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Abstract: Surface runoff from the Greenland ice sheet (GrIS) has dominated recent ice mass loss and
is having significant impacts on sea-level rise under global warming. Here, we used two modified
degree-day (DD) methods to estimate the runoff of the GrIS during 1950–2200 under the extensions
of historical, RCP 4.5, and RCP 8.5 scenarios. Near-surface air temperature and snowfall were
obtained from five Earth System Models. We applied new degree-day factors to best match the
results of the surface energy and mass balance model, SEMIC, over the whole GrIS in a 21st century
simulation. The relative misfits between tuned DD methods and SEMIC during 2050–2089 were 3%
(RCP4.5) and 12% (RCP8.5), much smaller than the 30% difference between untuned DD methods and
SEMIC. Equilibrium line altitude evolution, runoff-elevation feedback, and ice mask evolution were
considered in the future simulations to 2200. The ensemble mean cumulative runoff increasing over
the GrIS was equivalent to sea-level rises of 6± 2 cm (RCP4.5) and 9± 3 cm (RCP8.5) by 2100 relative
to the period 1950–2005, and 13 ± 4 cm (RCP4.5) and 40 ± 5 cm (RCP8.5) by 2200. Runoff-elevation
feedback produced runoff increases of 5 ± 2% (RCP4.5) and 6 ± 2% (RCP8.5) by 2100, and 12 ± 4%
(RCP4.5) and 15 ± 5% (RCP8.5) by 2200. Two sensitivity experiments showed that increases of 150%
or 200%, relative to the annual mean amount of snowfall in 2080–2100, in the post-2100 period would
lead to 10% or 20% more runoff under RCP4.5 and 5% or 10% under RCP8.5 because faster ice margin
retreat and ice sheet loss under RCP8.5 dominate snowfall increases and ice elevation feedbacks.

Keywords: Greenland ice sheet; runoff; sea-level; degree-day method; runoff-elevation feedback

1. Introduction

The Greenland ice sheet (GrIS) is regarded as one of the “tipping point elements”
that are very sensitive to global climate warming [1]. It is losing mass at a substantial and
accelerating rate, raising the global mean sea-level by ~0.47 ± 0.23 mm yr−1 over the last
few decades [2]. Surface runoff has contributed to roughly 60% of GrIS total mass loss
since the end of the 1990s [2], with a tendency towards increased surface meltwater runoff
since 2005 [3,4]. In the next few centuries, the dominant contribution to mass balance is
expected to be from increased surface runoff [5]. Fürst et al. [6] showed that surface runoff
will dominate mass loss by ice sheet dynamics until at least the year 2300. Projecting the
differences in surface runoff is therefore a key issue for potential future climate warming.

GrIS surface runoff can be estimated by physical or empirical approaches. Physical
models incorporate a surface energy balance (SEB) model forced at the lateral boundaries
by reanalysis data or by Earth System Model (ESM) outputs, while empirical methods seek
statistical relationships between melt and the indices of meteorological variability, e.g.,
temperature or radiation. Physical SEB models have been widely used for ice mass balance
modeling on daily timescales concurrent with the development of ESM and reanalysis
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data. However, the scarcity of high time-resolution data and the absence of many required
forcing fields (including long and short wave, direct and diffuse irradiation, humidity,
and wind speed) often limit their implementation in long-term simulations of ice sheet
evolution. In contrast, empirical methods require fewer and lower resolution climate
data. The degree-day (DD) method, linking the temperature and melting rate through the
degree-day factor (DDF), has been widely used to simulate ice melt both in paleo and in
future climate scenarios [7,8].

Numerous articles on empirical DD methods have been published in recent years. The
DD method can be used for both small mountain glaciers [9,10] and ice sheets [11,12]. The
original DD model was based only on the relationship between ice melt and near-surface air
temperature and did not consider melt caused directly by insolation [13]. DD models that
do account for incoming short-wave radiation, e.g., Vincent and Six [14], have found that
the spatial pattern of melt is largely maintained by potential solar radiation, with temporal
variation mainly attributable to surface air temperatures. Gabbi et al. [15] used a DD model
with radiation and surface albedo parameterization to estimate glacier response over a
long-term historical period and found it agreed well with observations, indicating that the
DD model was suitable for long-term glacier modelling compared with more sophisticated
energy mass balance models. Wilton et al. [7] used reanalysis climate forcing to reconstruct
GrIS SMB from 1870 to 2012 at high spatial resolution (1 km × 1 km) with a DD model and
produced 25% more runoff compared with earlier results from a relatively coarse spatial
resolution (5 km × 5 km) DD model, indicating the significance of topography.

