows location of GAAR relative to state of Alaska, USA. Bottom
shows a detailed close-up of GAAR, including the 5m Digital Elevation Model (DEM) used in the study.
Also seen are the three localized areas that were evaluated in more detail; including Nanushuk River,
Mount Igikpak, and Kurupa River.

Additionally, three detailed local study areas were used to represent changes in perennial snowfield
extents at scales finer than can effectively be seen across such a large study area as GAAR. The local areas
were chosen based on the most concentrated clusters of perennial snowfields and included the Nanushuk
River, Mount Igikpak, and Kurupa River study areas (Figure 1). The mean elevations of the Nanushuk
River, Mount Igikpak, and Kurupa River study areas are, respectively, 1511, 1271, and 1473 m. Their mean
slope angles are 28°, 29°, and 26°, respectively, and their mean aspects are SE, SW, and S, respectively.
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GAAR was created in 1980 as part of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act
(ANILCA), which has had a major impact on subsistence caribou hunting for rural Native Alaskan
communities. The ability of very remote communities to secure food sources through local hunting
has serious consequences for their socio-economic and cultural sustainability. This includes caribou
hunters in the remote Native Alaskan village of Anaktuvuk Pass, which is located inside of GAAR,
as well as caribou hunters across the North Slope of Alaska. Land management decisions influence
local rural peoples’ ability to hunt, and climate change affects perennial snow and ice, which in turn,
may affect wildlife populations, such as the caribou that these communities depend on for subsistence.
In this way, both changes in perennial snowfields and in land management decisions have an impact
on local people living in this area.

A portion of the eastern boundary of the park is located about 8 km from the Dalton Highway
(Alaska State Highway 11), with the westernmost part of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR)
located about 16 km further east. The Middle Fork of the Koyukuk River is located between GAAR
and the Dalton Highway, with the Trans-Alaska Pipeline running parallel to the Dalton. Anaktuvuk
Pass is located on a Native land withholding inside GAAR (Elevation: 683 m; Coordinates: 68.1433°N,
151.7358°W). Access to the park by non-residents is limited by the terrain and lack of roads. Extreme
inter-seasonal temperature range and low annual precipitation characterize the climate of GAAR.
Up until the 1990s, temperatures could drop as low as —38 °C in the winter, but they could also reach
as high as 22 °C [74] for a short time in summer, due in part to nearly continuous daylight during
the mid-summer. Over the 33-year period of this study, however, the weather stations in and around
GAAR recorded minimum temperatures as low as —30 °C and maximum temperatures as high as
16 °C, with annual mean temperatures around —14 and —5.5 °C, respectively (ncdc.noaa.gov).

GAAR has very few large glaciers remaining [18], especially in comparison to other regions of
Alaska, but has many rivers that are fed by a combination of ground water sources and seasonal and
perennial snow and ice melt. The majority of perennial ice and snow cover in GAAR consists of either
the many small perennial snowfields that are sparsely distributed across mid-to-high elevation valleys
and north-facing aspects of the Brooks Range, or of perennial aufeis. Aufeis is ice that accumulates
during the winter over rivers and lakes, formed by upwelling of water behind ice dams, or by ground
water discharge. The perennial portion of aufeis persists in low lying valleys year round where there is
less exposure to solar radiation.

3. Data Sources and Methods

3.1. Data and Imagery Used

NASA Landsat imagery was accessed and analyzed using Google Earth Engine (GEE),
a cloud-computing-based platform for planetary scale geospatial analysis [75]. GEE integrates a super
computer, satellite and reanalysis data, and a Javascript coding environment. GEE contains the full Landsat
archive, with pixel-scale co-registration of all scenes. The data used are from the Landsat Tier 1 (T1) top of
atmosphere (TOA) reflectance collections for missions 4, 5, 7, and 8, which include a period of study from
1985 through 2017 (Figure 2). GEE’s T1 TOA product is pre-calculated and includes calibration of TOA
reflectance. Calibration coefficients are extracted from the image metadata [76].

Acquisition and dissemination of Landsat data is currently a joint effort between NASA and
the United States Geological Survey (USGS), with the first Landsat satellite being launched in
1972. Replacement satellites have been launched throughout the decades, with each containing new
technology, allowing for additional spectral bands [77]. The evolution of Landsat sensors includes the
Thematic Mapper (TM), the Enhanced Thematic Mapper (ETM+), the Operational Land Imager (OLI),
and the Thermal Infrared Sensor (TIRS) technologies [77]. Some years of Landsat 4 and 5 data were
not of useable quality because there were missing tiles within the study area of GAAR, including all
years before 1985. Multiple spatial scales, spectral bands, and temporal scales of the imagery were
analyzed in this study (Figure 2).



Hydrology 2019, 6, 53 5o0f 24

Also used in this study was a 5-m resolution digital elevation model (DEM). It was important
to obtain an accurate DEM for calculation of point elevations (PEs) and for other topographic
corrections associated with shadowing from mountainous terrain. Our DEM is primarily based
on ArcticDEM, released in 2016 from the University of Minnesota’s Polar Geospatial Center
(pgc.umn.edu/data/arcticdem). In 2017, Candela et al. [78] performed an accuracy study on this
DEM, wherein it was registered to seasonally subsetted ICESat elevations (Ice, Cloud, and Land
Elevation Satellite). The vertical accuracy of ArcticDEM was obtained from the statistics of the fit to
ICESat and averaged —0.01 + 0.07 m. ArcticDEM has very good spatial coverage for GAAR, but is
missing some data. Our DEM is a combination of ArcticDEM and the University of Alaska Fairbanks’
Geographic Information Network of Alaska’s (GINA's) IfSAR (interferometric synthetic aperture radar)
dataset, which was also obtained in 2016, via aircraft mounted radar detection. The IfSAR data were
used to fill in missing data from ArcticDEM. IfSAR has a vertical accuracy of 3 m and a horizontal
accuracy of 12.2 m (ifsar.gina.alaska.edu).

