
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Climate Dynamics 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00382-021-05642-x

Late twentieth century increase in northern Spitsbergen (Svalbard) 
glacier‑derived runoff tracked by coralline algal Ba/Ca ratios

Steffen Hetzinger1,2   · Jochen Halfar3 · Zoltan Zajacz4,5 · Marco Möller6,7 · Max Wisshak8

Received: 4 May 2020 / Accepted: 9 January 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
The Arctic cryosphere is changing rapidly due to global warming. Northern Svalbard is a warming hotspot with a tem-
perature rise of ~ 6 °C over the last three decades. Concurrently, modelled data suggest a marked increase in glacier runoff 
during recent decades in northern Svalbard, and runoff is projected to increase. However, observational data from before 
anthropogenic influence are sparse and the potential effects on the surface ocean are unclear. Here, we present a 200-year 
record of Ba/Ca ratios measured in annual increment-forming coralline algae from northern Spitsbergen as a proxy for past 
glacier-derived meltwater input. Our record shows a significant increasing trend in algal Ba/Ca ratios from the late-1980s 
onwards matching modelled regional runoff data, suggesting a drastic increase in land-based runoff. The rate of increase is 
unprecedented during the last two centuries and captures the impact of amplified warming on the coastal surface ocean in 
the high Arctic. The algal Ba/Ca runoff proxy offers an opportunity to reconstruct past land-based runoff variability in Arctic 
settings in high resolution, providing important data for validating and improving climate modelling studies.
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1  Introduction

Trends and extremes seen in twenty-first century obser-
vations of the Arctic atmosphere-cryosphere system are 
moving well outside the twentieth century envelope (IPCC 
2019). The Svalbard archipelago has become a global warm-
ing hotspot with an exceptionally strong 2 °C/decade warm-
ing of winter mean surface air temperature (van Pelt et al. 
2019). Significant warming is predicted across Svalbard for 
the coming decades, i.e. surface air temperature increases 
of up to 7 °C (in addition to the warming that has already 
taken place) for medium greenhouse gas emission scenarios, 
and up to 10 °C for high emission scenarios by 2100 C.E. 
(Hanssen-Bauer et al. 2019). Ongoing warming will have 
wide-reaching consequences for land and ocean ecosys-
tems, ranging from significant changes in predicted river 
flow and glacier meltwater contribution, to an increase in 
erosion and sediment transport, to altering of the length of 
the snow season. Long-term direct measurements of glacier 
mass balances are only available from the western and south-
ern parts of Spitsbergen, mostly from observations of indi-
vidual glaciers starting in the 1960s (e.g. Lefauconnier et al. 
1999). A number of studies have estimated Svalbard long-
term glacier mass balance trends using models, commonly 
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forced by regional climate model or reanalysis fields (e.g. 
Möller et al. 2013; Möller and Kohler 2018; Østby et al. 
2017; van Pelt et al. 2019). However, the reported spread 
in variability of Svalbard-wide glacier mass balance, long-
term trends and decadal- to multidecadal-scale variations is 
large, mainly due to the use of different models, forcings, 
calibration, spatial resolution, and limited observational data 
basis. Projections show a rapid and large increase expected 
towards the end of this century and more than half of the 
land-terminating glacier areas on Svalbard are predicted 
to disappear under RCP8.5 forcing (Möller et al. 2016a). 
Although, increased precipitation also plays a role, the main 
contribution to runoff is glacier melt caused by increasing 
temperatures. Thus, increased input of glacier-derived fresh-
water runoff may significantly influence surface ocean water 
properties, such as altering nutrient availability and sediment 
load, thereby directly influencing coastal marine ecosystems 
(Hanssen-Bauer et al. 2019).