Krapp et al. [16] developed and verified a surface energy and mass balance model,
SEMIC, for Greenland. SEMIC has an intermediate complexity that aims to balance physical
parameterizations and computational costs in comparison with more sophisticated regional
climate models such as RACMO [17] and MAR [18]. Moore et al. [19] noted that the
runoff using SEMIC is quite consistent with the state-of-the-art regional surface mass
balance model, MAR [18], when driven by ERA-Interim [20] with 1/2◦ spatial and 6-hourly
resolutions from 1979 to 2004; while, in contrast, the DD method underestimated the
runoff. Many DD model simulations over the GrIS have applied a spatially constant
degree-day factor (DDF) across the whole GrIS (e.g., Wilton et al. [7]; Plach et al. [21]; Peano
et al. [22]). However, over Greenland, measured DDFs vary greatly and are estimated
from 5.9–12 mm ◦C−1 d−1 at elevations lower than 1000 m a.s.l.; additionally, a value of
more than 20 mm ◦C−1 d−1 was estimated from an energy balance model [23,24] for the
southwest of the ice sheet. In consequence, a single representative DDF may create large
errors in modeled Greenland surface runoff. In this paper, we aimed to estimate the future
GrIS runoff evolution with different sets of DDFs in two DD methods. The observations of
DDFs are spatially sparse and are unlikely to be representative for the whole GrIS, therefore
we used SEMIC to tune the DDFs. Relatively few studies have looked at ice sheet runoff
beyond 2100 [25–29], in part due to the lack of climate forcing data. However, longer
periods (multi-century to millennial) are worth exploring because the ice sheet response
will continue for many centuries after greenhouse gas emission are stabilized [30,31] due
to the slow adjustment of the ice sheet to climate change [32].

Here, we quantitatively estimate GrIS surface melted-runoff under extended RCP4.5
and RCP8.5 scenarios [32–35] and the projections from five ESMs. Under long-term climate
warming scenarios, the ice at margins will thin significantly and the ice sheet outline will
change, thus, we also explore the effect of ice area evolution and only runoff-induced
runoff-elevation feedback (not including the dynamic ice flow change) on modeled runoff
in long-term future simulations. For the future RCP simulations, we did not consider the
impact of ice dynamics on ice sheet mass balance because atmospheric forcing becomes
increasingly important to GrIS mass balance with increased temperatures. Ice dynamics
is predicted to account for 30% of mass loss in 2050 and drop to less than 20% by 2200
under RCP8.5 scenario [25] because calving becomes less important as outlets retreat inland.
We also focus on how to improve the performance of degree-day methods applied over
Greenland, including providing the new DDFs there. Applying a more sophisticated
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ice sheet dynamic model would significantly improve the modeled results, however, we
highlight that our parameterizations still improve the results compared with other classic
DD methods.

The DD models and the simulations performed in this study are described in Section 2
and evaluated in Section 3; we ran the 21st century runoff simulations over the GrIS
and compared it with the results of SEMIC. In Section 4, we present runoff projections
under post-2100 RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 scenarios. Finally, this study concludes after a short
discussion. A flow chart of this study is shown in Figure 1.
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2. Methods

We used both SEMIC and DD models to estimate GrIS surface runoff in the historical
period 1950–2005 and the period 2006–2100 under the RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 scenarios. We
took SEMIC results as the reference and tuned DD models results (Section 2.3) to match
SEMIC results for 1950–2005. We validated the tuned DD models in the period 2006–2100.
Finally, we used the tuned DD models to project GrIS runoff from 2101 to 2200 under
extension scenarios for RCP4.5 and RCP8.5. The evolution of equilibrium line altitude
(ELA), the ice sheet area, and runoff-elevation feedback were considered in the simulations.

2.1. Climate Forcing to 2200

We used five Coupled Model Intercomparison Project Phase 5 (CMIP5) ESM (Table 1)
outputs as climate forcing for the period 1950–2005 under the historical scenario, for
the period 2006–2100 under RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 scenarios, and for the period 2101–2200
under RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 extension scenarios [32–35]. RCP4.5 is a mid-range scenario
corresponding to a linear increase in radiative forcing towards 4.5 Wm−2 by 2080 and
stabilizing by 2100 [36]; this scenario is very policy relevant as it approximates to the
Nationally Determined Contributions commitments (NDCs) made by signatories of the
Paris climate agreement [37]. RCP8.5 is a high-range scenario with a high radiative forcing
level of 8.5 Wm−2 for 2100 [35].

Table 1. Earth System Models in CMIP5 used in this study.

Earth System Model Resolution Ensemble Reference

BNU-ESM 2.8◦ × 2.8◦ 1 [38]
CanESM2 2.8◦ × 2.8◦ 2 [39]

HadGEM2-ES 1.25◦ × 1.25◦ 3 [40]
MIROC-ESM 2.8◦ × 2.8◦ 1 [41]

MIROC-ESM-CHEM 2.8◦ × 2.8◦ 3 [41]
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2.1.1. Prior to 2100

For simulations in the period 1950–2100, the five ESMs (Table 1) outputted the daily
mean values of short-wave (SW) and long-wave (LW) radiation downward, near-surface
air temperature, surface wind speed, near-surface specific humidity, and snowfall and
rainfall available under historical, RCP4.5, and RCP8.5 scenarios.

All five ESMs’ surface temperatures were statistically downscaled to 0.5◦ × 0.5◦

grids using a temperature lapse rate of 0.71 ◦C (100 m)−1, which was derived from auto-
matic weather station (AWS) measurements [42]. Incoming SW and LW radiation, surface
wind speed, near-surface specific humidity, surface pressure, and snowfall and rainfall
were bi-linearly interpolated into the same 0.5◦ × 0.5◦ grid. Secondly, we bias-corrected
the downscaled daily data with Inter-Sectoral Impact Model Intercomparison Projection
(ISI-MIP; [43]) methods and used the 0.5◦ × 0.5◦ ERA-Interim [20] for 1979–2005 as the
observation-based reference climate. ERA-Interim has been satisfactorily used in GrIS sim-
ulations and has shown a good agreement with observations [20,44]. Finally, we bi-linearly
interpolate all climate fields to 0.1◦ × 0.1◦ to better follow the ice margin.