Landsat4
———

Landsat 5 = [ | 1
Landsat 7
Landsat 8
19'85 19'90 19'95 2000 20'05 2010 2615 2020

Years available

Thematic Sensor Technology [l
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Operational Land Imager (OLI) Technology

Landsat 4 @ comm——
Landsat 5 I
Landsat 7 e e —— e -
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Figure 2. Landsat missions years of availability in Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve
(GAAR); satellite payload sensor technologies; spectral bands; pixel spatial scales of each band analyzed
in this study.

3.2. Data Preprocessing

The methods described below are also depicted schematically in the flow chart in Figure 3. Two
primary datasets, containing annual cloud-free mosaics, were generated from: (1) Landsat 4 and 5 (L4/L5),
and (2) Landsat 7 and 8 (L7/L8). Landsat tiles located entirely or partially within GAAR during a 6-week
summer season of interest (1 July to 15 August) were included. This summer season is defined here as the
time of snowfield minimum extent (late summer) when perennial layers are revealed beneath the seasonal
snow cover. The Landsat 4 and 5 (L4/L5) dataset was temporally discontinuous, as some years of data
were missing for the study area, including 1993, 1994, 1996, 1997, 1998, and 2000-2004. The data were first
cloud-masked using a simple and standardized approach to arrive at a cloud score per pixel [79]. In order to
verify that clouds were not actually snow, the cloud score also included a calculation of the NDSI for each
pixel [43]. The cloud-masking algorithm then created a derived image of cloud scores corresponding to each
pixel, to screen out excessively cloudy pixels. We also used the quality band (QA) available for L7/L8 to
exclude pixels designated as “cirrus” or “cloud”.
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DATA ACQU ISITION 1a) Import Landsat (1985-2017) 1b) Construct DEM
IMAGERY PRE- 2a) Cloud masking and mosaicking
PROCESSING
2b) Pan-sharpen L7/L8 to 15m
30m L4/Ls Images (1985-2011)
15 m L7/L8 Images (1999-2017)
IMAGERY MASKING 3a) Mask out surface water using NDW|
3b) Mask out low elevations 3c) Mask out steep terrain
3d) NDSI pre-classification and 25% percentile function to remove
dark shadow pixels
MACHINE LEARNING

4a) Supervised sub-classification of NDSl into Equilibrium and
Ablation areas (70% of random pixels for training)

4b) Error analysis (30% of random pixels for testing)

5) Calculate annual snowfield Total, Equilibrium, and Ablation areas

All of GAAR 3 local study areas

6) Calculate Point Elevations for quartile perennial snowfields using
DEM and 2 km x 2 km grid for L4/Ls and L7/L8

Figure 3. Schematic Flow chart of methodology used in the study. 1a) Pre-processed Landsat data
from missions 4, 5, 7, and 8, for summer (1 July to 15 August) in GAAR were acquired from GEE.
1b) 5 m DEM was constructed from ArcticDEM and IfSAR data. 2a) Landsat imagery was cloud
masked and mosaicked to obtain one imager per summer. 2b) Mosaicked Landsat 7 and 8 datasets
were pan-sharpened to 15 m scale with pan-chromatic band and HSV technique. 3a) Non-snow land
cover types were masked out, including surface water using NDWI, 3b) elevations below 900 m to
eliminate aufeis, and 3c) very steep terrain that cannot hold snow with slope angles over 55 degrees.
3d) Remaining image evaluated using NDSI and 25% darkest pixels (shadows) removed using a
percentile function. 4a) NDSI areas sub-classified into ablation and equilibrium areas using supervised
classification and 4b) error analysis. 5) Snowfield areas calculated annually for total, equilibrium,
and ablation areas, across GAAR and in three local study areas. 6) Lowest Point Elevations (PEs)
calculated using DEM and 2 km? grid for each snowfield area remaining stable for at least four years.

There are striping gaps in Landsat 7 [80-82]. We corrected them using a striping mask by detecting
pixels with reflectance values at or near zero, and mosaicking those pixels with others georeferenced
from the same tile, but imaged during a different pass of the satellite. Our annual mosaic for each
dataset was created by calculating the median TOA reflectance value from all non-cloud-covered pixels
available per summer for each pixel. This technique also mitigated the darkening effects of mountain
shadows and cloud shadows. We pan-sharpened the L7/L8 data with the pan-chromatic 15-m scale
band using the Hue-Saturation-Value (HSV) approach [83,84].

The final preprocessing step was to mask out areas of the images that would never contain snow
in the summer. The two land cover types removed included (1) areas of liquid water and (2) areas with
elevations and slope angles unlikely to retain snow during the summer. Liquid water was determined
using the Normalized Difference Water Index (NDWI) with a threshold value of 0.3, as well by using
the Global Surface Water Recurrence dataset [85].

NDWI < [Green Spectral Band — Near Infrared Spectral Band]

2
[Green Spectral Band + Near Infrared Spectral Band| @
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GEE has a 32-day NDWI composite made from Tier 1 orthorectified scenes, using the computed
TOA reflectance [86]; however, we used our own calculations of NDWI per annual summer mosaic for
the masking process, as our study time period was different than the 32-day composite. For the areas
unlikely to retain summer snow, we included low elevation valleys below the perennial snow line,
as well as extremely steep terrain with slope angles over 55 degrees, which were determined using the
5-m DEM created for GAAR. Aufeis has a similar spectral signature as perennial snowfields, and so,
it was also necessary to mask out aufeis as part of the pre-processing. This was achieved when the low
elevation valleys were removed, since aufeis typically occurs as part of rivers located in the valleys.