However, due to the sparseness and limitations in avail-
able observed data, little is known about runoff variability 
of northern Svalbard before recent decades. A paleoproxy-
based approach, allowing a reconstruction of runoff/glacier 
mass balance beyond the recent past decades, may thus 
deliver highly-needed data for comparison and model vali-
dation. In general, proxy time series are sparse around Sval-
bard, mostly limited to short-term high-resolution records 
(e.g. Carroll et al. 2011; Vihtakari et al. 2017); longer, but 
lower-resolution marine sediment records (Rasmussen and 
Thomsen 2013), or land-based records (Gjerde et al. 2018; 
Isaksson et al. 2005; Schomacker et al. 2019). Recently, 
long-lived coralline algae that grow attached to the seafloor 
have emerged as novel mid- and high-latitude paleoclimate 
archives providing multicentury records from a number of 
regions including Svalbard (Halfar et al. 2008; Hetzinger 
et al. 2012, 2018; Williams et al. 2018). The species Clath-
romorphum compactum (Kjellmann) Foslie (1898) forms 
thick carbonate crusts on rocky bottoms in the sublittoral 
spanning from the northwestern Atlantic through the Arctic 
Ocean (Adey et al. 2013). It reaches maximum abundance 
around 10–20 m water depth and is well suited as a climate 
recorder because it is (1) widely distributed, (2) has a multi-
century lifespan, and (3) displays annual growth increments 
(similar to tree rings) in a high-Mg calcite skeleton. Slow 
growth rates (< 50–500 μm/year) and annual banding permit 
the development of sub-annually resolved reconstructions. 
Coralline algal Ba/Ca ratios have been successfully used as 
a tracer of coastal freshwater runoff and as a recorder of 
past changes in surface ocean freshwater balance and pro-
ductivity (Hetzinger et al. 2013). Barium concentrations in 
the coastal surface oceans can be influenced by the input of 
suspended sediments from land sources (Guay and Kenison 
Falkner 1998; Taylor et al. 2003) or upwelling of nutrient-
rich deep waters (Lea et al. 1989). The surface ocean layer 

is generally depleted in Ba compared to deep ocean waters 
(Lea et al. 1989), which are often enriched due to the uptake 
of Ba as barite (BaSO4), associated with the formation of 
biological particulate matter (Falkner et al. 1994; Lea and 
Boyle 1989). Ba/Ca ratios measured in the calcium carbon-
ate skeletons of marine organisms have proven to be a valu-
able proxy for seawater Ba/Ca that can provide information 
on past coastal sediment transport, river-based freshwater 
discharge, salinity, as well as nutrient and alkalinity distri-
butions (Gillikin et al. 2006; Hönisch et al. 2011; Lea and 
Boyle 1989; Sinclair and McCulloch 2004). In the Arctic 
Ocean, dissolved Ba concentrations in the surface mixed 
layer have been linked to the fluvial input of major rivers 
(Guay and Kenison Falkner 1998).

Here, we provide the first proxy-based reconstruction of 
past Svalbard runoff variability at annual resolution. We 
focus on the analysis of algal Ba/Ca variations as a proxy 
for land-based runoff variability to address several funda-
mental research questions: (1) do coralline algal-based Ba/
Ca ratios capture land-based Svalbard runoff variability?; 
(2) has land-based runoff in northern Svalbard increased 
in recent decades due to enhanced surface warming?; (3) 
is the variability in the coralline algal-based runoff proxy 
comparable to Svalbard observations, model estimates, and 
large-scale Arctic trends? This study builds upon the data 
presented in Hetzinger et al. (2019), where a combination 
of algal Mg/Ca ratios and annual extension rates measured 
on some of the same samples analyzed here were used to 
reconstruct past sea-ice changes.

2 � Methods

2.1 � Sample collection

Long-lived C. compactum coralline algae were collected off 
northern Spitsbergen during MARIA S. MERIAN cruise 
MSM55 in June 2016 at the study site “Mosselbukta” (at 
station MSM55/444, 79.9° N, 15.9° E; Fig. 1a). The site is 
influenced by seasonal sea ice cover for 6 months per year 
on average. The northern Svalbard coast is one of the north-
ernmost possible study sites in the Arctic with confirmed 
growth of C. compactum coralline algae, as the relatively 
warm Svalbard Branch of the West Spitsbergen Current 
(WSC), which flows along the northern margin, is keeping 
the northern coast partly ice-free in summer. At the study site 
Mosselbukta [Fig. 1a, (Wisshak et al. 2019)], collection of 
coralline algal buildups took place by removing them from 
rocky substrate using a chisel and the manipulator arm of the 
submersible JAGO. All specimens were collected live from 
hard substrate at a water depth of 15 m. Appropriate algal 
specimens for sclerochronological and geochemical analysis 
were selected according to size (taller specimens = longer 
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record) and smoothness of surface (smoother surface = better 
developed internal growth increments and lower degree of 
bioerosion-based on previous experience). Four specimens 
of the crustose coralline alga C. compactum were used in 
this study.