We compared downscaled and bias-corrected near-surface air temperature output
from the ESMs with the observations from 5 automatic weather station (AWS) sites (Figure
S2 and Table S1) from the Greenland Climate Network [42] during 1996–2005. The modeled
temperatures agreed well with observations during the spring and autumn but had larger
differences in the winter (Figure S3). The runoff from ice melt mainly occurs in the summer
and Figure S4 shows that JJA temperatures from ESMs exhibited a similar distribution as
the observations, although the highest temperatures were lower than those from the AWSs.

Modeled annual near-surface air temperatures during 1950–2100 for the GrIS are
shown in Figure 2a. The modeled temperatures showed no significant trend before 1990
but increased thereafter. The bias-corrected ensemble mean temperature by the year 2100
under RCP4.5 was 4.4 ◦C higher than during the period 1950–2005, and 9.9 ◦C higher
under RCP8.5 (Figure 2a). Temperatures from the ERA-Interim dataset were temporally
and spatially well correlated with bias-corrected modeled temperatures from the ESMs
(Figure 2b).

2.1.2. Post-2100

For the simulations from 2100 to 2200, we used the post-2100 extension scenarios of
RCP4.5 ([32–34] with constant concentrations after 2150 and a smooth transition between
2100 and 2150 (Figure 3a) and RCP8.5 ([35] with constant emissions after 2100 and constant
concentrations after 2250 with a smooth transition of emissions between 2150 and 2250
(Figure 3a). DD models are driven by near-surface air temperature. We found a significant
linear relationship between global annual mean radiative forcing (F) and near-surface
annual mean air temperature averaged over the GrIS, TF under both RCP4.5 (R = 0.98;
p < 0.01) and RCP8.5 (R = 0.99; p < 0.01) during 1950–2100 (Figure 3b,c; Equation (1)).

TF(t) =
{

1.33·F(t)− 22.6 |RCP4.5
1.07·F(t)− 22.3 |RCP8.5

(1)

We assumed that Equation (1) holds from 2101 to 2200. After the year 2100, TF is
constant under the RCP4.5 scenario, but increases under the RCP8.5 scenario until the year
2200 with a warming of 4.0 ◦C relative to 2100 (Figure 3d).
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Figure 3. (a) Annual global radiative forcing under RCP4.5 (red) and RCP8.5 (blue) scenarios. (b,c) GrIS near-surface air
temperature as a function of global radiative forcing under RCP4.5 (b) and RCP8.5 (c) from 1950 to 2100. (d) Decadal GrIS
temperature change calculated by 5 downscaled ESMs (1950–2100; Table 1) and global radiative forcing (2101–2200) under
historical (red, 1950–2005), RCP4.5 (red, 2006–2200), and RCP8.5 (blue, 2006–2200) scenarios.
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To obtain a daily near-surface air temperature time series at each grid point over the
GrIS, Tgrid (t) after 2100, we took 2080–2100 as the baseline for post-2100. We assumed
that the post-2100 temperature anomaly relative to the mean temperature for 2080–2100 at
each grid point is proportional to the average temperature anomaly over the whole GrIS,
and the weight of temperature anomaly at each point is the same as for the 20th century,
which is calculated by comparing mean temperatures between 2000–2020 and 2080–2100
for simplicity. Tgrid (t) is calculated by Equation (2) as follows:

T j
grid(t)− T j

2080−2100, grid

TF(t)− T2080−2100
=

T j
2080−2100,grid − T j

2000−2020,grid

T2080−2100 − T2000−2020
, j = 1, 2, . . . , 365 (2)

or its equivalent form

T j
grid(t) = T j

2080−2100,grid +
(

T j
2080−2100,grid − T j

2000−2020,grid

) (
TF(t)− T2080−2100

)
T2080−2100 − T2000−2020

, j = 1, 2, . . . , 365. (3)

where j represents the day in a year, t represents the year from 2101 to 2200, T j
2080−2100,grid

and T j
2000−2020,grid are the 21-year average (2080–2100 and 2000–2020) of daily temperature

for the same day at each grid point, T2080−2100, T2000−2020, and TF(t) are annual mean air
temperature for the periods 2080–2100, 2000–2020, and the year t = 2101, . . . , 2200 averaged
over all grids points.

2.2. Surface Energy and Mass Balance Model SEMIC

The surface energy and mass balance model SEMIC [16] is efficient in calculating
the main surface processes involved in SMB and runoff and has been successfully used
to project the GrIS [16,19,45] and small ice cap [46] SMB in the 21th century. The energy
balance equation is described as:

ce f f
dTs

dt
= (1− α )·SW ↓ +LW ↓ −LW ↑ −HS − HL −QM/R (4)

where Ceff denotes the effective heat capacity of the snow; α is the surface albedo, that is
the average of snow albedo and the background albedo. We considered four methods for
calculating snow albedo and two for the background albedos, making 8 parameterizations
in all [19]. Surface albedo is mainly affected by the snow thickness, ranging from >5 m
with a fresh snow albedo of 0.79 to <2.8 cm when applying the bare ice albedo of 0.41. The
impacts of changing dust and black carbon sources are not considered here. The SW↓ and
LW↓ are incoming short- and long-wave radiation at the surface. The upwelling long-wave
radiation LW↑ is described by the Stefan–Boltzmann law. The HL and HS are surface latent
and sensible hear flux, respectively, which are estimated by the respective bulk approach.
The residual heat flux QM/R is calculated from ice melting and freezing. The runoff (RF) in
SEMIC is considered as surface melting (Melt) plus liquid precipitation (Rainfall) minus
refrozen water from rainfall (Rrain), as shown in Equation (5).