3.3. Imagery Analysis

To find the snow that remained stable throughout the entire study period, areas designated as
snow by NDSI were used to calculate a forward gradient (NDSI,-NDSI,, 1) and a reverse gradient
(NDSI,,+1-NDSIy) for each dataset (L4/L5 and L7/L8). These values were used to compute the minimum
gradient between successive images. We calculated NDSI for our specific mosaics used in this study,
rather than using an existing Landsat snow cover product, since our 15-m pan-sharpened L7/L8 data
would have been difficult to compare with existing snow cover data at the 30-m scale, such as the Tier
3 Fractional Snow Cover (FSC) product [87].

A percentile function was applied where the darkest 25% of each pixel in the snowfield was
removed from the bottom 75th percentile (darkest 75% of each pixel). This helped mitigate the effects
of mountain shadows and cloud shadows. Also, since GAAR is so far north, the sun remains high
for most of the day in the summer. The sun’s incident angle is quite small, and shadows have less
influence on the brightness of images here. Areas of perennial snow were derived for quartiles within
the period of record for each of the two datasets, with L4/L5 quartiles consisting of L45_Q1 from 1985
to 1988, L45_Q2 from 1989 to 1992, L45_Q3 from 2005 to 2007, and L45_Q4 from 2008 to 2011. The
L7/L8 quartiles included L78_Q1 from 1999 to 2003, L78_Q2 from 2004 to 2008, L78_Q3 from 2009 to
2013, and L78_Q4 from 2014 to 2017. Due to the temporally discontinuous nature of the L4/L5 data,
1995 and 1999 were excluded from the quartiles. This was the basis for defining “perennial” in our
study. There are few other studies that have attempted to define the minimum age of a snowfield that
could be considered perennial. For those studies that have broached this topic, the minimum number
of years needed to define a snowfield as perennial range from two [8,88] to 20 [89]. For our study,
we considered snowfields as perennial if they persisted year-round for at least four years.

To determine equilibrium and ablation areas of the perennial snowfields, we used supervised
classification on those areas designated as snow by NDSI, which involved the use of training and testing
pixels [67,90]. This sub-classification routine involved two classes: equilibrium areas with high NDSI values,
and ablation areas with low NDSI values. This was done as an additional metric to the overall net changes
in the perennial snowfield extents in order to investigate the effects of seasonal variability, and to quantify
snowfield areas that may have remained stable, but have transitioned from viable snow (equilibrium) to
vulnerable or thinner snow (ablation). Thirty percent of the pixels per class were used for testing and error
assessment, while 70% were used for training. Equilibrium and ablation area training and testing pixels
were randomly derived, using high NDSI values (0.8 to 1.0) and low NDSI (0.4 to 0.5), respectively. These
values were designated using an iterative process, rather than by simply applying a threshold value, to
allow for the machine learning process to expedite the classification of areas with NDSI values between 0.5
and 0.8 and to pinpoint areas misclassified as snow.

Extent changes across GAAR were then calculated for total, equilibrium, and ablation areas annually.
The nonparametric Mann-Kendall statistic for testing of a trend was calculated for the annual changes in the
three localized study areas, for both L4/L5 and L7/L8, and Theil-Sen trend lines were applied. We assessed
the accuracy of the classification procedure by quantifying the errors of commission (EC) and the errors
of omission (EO) associated with classifying the land cover types as Not Snow, Equilibrium Areas, or
Ablation Areas. Accuracy percentage and the kappa index (K) were found in GEE using error algorithms.
K, a common statistic in remote sensing, measures agreement for qualitative (categorical) items and takes
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into account the possibility of the agreement occurring by chance [91-94]. Error matrices were created and
testing pixels were used to generate a confusion matrix for each year, including overall accuracy percentage,
K, EC, and EO (Table 1a,b). Finally, we quantified changes in point elevations (PEs) using a 2-km? grid for
snowfields that were persistent for at least four years (quartiles). PEs of quartile perennial snowfields for
equilibrium and ablation areas in L4/L5 and L7/L8 were derived. Coordinates of the lowest elevations in
each cell for each class were obtained from the DEM.

Table 1. Supervised sub-classification error assessment results.

(a) Supervised sub-classification error assessment results for L4/L5

Landsat 4/5 - 30m Pixel Scale

Not Snow Equilibrium Areas Ablation Areas Overall Kappa

Year EC EO EC EO EC po  Accuracy %) Index
1985 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
1986 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.83 0.95 1.00 96 0.88
1987 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
1988 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
1989 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.50 0.88 1.00 89 0.61
1990 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 100 N/A
1991 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.89 0.97 1.00 98 0.93
1992 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.98 96 N/A

1993-1994 No Data
1995 0.00 0.00 0.80 1.00 1.00 0.97 97 0.87

1996-1998 No Data
1999 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.50 0.86 1.00 86 0.60

2000-2004 No Data
2005 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
2006 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
2007 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.50 0.97 1.00 97 0.65
2008 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
2009 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.50 0.98 1.00 98 0.66
2010 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 100 N/A
2011 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00