RF = Melt + Rain f all − Rrain (5)

We used the same values for all free parameters in SEMIC as in Krapp et al. [16], which
performed parameter optimization over the GrIS in comparison to the more sophisticated
region climate model, MAR (Modèle Atmosphérique Régional, version 2).

2.3. Degree-Day (DD) Models

Two DD methods were used to calculate GrIS runoff over 1950–2200. The modeled
GrIS runoff originates from ablation, which is equal to degree-day factor (DDF) multiplied
by accumulated positive daily temperatures or degree-day, dd:

RF = DDFice, snow·dd, (6)
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where DDFice,snow is the DDF for ice if surface elevation is below the equilibrium line
altitude (ELA), and for snow if above. The DDF calculation is based on SEMIC and
considers rain and refreezing processes. The rainfall impacts on runoff are incorporated in
the DDF, and we assumed the same processes in the projections of the future.

We calculated dd with 2 methods.

2.3.1. Method 1

Accumulated positive degree-day is provided by:

dd = Σ(T − T0) (7)

where T is positive near-surface daily air temperature, T0 is a temperature threshold. The
classical method takes T0 = 0 ◦C. Van den Broeke et al. [24] found that setting T0 to the
melting point significantly underestimates the ice melt due to the diurnal cycle, i.e., if one
day’s mean temperature is marginally less than 0 ◦C, melt would still occur in the warm
part of the day. They found a smaller T0 (−5 ◦C) could account for this. Therefore, we took
T0 = −5 ◦C in Method 1.

2.3.2. Method 2

Huybrechts and de Wolde [28] improved the DD method by parameterizing surface
temperature (T) as a function of latitude, surface elevation, and time of year, so that:

dd = 0.4·σ·exp

(
−1.58

∣∣∣∣Tσ
∣∣∣∣1.372

)
+ max

(
0,

T
σ

)
(8)

where σ is a quantity designed to account for the spread of temperatures about the mean
caused by random weather fluctuations and the daily diurnal cycle. We took σ as 4.2 ◦C,
the value successfully tested against observations by Rignot et al. [47] and Reeh et al. [48].

2.3.3. Tuning Degree-Day Factors

One shortcoming of the DD method is that it does not explicitly account for insolation
changes over the ice surface, which represents an important component of ice melt. Hence,
the DDF value is crucial to the accuracy of the modeled runoff. The common values [49]
used, DDF of 2.7 mm ◦C−1 day−1 for snow and 7.2 mm ◦C−1 day−1 for ice, lead to
underestimated runoff, while the SEMIC outputs are quite consistent with the best available
estimates during a historical period [19].

Assuming that the SEMIC results in 1950–2005 are accurate, we used the modeled
runoff by SEMIC and calculated DD from Method 1 and Method 2 to tune our DDF over
the main runoff region (>50 mm yr−1, modeled by SEMIC) based on Equation (6). The
results indicated that DDFs show considerable spatial variation both in Method 1 and
Method 2 (Figure 4), indicating that a single value cannot be representative for the spatial
pattern of DDFs. However, using the deduced historical spatial pattern of DDF in Figure 4
is not possible for the future due to margin retreat and surface lowering, which would both
change the DDFs at every location and re-distribute them on the ice sheet according to
local factors. To handle the spread of expected DDFs to use in the DD models, we therefore
calculated the mean DDF and its standard deviation (Table 2) and separated the DDFsnow
and DDFice by the observed mean ELA of 1157 m. The observed ELA does not deviate
regionally by >100 m [50,51]. Our estimates for year-by-year ELA from SEMIC over the
historical period 1950–2010 had a spatial standard deviation < 270 m (Figure S5).
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Table 2. Tuned mean DDF values (unit: mm ◦C−1 day−1) for snow and ice and their standard
deviation in two DD methods. We used the means of snow and ice plus and minus one standard
deviation in the DDF simulations up to 2200 to generate an uncertainty envelope.

Method DDFsnow DDFice

1 1.1 ± 0.6 1.7 ± 0.7
2 2.7 ± 1.5 4.5 ± 1.9

2.4. Equilibrium Line Altitude (ELA) Parameterization

The ELA separated the regions using DDFs for ice and snow in our simulation and
it evolved every year in our study. We parameterized it for 1950–2200 based on the time
series of ELA modeled by SEMIC. There was a significant linear relationship (R = 0.83;
Figure 5c) between annual mean modeled ELA (Figure 5a) and ensemble mean near-surface
air temperature (Figure 5b) from the bias-corrected and downscaled ESMs (Section 2.1) for
the period 1950–2100. We assumed that the same correlation holds for the post-2100 period
as that during the period 1950–2100:

ELAj = 73.2·T j + 2749 j = 1950, 1951, . . . , 2200. (9)

where j represents the simulation year from 1950 to 2200.
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3. Validation of Tuned DD Methods and Runoff Projections by 2100

Applying the tuned DD methods and ELA parameterization (Section 2.4), we used
lower bound, upper bound, and mean values of the DDFs (Table 2) in each of the two
DD methods to calculate surface runoff over the whole GrIS during 1950–2100. We did
not consider GrIS topography effects and runoff-elevation feedback here for either DD
methods or the SEMIC model.