(b) Supervised sub-classification error assessment results for L7/L8

Landsat 7/8 - 15m Pixel Scale

Not Snow Equilibrium Areas Ablation Areas Overall Kappa
Year EC EO EC EO EC po  Accuracy %) Index
1999 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.91 91 0.00
2000 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.60 0.93 1.00 94 0.72
2001 0.00 0.00 0.67 1.00 1.00 0.98 99 0.79
2002 0.00 0.00 0.88 0.88 0.86 0.86 87 0.73
2003 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.96 0.95 1.00 98 0.96
2004 0.00 0.00 0.60 1.00 1.00 0.88 90 0.69
2005 0.00 0.00 0.86 1.00 1.00 0.92 95 0.88
2006 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.75 0.94 1.00 95 0.83
2007 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.86 0.86 75 0.14
2008 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
2009 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.91 92 0.00
2010 0.00 0.00 0.80 0.80 0.95 0.95 92 0.75
2011 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.96 0.97 0.98 97 0.95
2012 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.83 0.97 1.00 97 0.89
2013 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.78 0.88 70 0.15
2014 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
2015 0.00 0.00 0.50 1.00 1.00 0.67 75 0.50
2016 0.00 0.00 0.33 1.00 1.00 0.67 71 0.36

2017 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 100 1.00
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4. Results

The overall accuracy assessment of the equilibrium and ablation area sub-classification (Table 1a,b)
indicates relatively high accuracy. Accuracy percentages range from 100% to 70%, although the majority
of 19 years analyzed in the procedure fall within the 100-90% range. Six out of the 19 years, or about
30%, had overall accuracies below 90%. The results of the kappa index (K) analysis were more variable
than overall accuracy, with a majority of K values ranging from 1.00 to 0.60. Six out of the 19 years,
or about 30%, had K values below 0.60, with all of those years being in the L7/L8 dataset. Extent
changes across GAAR were calculated for total, equilibrium, and ablation areas annually. A summary
of these results, comparing the first year of the study period (1985: L4/L5 30-m data) to the last year
(2017: L7/L8 15-m data), including coverage change percentages within each cell of a 1-km? grid for
1985 and 2017 is provided in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Annual summer season (1 July—15 Aug) perennial snowfield areal extent changes from
the beginning of the study time period (1985, derived from the 30 m scale Landsat 4 and 5 imagery)
to the end of the study time period (2017, derived from the 15 m scale Landsat 7 and 8 imagery).
The top panel shows net changes in the total area between 1985 and 2017, including changes in the
sub-classified equilibrium (bright) areas and ablation (dark) areas of the snowfields. The bottom panel
shows changes in percent cover between 1985 and 2017 per 1 km? grid cell across the entire area of
GAAR for equilibrium, ablation, and total areas.

Annual snowfield extent changes across all of GAAR show an overall decrease in snowfield area
of 13 km? between 1985 and 2017, although larger seasonal variations existed within that time period
(Figure 4). While net total area between 1985 and 2017 decreased only slightly, the composition of the
perennial snowfields shifted notably towards more ablation areas and less equilibrium areas. There was
a larger 48 km? decrease in viable equilibrium areas, indicating that the composition of the snowfields
shifted largely towards more ablation areas, which increased by 35 km?. Percentage changes in all
of the coverage maps indicate substantial decreases within the 1-km? grid for equilibrium, ablation,
and total areas across GAAR (Figure 4). Snowfield area extent changes in GAAR can be seen in the
annual summer season (1 July-15 August) perennial snowfield minimum extent areas and in the
Mann-Kendall Theil-Sen trend lines, within the three detailed study areas for Nanushuk River, Mount
Igikpak, and Kurupa River (Figure 5: 30-m L4/L5; Figure 6: 15-m L7/L8).
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Figure 5. Annual summer season (1 July—15 Aug) perennial snowfield minimum extent time series maps derived from the 30 m scale Landsat 4 and 5 imagery (L4/L5),
showing several example years in the three localized study areas of Nanushuk River, Mount Igikpak, and Kurupa River. The maps depict changes in overall snowfield
coverage, as well as changes in equilibrium areas (light blue) and in ablation areas (dark blue). The accompanying graphs show the extent changes in the three study
areas quantitatively, including calculated areas for each summer from observed extent changes, as well as trends in the area changes. The trend lines are derived from

the nonparametric Mann-Kendall Theil Sen’s statistical approach, for total extent changes, as well as for equilibrium and ablation area changes.
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Figure 6. Annual summer season (1 July—15 Aug) perennial snowfield minimum extent time series maps derived from the 15 m scale Landsat 7 and 8 imagery (L7/L8),
showing several example years in the three localized study areas of Nanushuk River, Mount Igikpak, and Kurupa River. The maps depict changes in overall snowfield
coverage, as well as changes in equilibrium areas (light blue) and in ablation areas (dark blue). The accompanying graphs show the extent changes in the three study
areas quantitatively, including calculated areas for each summer from observed extent changes, as well as trends in the area changes. The trend lines are derived from
the nonparametric Mann-Kendall Theil Sen’s statistical approach, for total extent changes, as well as for equilibrium and ablation area changes.
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Both area-trend line graphs, as well as mapped extent changes, are provided as sets of time
series for all three study areas (Figure 5). Example years shown for L4/L5 include 1985, 1995, 2005,
and 2009, with equilibrium areas mapped in light blue and ablation areas in dark blue, overlain onto
the DEM. Most of the trend lines indicate that snowfield extents decreased over the L4/L5 time period,
except in Mount Igikpak, where the equilibrium areas remained relatively constant, while ablation
areas slightly increased, resulting in a slight increase in overall snowfield extent. In the Nanushuk
River area, trends indicate that snow-covered areas here slightly decreased over the summer seasons
within the discontinuous time period of 1985-2011. Calculated areas in Nanushuk River for the L4/L5
data indicate that both equilibrium and ablation areas decreased slightly, resulting in an overall total
area decrease. This is in contrast to the Mount Igikpak study area where snow-covered areas slightly
increased over the summer seasons within L4/L5. Calculated areas in Mount Igikpak indicate that both
equilibrium and ablation areas increased slightly, resulting in an overall total area increase. Like the
Nanushuk River area, the Kurupa River snow-covered areas remained stable or slightly decreased
over this time period. Areas for L4/L5 in Kurupa River indicate that equilibrium areas remained stable,
while ablation areas slightly decreased, resulting in an overall decrease.