Figure 6 shows the modeled evolution of GrIS runoff under historical, RCP4.5, and
RCP8.5 scenarios during 1950–2100. Trends in runoff are consistent with near-surface air
temperature over the GrIS (Figure 2a). Before the year 1990, modeled GrIS runoff was at
a nearly constant rate. The period prior to the year 1990 has been considered as stable
and GrIS mass balance was close to zero [52]. The modeled runoff increased at a rate of
3.5 Gt yr−1 during 1990–2030 under both RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 scenarios. After the year
2030, the modeled runoff under RCP4.5 was lower than that under RCP8.5, consistent with
temperature change (Figure 2a).

Modeled runoff over the whole GrIS with DD methods showed good agreement with
SEMIC results, especially before 2030, which validates the tuned DD methods (Figure 6).
Tuned DD methods provided runoffs of about 20 Gt yr−1 and 98 Gt yr−1 less than SEMIC
during 2050–2100 under RCP4.5 and RCP8.5, respectively. The relative difference in runoff
between tuned DD and SEMIC during 2050–2089 were 3% (RCP4.5) and 12% (RCP8.5); this
compares with the 30% difference between untuned DD methods and SEMIC [19].

The spatial distributions of runoff modeled by SEMIC and DD were very similar
(Figures 7 and 8) with very high runoff gradients along the margins where the surface
elevation gradient is large and warm ocean influence is greatest.

Our DD runoff is close to the MAR results driven by ERA-Interim [18] during
1980–1990 (Figure 6). However, both are smaller (Figure 6) than the runoff estimated
by the SICOPOLIS ice dynamics model bi-directionally coupled to the ECHAM5/MPI-OM
atmosphere–ocean climate model [53]. We found similar offsets for the RCP scenarios
during 2080–2099 (Table 3).

Table 3. Mean and standard deviation of modeled runoff by DD methods and SEMIC, and compar-
isons with different studies under historical and RCP scenarios (Gt yr−1).

Runoff Simulations Resolution Historical
1980–1999

RCP4.5
2080–2099

RCP8.5
2080–2099

DDMulti-model mean 0.1◦ × 0.1◦ 266 ± 111 587 ± 243 886 ± 354
SEMIC (Krapp et al. [16]) 0.1◦ × 0.1◦ 252 ± 60 620 ± 117 1041 ± 343
MAR (Fettweis et al. [18]) 25 km 266 ± 66 ——- ——-

ECHAM5/MPI-OM -SICOPOLIS
(Vizcaino et al. [54]) 10 km 419 ± 50 773 ± 69 1145 ± 76
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4. Results
4.1. Runoff-Elevation Feedback and Ice Area Evolution

We did not consider runoff-elevation feedback or ice area evolution in the simulations
to 2100 using both DD methods and SEMIC. However, both may have a significant effect
on modeled runoff over a longer future simulation to 2200. Our initial topographic data
derived from Morlighem et al. [54] for the period 1993–2016 with the same spatial resolution
as SEMIC input and we assumed it could also represent the GrIS over the 1950–2005 when
we assumed that the GrIS was in an equilibrium state.

We estimated the upper bound for the runoff-elevation feedback over the period
2006–2200 based on the assumption of constant ice dynamics. To estimate the rate of ice dy-
namic submergence/emergence velocity, we assumed a steady state for the historical period
1950–2005; that is, we assumed that the surface elevation change was zero over that time-
period and the surface mass balance was exactly balanced by the submergence/emergence
velocity of the ice. We therefore used the mean SMB over that time-period as a proxy
for the ice dynamic submergence/emergence velocity, and we computed surface height
changes moving forward in time under the assumption that only deviations in SMB from
the historical mean would produce surface height changes. This assumption is unlikely
to be exactly correct, but it still represents an improvement over neglecting ice dynamics
entirely. For our purposes, it is sufficient to state that this method was likely going to
overestimate surface height changes due to SMB as the ice sheet flow would adjust to coun-
teract the changing SMB over a timescale of centuries [55]. Clearly, this method neglects
the potential for ice dynamic changes due to outlet glacier retreat or other unsteady ice
dynamic processes. However, that was not our purpose in using this method. Instead, we
were attempting to set an upper bound on the amount of surface height change that might
be expected from the runoff-elevation feedback, and this method is well suited to that task.

To do this, we let Hhis
D represent the historical average net SMB (Equation (10)). We

then computed the height change at future times based on the temporal integrity of the
anomaly of SMB relative to the historical value (Equations (11) and (12)). We then adjusted
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the surface temperature to account for the computed height change using a constant lapse
rate (Equation (13)). Finally, we adjusted the ice mask to remove marginal regions in which
the adjusted ice thickness was less than zero (Equation (14)).

We assumed that runoff (RF, unit: m w.e. s−1), snowfall (SF, unit: m w.e. s−1),
and historical surface elevation change Hhis

D caused by ice dynamics (historical modeled
runoff (RFhis) minus snowfall (SFhis)) are the dominant factors that affect GrIS topography
in the period 2006–2200, which includes changes in surface elevation (H), ice thickness
(Hice thickness), and ice sheet boundary changes (Mask). We further assumed that for each
day since the start of 2006, changes in the surface elevation (∆H) over the whole GrIS
were due to the difference between SF and RF (Equation (11)), leading to an updated H
(Equation (12)) and an updated near-surface air temperature (Tfeedback). This would be
based on downscaled and bias-corrected near-surface air temperature output from ESMs
(TESM) on the initial surface topography and a lapse rate (β) of 7.1 ◦C km−1 (Equation (13)),
as observed in [42]. Mask is determined by ice thickness in Equation (14).

Hhis
D = RFhis − SFhis (10)

∆H j(t) =
∫ j

1

(
SF(t)− RF(t) + Hhis

D

)
dt (11)

H j(t) = H0 + ∆H j(t) (12)

T j
f eedback(t) = TESM(t) + β·∆H j(t) (13)

Maskj(t) =
{

ice i f (Hice thickness,0 + ∆H j(t) > 0)
land i f (Hice thickness,0 + ∆H j(t) ≤ 0)

(14)

where j represents j days since the start of 2006, H0 represents initial surface elevation, and
Hice thickness,0 represents initial ice thickness.

During the period 2006–2100, snowfall (SF) originated from the five sets of downscaled
and bias-corrected ESM outputs. Three ESMs (BNU-ESM, MIROC-ESM, and MIROC-
ESM-CHEM) showed no significant trend in snowfall (Figure S1), while CanESM2 and
HadGEM-2-ES showed significant (Mann–Kendall test at 95% level during 1950–2100) rises
in snowfall under RCP4.5. Only HadGEM2-ES showed a significant rise in snowfall under
RCP8.5. Annual average snowfall projected by CanESM2 during 2091–2100 was 9% more
than that for 2011–2020, while that by HadGEM2-ES was 11% more under RCP4.5 and 20%
more under RCP8.5.

We kept the same daily SF for the period 2101–2200 as the annual mean daily snowfall
for the period 2080–2100 under each scenario. We also tested runoff sensitivity to snowfall
amount in the post-2100 period by also simulating 150% snowfall of the 2080–2100 period
and with 200% of its snowfall.

4.2. Runoff Projections to 2200

Figure 9 shows the modeled runoff over the GrIS with tuned DD methods under
RCP4.5 and RCP8.5, with both runoff-elevation feedback and ice area change included.
Runoff-elevation feedback acts to increase modeled runoff, while reduced ice area decreases
modeled runoff. Modeled runoff including these two effects was larger than what we
calculated in Section 3 to the year 2100 by 4% under RCP4.5 and by 2% under RCP8.5. This
indicates that runoff-elevation feedback dominates the reduction in ice area. Ice area was
reduced by 2% under RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 by 2100.
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Under RCP4.5, the modeled runoff peaked at 605 Gt yr−1 in the year 2088 and then
gradually decreased by 493 Gt yr−1 by 2200 (Figure 9a). Under RCP8.5, the runoff increased
by 1650 Gt yr−1 in the year 2200, over twice that under RCP4.5. This is reflected in the
cumulative contributions to global mean sea-level rise from GrIS runoff (Figure 9b). By
2100, modeled sea-levels rise by 6 ± 2 cm (RCP4.5) and 9 ± 3 cm (RCP8.5) relative to the
1950–2005 period and by 13 ± 4 cm (RCP4.5) and 40 ± 5 cm (RCP8.5) by 2200. The spatial
distribution of runoff is shown in Figure 10; as with 2100, the runoff region is mainly from
around the margins of the GrIS.

Atmosphere 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 19 
 

 

 
Figure 10. Multi-model mean runoff estimated by two DD methods in 2100 (a,c) and 2200 (b,d) under RCP4.5, RCP8.5, 
and their extensions. Blue curves represent equilibrium line, and numbers in blue are ELA (m). 

Tests with increased snowfall lead to increased runoff. A 150% increase (relative to 
2080–2100) yielded a 10% increase in runoff, and a 200% increase in snowfall produced 
20% additional runoff under RCP4.5 by the year 2200. Under RCP8.5, the increases were 
5% and 10%. The greater ice area lost under RCP8.5 compared with RCP4.5 (Fig. 9c), dom-
inates over the increased snowfall expected as it also does the elevation feedback. To study 
the impact of runoff-elevation feedback alone, we also made simulations to 2200 only ac-
counting for ice area change and without runoff-elevation feedback. Comparing results 
with and without runoff-elevation feedback, we found that runoff-elevation feedback con-
tributes 5 ± 2% (RCP4.5) and 6 ± 2% (RCP8.5) additional runoff by 2100, and 12 ± 4% 
(RCP4.5) and 15 ± 5% (RCP8.5) by 2200 (Figure 11). 

 
Figure 11. Percentage of runoff changes caused by runoff-elevation feedback by the average of two 
DD methods under RCP4.5 (red) and RCP8.5 (blue) scenarios. Colored shading indicates the spread 
from different DDFs. 

Figure 10. Multi-model mean runoff estimated by two DD methods in 2100 (a,c) and 2200 (b,d) under RCP4.5, RCP8.5, and
their extensions. Blue curves represent equilibrium line, and numbers in blue are ELA (m).