L7/L8 is presented in a manner similar to L4/L5 (Figure 6). Example years shown for L7/L8
include 2002, 2007, 2014, and 2016. Most of the trend lines indicate that snowfield extents decreased
over the L7/L8 time period, except in Mount Igikpak, where trends (and snowfield areas) remained
nearly constant. In the Nanushuk River, trends indicate that snow-covered areas decreased over the
summers of 1999-2017 (Figure 6). Calculated areas in Nanushuk River for L7/L8 indicate that both
equilibrium and ablation areas decreased, with a more noticeable decrease in equilibrium and a very
slight decrease in ablation. This resulted in an overall total area decrease for L7/L8 in the Nanushuk
River area. In Mount Igikpak, trends indicate that snow-covered areas essentially remained stable.
The trend in Kurupa River shows that snow-covered areas remained close to stable or very slightly
decreased, including a very slight decrease in ablation areas, while equilibrium areas remained stable.
It is important to note that annual minimum snowfield extent changes across GAAR, as well as in the
three local study areas, may include variability from both seasonal snow pack and perennial snowfields
(Figures 4-6).

Lastly, scatterplots of point elevations (PEs) of perennial snowfields persistent over the four year
quartile periods, including equilibrium and ablation areas, are provided (Figure 7). These include
the first four-year quartile period of L4/L5 (1985-1988) and the last four years of L7/L8 (2014-2017).
When PEs are grouped by latitude, Cluster A includes the Kurupa and Nanushuk rivers, and Cluster
B includes Mount Igikpak. When they are grouped by longitude, Cluster C includes Kurupa River
and Mount Igikpak, and Cluster D represents Nanushuk River. Elevation changes versus latitude
and longitude over time show that the lowest elevations in all clusters of points in the scatterplots
consistently shifted upwards between the 1985-1988 and 20142017 quartiles.
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Figure 7. Observed changes in PEs of perennial snowfields” equilibrium and ablation areas for
snowfields persistent over first four years (top panel) and last four years (bottom panel) of the study
period. PEs were determined by placing a 2 km? grid across GAAR and finding lowest elevation points
in each cell for equilibrium and ablation areas. The top panel shows snowfields persisting from at
least 1985 to 1988 (30 m L4/L5) and the bottom panel shows those persisting from at least 2014 to 2017
(15 m L7/L8). PE changes in latitude are on the left and changes in longitude are on the right. The
encircled clusters of PEs indicate the most concentrated areas of snowfields, which correspond to the
three localized areas. Cluster A is Kurupa and Nanushuk Rivers; B represents Mount Igikpak; C is
Kurupa River and Mount Igikpak; D is Nanushuk River.

5. Discussion

This study quantified changes in perennial snowfield extents in GAAR in the central
Brooks Range of Alaska using the Google Earth Engine (GEE) cloud-computing-based platform.
Mapping snow- and ice-covered areas with GEE [95-99] has a much greater speed, efficiency,
and accuracy than other older remote sensing software packages because GEE consists of a
multi-petabyte analysis-ready data catalog co-located with a high-performance, intrinsically parallel
computation service. It enables users to compute petabytes of data through an internet-accessible
application programming interface (API) without having to navigate the complexities of cloud-based
parallelization [75]. The assessment of our supervised classification routine performed in GEE
indicates good accuracy, with the procedure being slightly more accurate in L4/L5 than in L7/L8
(Table 1a,b). By using GEE, these robust methods for detecting changes in the perennial snowfields
in GAAR are open-source, with publicly available code and transparent methodologies that are
repeatable. Since we performed the bulk of these analyses in GEE, the code and methods are
easily shared and re-usable, as the environment in GAAR continues to change (our L4/L5 GEE
code: https://code.earthengine.google.com/db00680d06e75d0a763aee62a9d6a759; our L7/L8 GEE
code: https://code.earthengine.google.com/e05be7ba8f99505af418021fa715cdc2). The cloud-computing
format also means this code can be run by those with limited computing resources.

5.1. Mapped and Quantified Perennial Snowfield Areas

Perennial snowfields are highly susceptible to climate change [89] and are sensitive indicators of
such change. This is because snowfields are much smaller than glaciers, yet they persist longer than
seasonal snow [66]. They can be quickly altered by shifts in temperature and precipitation patterns at
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both local and regional scales [10]. Perennial snowfields in GAAR may be particularly vulnerable to
these shifts, due to the accelerated rate of climate change in the Arctic [3,4,100,101]. Snowfields are
strongly influenced by many factors, including topography, wind, and exposure to solar radiation.
These factors can change snowfield shape, extent, and distribution [8].

Perennial snowfields are ephemeral and susceptible to changes in weather [66] and climate [102].
It is important to consider changes in perennial snowfield extents in the context of climate, weather,
and topography interactions [12]. These considerations could aid in an overall understanding of
perennial snowfield behavior in response to climate change, including any feedback cycles between
climate and an array of other factors such as size, exposure to sunlight, slope angle, and color or
brightness. When we mapped the perennial snowfields across the extent of GAAR for both the L4/L5
and L7/L8 datasets, we saw the influence of several of these topographic factors, including the effects
of cirque backwall sheltering and limited exposure to sunlight in narrow deep valleys. These features,
typical of alpine terrain, provided shading from summer ablation. As our time series progressed,
however, warming temperatures or lack of snow appeared to become controlling factors in the slow
decrease in overall extents of perennial snowfields in GAAR.