Atmosphere 2021, 12, 1569 14 of 19

ELA increased and peaked in the year 2100 under RCP4.5 and in the year 2200
under RCP8.5, similar to the corresponding temperature time series. The ELA trend was
monotonically downwards under RCP4.5 after 2100, while the ELA trend rose under
RCP8.5 (Figure 10). This is because RCP4.5 peak radiative forcing and temperatures occur
before 2100 (Figure 3a,d), driving ELA upwards until then. However, the constant radiative
forcing after 2100 (Figure 3a) together with increased snowfall, notably in HadGEM2-ES
(Figure S1), act to decrease surface temperatures because elevation rises quicker than the
runoff lowers elevations. Under RCP8.5, ELA rose with radiative forcing and temperatures
by 2200 (Figure 3).

Tests with increased snowfall lead to increased runoff. A 150% increase (relative to
2080–2100) yielded a 10% increase in runoff, and a 200% increase in snowfall produced
20% additional runoff under RCP4.5 by the year 2200. Under RCP8.5, the increases were
5% and 10%. The greater ice area lost under RCP8.5 compared with RCP4.5 (Figure 9c),
dominates over the increased snowfall expected as it also does the elevation feedback. To
study the impact of runoff-elevation feedback alone, we also made simulations to 2200 only
accounting for ice area change and without runoff-elevation feedback. Comparing results
with and without runoff-elevation feedback, we found that runoff-elevation feedback
contributes 5 ± 2% (RCP4.5) and 6 ± 2% (RCP8.5) additional runoff by 2100, and 12 ± 4%
(RCP4.5) and 15 ± 5% (RCP8.5) by 2200 (Figure 11).
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5. Discussion

We simulated surface runoff changes for the GrIS to the year 2200 and estimated the
runoff-elevation feedback under the assumption of constant ice dynamics. While mass
loss driven by the retreat of ocean-terminating outlet glaciers has been important in the
recent past and may be an important factor in the coming century, models indicate that,
over the longer-term, dynamic retreat is likely to be a self-limiting process as important
glaciers retreat out of contact with the ocean, leaving surface mass balance as the dominant
control on GrIS evolution after the year 2100 [6,25]. Thus, our estimated runoff changes
and our estimate of the upper limit of the runoff-elevation feedback are likely to be robust,
especially in the longer term.

Our estimated runoff contributions under RCP8.5 by the year 2100, 9± 3 cm were very
close to the results of the Ice Sheet Model Intercomparison Project (89± 51 mm), which used
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a large ensemble of models with atmospheric and oceanic forcing and ice dynamics [56],
and ~2 cm lower than dynamic projections by Fürst et al. [6]. By the year 2200, our runoff
was 56% lower than Vizcaino et al. [54], which applied coupled simulations considering
the changes in ice dynamics and elevation-surface mass balance feedback.

For simplicity, we did not consider the impact of topography on the spatial pattern
and the type of precipitation that may change the ratio of rainfall and snowfall [57]. In
addition, applying a uniform ELA over the whole GrIS ignored that the western GrIS is
expected to melt earlier and faster than other regions in a warmer climate, hence our study
may have underestimated the western GrIS runoff.

We statistically extrapolated the temperature (beyond 2100) from the annual radiative
forcing for extensive RCP scenarios. This is not accurate enough as it lacks substantial
physically atmospheric processes. Although extensions beyond 2100 are available for
several CMIP5 ESMs, and the recent, newly released climate datasets are available up to
2500 [58], they cannot simulate a realistic climate for Greenland as the elevation of the ice
sheet will likely deviate significantly from the topography condition configured by the
ESMs [59].

Sea-level rise is estimated to be 1.84–5.48 m by the year 2200 under different climate
scenarios [60]. GrIS mass loss remains a large source of uncertainty for sea-level rise in
the future [5]. Both uncertainty and projected sea-level rise will rapidly increase beyond
2100 [61] as surface runoff will increase the non-linearly with temperatures under scenarios
with high CO2 emissions [62]. The large, scenario-dependent differences in mass loss
from the GrIS will remain on millennial timescales because warm scenarios could lead
to irreversibly larger mass loss due to the positive SMB-elevation feedback if summer
temperatures rise ~1.5–2 ◦C above pre-industrial levels [63] for a sustained period. Existing
studies show that the GrIS will likely disappear within a millennium without substantial
net reductions in greenhouse gas emissions [25].

The positive runoff-elevation feedback over the GrIS has been estimated in many
studies [19,53,64]. In this study, runoff-elevation feedback would produce 5 ± 2% (RCP4.5)
and 6 ± 2% (RCP8.5) additional runoff by 2100. Vizcaino et al. [54] estimated increases of
10% (RCP4.5) and 8% (RCP8.5) in loses due to SMB-elevation feedback by 2100, which are
almost double our results.

Near-surface air temperature is the main factor affecting ice sheet changes, but snow-
fall indirectly has an impact on GrIS runoff by changing surface elevation and then chang-
ing near-surface air temperature. Some studies have pointed out that the snowfall over
Greenland will increase under 21st century warming conditions [18]. Among all five ESMs
used in this study, only HadGEM2-ES projected an increasing trend in snowfall under
both RCP4.5 and RCP8.5. Despite this, we explored runoff sensitivity to the choice of
snowfall. The results showed that increased snowfall will lead to increased runoff; the
double snowfall increase under RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 will lead to an increase of 22% and
13% in runoff, respectively.