Biologists and subsistence hunters are eager to understand why changes in populations of caribou
herds occur. These changes are most likely the result of multiple environmental and biological factors,
including the locations of concentrated areas of perennial snowfields in regions that caribou herds
frequent [21-26]. The initial NDSI processing (Objective (1)) yielded similar geographical results in
both the L4/L5 and L7/L8 imagery for the two time periods (1985-2011 and 1999-2017) (Figures 4-7).
The two datasets show the perennial snowfields to be similar in terms of spatial coverage and locations
of the most concentrated clusters. The majority of the snowfields are located in extremely mountainous
areas in the Northeast (NE), Southwest (SW), and Northwest (NW) corners of GAAR. This is why these
locations were chosen for more detailed inspection as the localized areas of Nanushuk River (NE),
Mount Igikpak (SW), and Kurupa River (NW) (Figure 1).

The Nanushuk River valley runs down the middle of the study area and Northwest-facing
snowfields to both the East and West of the valley appear to lose equilibrium areas. This is especially
true for the more rounded snowfields to the East. A similar glacier and perennial snowfield mapping
project in 1998 in Glacier National Park also used visual comparison of co-registered satellite images
to assess variations in firn lines, annual boundaries between ice and snow facies, and changes in
the shape of glaciers and snowfields [66]. Like that study, the results of this research, including
information regarding extent and shape changes of the snowfields, can be determined by investigating
the individual clusters of perennial snowfields that are seen in more detail in the three local study
areas. The time series maps summarize annual behavior and changes in extents for equilibrium and
ablation areas (Figures 5 and 6). In Nanushuk River, there may be some seasonal variations mixed in
with perennial areas; ablation areas vary greatly and equilibrium areas decrease.

For the Mount Igikpak study area (Figure 5), the time series also indicates some seasonal variations
of snow cover remaining throughout the summer, mixed in with the perennial areas. The seasonality
of the ablation areas is very apparent in Mount Igikpak, indicating that some of the areas classified as
perennially ablating coverage could be short-term persistent seasonal snow cover. There is a dramatic
decrease in equilibrium areas in Mount Igikpak for the L4/L5 data (Figure 5), moving across the
example years from 1985 to 2009. The Kurupa River area encompasses a much larger area than what is
seen in Nanushuk River and Mount Igikpak. Overall, total snowfield extents decreased in Kurupa
River, as was the case in Nanushuk. This can be seen in the time series for Kurupa River for the L4/L5
data, with practically zero coverage of equilibrium areas by the end of 2009.

The results of this study also have implications for archeologists working in these areas to find
artifacts [28-30], as they may not find well-preserved specimens if in fact the snowfields are only
persistent for several years at a time. The equilibrium areas were almost completely gone by the
latter part of this time series, leaving mostly darker-colored ablation areas (Figure 5). This may mean
that there were longer-term perennial areas in the 1980s, but that they completely disappeared by
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the 2000s, leaving snowfields that persisted somewhat randomly for only a summer or two. In the
Nanushuk River study area (Figure 6), the time series indicates a substantial amount of equilibrium
areas, which steadily decreased throughout the years, along with decreases in the ablation area extents.
The Nanushuk River snowfields in 2016 show some small amounts of coverage of equilibrium areas,
but the graphical results indicate almost zero coverage by 2017.

In a 1998 study in Glacier National Park by Allen, potential effects of cirque backwall sheltering
of perennial snow and ice were found to provide shading from summer ablation [66] and therefore
create an ideal topography. Despite this, warming temperatures (or lack of snow) appear to have
eventually won out over the influences of the cirque basin in the Mount Igikpak study area. For Mount
Igikpak (Figure 6), areal extents of the snowfields appear to remain annually steady across the L7/L8
time period, which can also be seen in the area calculations. There appears to have been a substantial
decrease in 2010 (not shown), followed by a rebound in the latter years of this time series. This may
also be an indication of high levels of seasonality in Mount Igikpak for L7/L8. In the earlier images of
the L4/L5 Mount Igikpak time series, there is a substantial ablation area in a Northeastern cirque basin;
however, by the end of the L4/L5, and throughout the L7/L8, this ablating snowfield all but disappears.

Some of our results also indicate that perhaps the Northwest corner of GAAR is changing more
rapidly than other areas of the park. There may be a more influential and warmer climate here,
as a result of documented changes in climate on Alaska’s North Slope and from changes in Arctic
Ocean cycles [103,104]. In the Kurupa River area in the Northwest (our largest study area) there is
substantially less areal coverage of total snowfield extent for the L7/L8 data than what was seen in the
L4/L5 data (Figure 6). A quantitative correlation is not feasible between the datasets in Kurupa River,
since results of the classification process are from two disparate spatial scales. However, it appears that
snowfield extents substantially decreased from 1985 to 2017 in this study area, taking into account both
datasets at their differing resolutions.

There are an array of stakeholders and scientists, including hydrologists, geologists, biologists,
and archaeologists, who need to understand the behavior of perennial snowfields and how they
are changing because of climate warming [1]. Wildlife biologists are investigating how perennial
snowfields provide important habit to all sorts of different species [16]. Perennial snowfields provide
a source of water for downslope vegetation, including lichen in the Brooks Range [13], which is
primary forage for caribou [24-26]. Upon comparison of overall snowfield extent changes during
the study period in GAAR, there was only a small total decrease in snowfield area between 1985
and 2017. However, there was a much larger decrease in the viable equilibrium areas, indicating
that the composition of the snowfields shifted notably towards more ablation areas, which increased
substantially (Figure 4). The overall percentage change in coverage also showed substantial decreases
for equilibrium, ablation, and total areas (Figure 4). Both hydrologists and ecologists use quantifiable
results from cryospheric research such as this in order to plan for ecological shifts, for changes in water
supplies for northern communities, and for climate change adaptation [105,106].

Calculating gross snowfield extent changes for the entire park may be a useful approach for
multiple natural science disciplines. However, utilizing our local detailed study areas to inspect extent
changes and test for significance in those area changes could be the ideal method for other types of
scientists and stakeholders. For example, archeologists and paleo-ecologists around the world are
looking for cultural artifacts and paleo-ecological specimens that have remained well preserved in
snow and ice for centuries or millennia [32]. Once snow and ice melt, it is critical for these scientists
to retrieve such items before exposure to the elements starts to degrade artifacts [31,33]. Knowing
where perennial snowfield perimeters have most recently changed at a relatively finer scale, through
quantitative analyses, could help them target areas of priority for their cultural resource surveys. These
types of quantifiable changes in snowfields, measured annually, could give archaeologists important
information about the places they look for artifacts.
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5.2. Trends in Perennial Snowfield Area Changes

It is important to note that when supervised classification was applied to annual extent changes
in the snowfields, there was a probability that some of these areas were actually part of the seasonal
snowpack and not necessarily perennial. Even within the designated summer season of 1 July—15 August
in the Brooks Range, seasonal snowfall is possible, as well as non-typical late melt or early season
re-accumulation of snow cover [74]. Keeping in mind this mixing of seasonal and perennial snow
coverage signals in the annual data, Sen trend lines were calculated and applied to the results, which
summarize summer snow coverage in the localized study areas. Objective (3) was to quantify perennial
snowfield areas, as measured from the time series maps, and to test for statistical significance in area
changes using a Mann-Kendall Theil-Sen nonparametric technique. In the Nanushuk River area, there
is an overall decrease in total snowfield extents, with both equilibrium and ablation areas decreasing
(Figure 5). In the Mount Igikpak study area, there was an overall slight increase in total snowfield extent
for L4/L5. The equilibrium areas remained nearly constant; therefore, the increase in this study area is
attributed completely to the increase in ablation areas. For the Kurupa River study area (Figure 5),
overall total snowfield extents decreased, as was the case in Nanushuk River. Kurupa River, a much
larger study area than the other two, had equilibrium areas that nearly disappeared by 2011.

The L7/L8 analysis for the Nanushuk River study area indicated an overall slight decrease in total
snowfield extent from 1999 to 2017 (Figure 6). Equilibrium areas decreased to nearly zero by 2017,
with a very slight decrease (or nearly constant coverage) in ablation areas. In Mount Igikpak (Figure 6),
areas of perennial snowfields remained steady across the L7/L8 time period. There appears to have
been a substantial decrease in 2010, followed by a rebound in the latter years of the time series. This
may also be an indication of high levels of seasonality in Mount Igikpak, and perhaps 2010 represents
the actual perennial coverage. For L7/L8, there is substantially less coverage by snowfields in Kurupa
River (Figure 6) than was seen in the L4/L5 data. This could mean that the snowfield extents were
gaining each winter season, but only in short-term coverage, around the perimeters of the snowfields.
While the perennial snowfields were growing, the total growth could be attributed to ephemeral areas
that were also ablating.

Inspecting snowfield changes is also important for permafrost research. Perennial snowfields
provide insulation for permafrost-dominated landscapes [15] in many regions of the Arctic cryosphere.
As permafrost thaws and permanently frozen land becomes unfrozen for the first time in human
history [107,108], a quantitative understanding of how snowfield retreat in high latitude and high
elevation regions is contributing to the loss of permafrost could be critical to monitoring such changes.
Trends in perennial snowfield coverage could have implications for permafrost in GAAR. For both
L4/L5 and L7/L8 in the Nanushuk area, snowfield coverage continued to slowly decrease over the
entire 1985-2017 time period. This could signal an eventual thaw for permafrost in this part of GAAR,
as the snowfields slowly lose their ability to insulate permafrost from the summer heat [109,110].
The permafrost in the Mount Igikpak area might have been less vulnerable during the study period,
as snowfield coverage remained relatively stable in both L4/L5 and L7/L8, providing consistent
insulation [111,112]. Permafrost may have changed most recently in the Kurupa River area, as the
perennial snowfield coverage increased in L4/L5, but then decreased in L7/L8.

The more recent and finer-scale data show larger decreases in extents with very little re-growth
of the snowfields for both the annual and quartile results. It is possible that these more substantial
decreases in snowfield extents are an outcome of a warming Arctic [4], as the L7/L8 data represents
latter years in the study area of GAAR. However, it is also important to mention that the disparate
scales may be contributing to the differences in trends between the older 30-m and newer 15-m data.
This is a very important potential error, and in some cases might impact the sign of the trend. The 15-m
data may be a more accurate representation of the behavior of the snowfields, as these bodies of snow
and ice are quite ephemeral and vulnerable to small changes due to their smaller sizes [89]. If scaling
issues are the controlling factor in the results [113-115], the 15-m data would likely do a better job of
representing changes.
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5.3. Perennial Snowfield PE Changes

Deriving changes in elevations for both perennial snowfields and glaciers has been shown to be
one of several effective ways for monitoring responses to climate change [116]. There are a variety
of ways to measure these elevation changes for snowfields and glaciers, including the equilibrium
line altitude (ELA) approach, as well as by tracking changes in the elevation of specific points.
An increase in measured elevation over time generally indicates a reduction in area of the snowfield or
glacier [40,59,60,66,117]. This is another important indicator of the impacts of a changing climate on
the cryosphere. Elevation changes could affect the nature of the relationship that caribou and other
wildlife have to these frozen features as habitable ecosystems [21,22]. This may include the ability
of wildlife to physically access the terrain where snowfields remain steady throughout the summer
seasons [25]. Therefore, the final objective of this study, Objective (4), is to quantify changes in point
elevations (PEs) of the perennial snowfields.