We assumed that climate insolation will not change from the present day to 2200.
The DD method is inadequate for long-term modelling, e.g., Quaternary glacial cycles,
as it does not explicitly consider the short-wave radiation absorbed by the surface. This
can lead to a significant underestimation of the effect of varying insolation on orbital
timescales, which is the key driver of the glacial cycles [65,66]. Van de Berg et al. [67]
showed that short-wave changes caused Eemian melt rates to be twice those attributable
to air temperature rises alone. While orbital dynamics will not significantly affect solar
radiation on the timescales we have studied, air-borne pollution may over the coming
centuries. The emissions of pollutants, especially black carbon from industry, as well as
natural sources may rise because of anthropogenic emissions related to increased energy
consumption and rising temperatures leading to increased fire outbreaks, especially in the
boreal forest zone. Black carbon produces a significant darkening of snow surfaces, even
at concentrations of parts per billion, and the influence of black carbon on temperature
and the melting of snow is three times greater than that of CO2 in Arctic regions [68].
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Hence, changes in aerosol emissions are likely to produce changes in the DDFs over the
coming centuries, especially for snow. It is also possible that pro-active emission and
pollution control, especially in Asia, will lead to declines in aerosol load this century. In
our simulations, the DDFs for snow played a less critical role than ablation in the marginal
areas of the ice sheet. The region above ELA produced about 20–30% total runoff after
the year 2100, meaning that DDFs for ice and their uncertainties dominate future, warmer
climate runoff estimates. The ESMs we used simulated 8% (RCP4.5) and 25% (RCP8.5)
increases in rain and corresponding decreases in snowfall for 2100 compared with 2000
over the GrIS. Rain on snow is an active topic of research because it affects both ecology and
albedo. The effects of rain on snow would be most important at higher elevations where it
converts snow more rapidly into ice than would otherwise occur. Simulating such process
requires a more sophisticated snowpack energy balance model, such as SNICAR [68], and
which are not fully incorporated in any ESM at present.

6. Conclusions

We simulated and projected runoff over the GrIS from 1950 to 2200 using two tuned
Degree-Day methods, forced with bias-corrected and downscaled near-surface tempera-
tures and snowfall from five Earth System Models under the scenarios of RCP4.5, RCP8.5,
and their extensions. The DDF values in DD methods were tuned using SEMIC model re-
sults and validated over the whole GrIS for the period 1950–2100; they were then applied in
the projection to the year 2200. ELA was parameterized as a function of mean near-surface
air temperature, and runoff-elevation feedback and ice area evolution were considered
in our post-2005 simulations. Runoff-elevation feedback, which acts to increase modeled
runoff, dominates the reduction in ice area, which decreases the modeled runoff. The
accumulated runoff in global mean sea-level equivalent rises by 6 ± 2 cm under RCP4.5
and 9 ± 3 cm under RCP8.5 by the year 2100, and 13 ± 4 cm under RCP4.5 and 40 ± 5 cm
under RCP8.5 by 2200 relative to the period 1950–2005. Runoff-elevation feedback increases
the extra runoff by 5 ± 2% (RCP4.5) and 6 ± 2% (RCP8.5) by 2100 and by 12 ± 4% (RCP4.5)
and 15 ± 5% (RCP8.5) by 2200.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/atmos12121569/s1, Figure S1: Downscaled and bias-corrected snowfall from BNU-ESM (red),
CanESM2 (blue), HadGEM2-ES (magenta), MIROC-ESM (cyan) and MIROC-ESM-CHEM (black)
under RCP4.5 (a) and RCP8.5 (b) during 1950–2100. Thick curves indicate that significant trend in
snowfall through Mann-Kendall test at 95% level, Figure S2: Map of AWS observations over GrIS,
Figure S3: Historical monthly near-surface air temperature over GrIS site Swiss Camp (a), Humboldt
(b), Summit (c), TUNU-N (d) and South Dome (e) from BNU-ESM (red), CanESM2 (magenta),
HadGEM2-ES (blue), MIROC-ESM (cyan), MIROC-ESM-CHEM (black) and AWS observation (gray).
ESMs are downscaled and bias-corrected by ISI-MIP. Note that Swiss Camp and Humboldt are during
the period of 1996–2005, Summit and TUNU-N are 1997–2005, South Dome is 1998–2005, Figure S4:
Scatter plot of historical summer season (JJA) monthly mean near-surface air temperature (◦C) that
downscaled and bias-corrected from BNU-ESM (red), CanESM2 (magenta), HadGEM2-ES (blue),
MIROC-ESM (cyan) and MIROC-ESM-CHEM (black) versus that observed by AWS over GrIS site
Swiss Camp, Humboldt, Summit, TUNU-N and South Dome. Solid green line shows the one-to-one
line and dotted line shows linear fitted line by 5 ESMs. Note that temperatures at Swiss Camp and
Humboldt were observed during the period 1996–2005, Summit and TUNU-N 1997–2005, South
Dome 1998–2005, Figure S5: Annual standard deviation of ELA over GrIS modeled by SEMIC from
ensemble mean of BNU-ESM, HadGEM2-ES, MIROC-ESM, MIROC-ESM-CHEM and CanESM2,
Table S1: AWS position over GrIS.
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