The ELA approach is a classic method for tracking elevation changes of glaciers and
snowfields [39,41,89]. This technique involves measuring the elevation at which mass balance
is equal—where accumulation of snow is exactly balanced by ablation over a period of a year [118].
The ELA technique can be used on individual glaciers and snowfields, or it can be applied to many
bodies of snow and ice to calculate changes across a broad landscape. Because GAAR is so large and
contains many small perennial snowfields with geometries that change rapidly from year to year, using
the ELA technique within the GEE environment proved cumbersome. Therefore, we used another
method for measuring changes in elevation that could be applied uniformly across the study area. Our
method involved deriving point elevations (PEs) within a grid for equilibrium and ablation areas of
the snowfields.

We determined PEs by placing a 2-km? grid across the study area of GAAR and deriving the
lowest elevation point in each grid cell for snowfields that were persistent for at least four years during
pre-determined quartile time periods, using the 5-m digital elevation model (DEM). Two-km? grid cells
were used in our study because this was the finest resolution that could be overlain onto a study area as
large as GAAR and still be a time efficient computational task for the cloud-computing abilities of GEE.
Few other studies have employed the exact method that we used, possibly because cloud computing is
a newer approach to studying perennial snow and ice. However, several other glacier studies have
used the approach of measuring elevation changes with discrete points both in the field [119,120],
as well as with satellite and aerial photography [121-123].

Example scatterplots of PEs of perennial snowfields persistent over the four year quartile periods,
including equilibrium and ablation areas, are provided in Figure 7. These include the first four-year
period of L4/L5 (1985-1988) and the last four years of L7/L8 (2014-2017). Elevation changes versus
latitude/longitude over time are shown. The various encircled clusters of PEs indicate the most
concentrated areas of perennial snowfields, which correspond to the three localized study areas. While
this method of clustering is somewhat up to interpretation, it appears that the lowest elevations in all
clusters consistently shifted upwards between the 1985-1988 and 2014-2017 quartiles. Clusters A, B, C,
and D shifted upwards about 100, 125, 150, and 50 m, respectively. Trends of upward movements in
elevation indicate that the perennial snowfields are shrinking, as the highest elevations of masses of
snow and ice last the longest. This could be the result of an observed increase in annual air temperatures
in the Arctic, with higher rates of increase seen at higher Arctic latitudes [3,4,100,101].

6. Conclusions

The purpose of this research was to quantify changes in perennial snowfield extents in GAAR
through four objectives: (1) identifying and mapping perennial snowfield minimum extents using NDSI
and Landsat imagery; (2) using supervised classification to find two sub-classes of perennial snowfields,
including equilibrium and ablation areas; (3) calculating perennial snowfield areas and testing for
statistical significance in the changing trends; and (4) finding changes in PEs of the snowfields. The
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accuracy assessment of the equilibrium and ablation area sub-classification procedure indicated good
accuracy, with slightly more accuracy in L4/L5 than in L7/L8.

By deriving time series maps using NDSI (Objective (1)) and supervised classification (Objective (2)),
we were able to calculate changes in the total, equilibrium, and ablation areas of the snowfields. For the
study period of 1985-2017, we found that the perennial snowfields in GAAR Verify tense change,
though most of the notable changes in extent were in the latter half of the study period. Changes in
viable equilibrium areas, or bright areas, of the perennial snowfields are shrinking much faster than
total areas, and dark ablation areas are growing. Ablation areas are the most likely to melt out first,
as they absorb more solar radiation. Some of these changes are the result of seasonal, inter-annual,
and annual variability.

We used a Mann-Kendall Theil-Sen nonparametric statistical approach to determine the trends in
extent changes of the perennial snowfields in GAAR (Objective (3)). In the Nanushuk River local study
area, there was an overall decrease in total snowfield extents, with ablation areas decreasing slightly,
and equilibrium areas decreasing to nearly zero by 2017. In the Mount Igikpak area, there was an
overall slight increase in total snowfield extent for the L4/L5 time period, while areas remained steady
during the L7/L8 period, which may be an indication of high seasonality in Mount Igikpak. In the
Kurupa River area—a much larger study area than the other two—total snowfield extents decreased,
with equilibrium areas nearly disappearing by 2011. For the L7/L8 time period in Kurupa River, there
was substantially less coverage by snowfields than the earlier L4/L5 period.

By evaluating changes in the point elevations (PEs) of the perennial snowfields that remained
stable for at least four years (Objective (4)), we were able to characterize changes in elevations of
the perennial snowfields. By inspecting changes in elevation versus longitude, as well as changes in
elevation versus latitude, we found that the snowfields occur at higher and higher elevations over
time. Increases in PE are an additional indicator that shows that the GAAR perennial snowfields
are slowly decreasing in areal extent. Further research is needed to investigate changes in perennial
snowfield extent in the central Brooks Range, including the classification and evaluation of different
types of satellite imagery. Since changes in snowfields are of significance to multiple stakeholders,
including scientists and subsistence hunters, it is plausible that the code generated in this study could
be used again in the future to continue to track changes in snowfields, yielding meaningful results for
those interested in changes in GAAR. The cloud-computing format also means this code can be run by
those with limited computing resources, perhaps in rural areas of Alaska. Using an interdisciplinary
approach, we believe that a detailed understanding of changes in perennial snowfields will continue
to evolve.
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