2.2 � Sample preparation

Untreated coralline algal specimens were slabbed vertically 
to a thickness of ~ 1 cm using a rock saw, then thick sec-
tions (2 mm) were cut from the slabs. In preparation for 
microscopic scanning, sample surfaces were polished using 
diamond-polishing suspensions with grit sizes of 9, 3, and 
1 µm on a Struers Labopol polishing disk. High-resolution 
digital images of the polished surface were produced using 
an Olympus reflected light microscope (VS-BX) attached to 
an automated sampling stage and imaging system equipped 
with the software geo.TS (Olympus Soft Imaging Systems). 
This setup allows two-dimensional mapping of the surfaces 
of polished specimens at various magnifications. The result-
ant high-resolution photomosaics enable the identification 
and lateral mapping of growth-increment patterns over the 
entire sample (see Fig. 2). In preparation for laser ablation-
inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry (LA-ICP-
MS) analysis, paths for laser line transects as well as two 
reference points per sample were digitized on high-resolu-
tion photomosaics perpendicular to the direction of growth 
using geo.TS software. Coordinates of digitized paths and 
reference points were subsequently transferred to the LA-
ICP-MS system. After recoordination of the sample, laser 

line transects could be precisely positioned along previously 
digitized paths.

2.3 � Geochemical sample analysis by LA‑ICP‑MS

LA-ICP-MS analyses were carried out in the Magmatic and 
Ore-Forming Processes Research Laboratory at the Univer-
sity of Toronto, Canada, on four samples (Sv1, Sv18, Sv47, 
Sv90). 43Ca and 24Mg contents were measured using a NWR 
193 UC laser ablation system coupled to an Agilent 7900 
Quadrupole mass spectrometer. Each sample underwent a 
pre-ablation step to remove surface contaminants and the 
transects were placed to avoid conceptacles. Measurements 

Fig. 1   Location map and algal Ba/Ca ratios. a Map of Svalbard 
Archipelago in the Arctic with location of Mosselbukta study site 
in northern Spitsbergen (red asterisk), where long-lived encrusting 
coralline algal buildups were collected in June 2016. Yellow-shaded 
rectangle indicates Subregion 2 (SR2) from which modelled runoff 
and climatic mass balance (CMB) data was used (Möller and Kohler 
2018). Locations of Ny-Ålesund and Longyearbyen are indicated, 

where air temperature station data is available. b Algal Ba/Ca ratios 
from four individual Clathromorphum compactum samples and mul-
tispecimen average (4-sample average, bold black line) for overlap-
ping time period 1915–2015. Algal proxy data are annually-averaged 
and normalized to unit variance by subtracting mean and dividing by 
standard deviation

Fig. 2   Photomosaic of polished cross section of coralline alga from 
Mosselbukta, northern Spitsbergen (sample Sv90, Clathromorphum 
compactum; time period C.E. 1895–2016 covered by the proxy). 
Post-analysis laser ablation–inductively coupled plasma–mass spec-
trometry (LA-ICP-MS) sampling line transects (“Laser transects”) are 
visible. Red arrow indicates direction of algal growth
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were carried out with laser energy densities of 6 J/cm2, laser 
pulse rate of 10 Hz and helium as carrier gas.

The rectangular laser slot size was 70 × 10 μm with the 
long axis oriented parallel to growth increments. Individual 
line transects measuring up to 6000 µm in length were ana-
lyzed with a scan speed of 5 µm/second. ICP-MS cycling 
time was set so that ~ 6.5 samples were measured per second 
resulting in a sampling resolution of 0.775 μm. Several laser 
transects were run in parallel on the samples allowing the 
determination of sample heterogeneity and to confirm data 
reproducibility. 43Ca was used as the internal standard with 
calcium concentrations measured by ICP-OES (Hetzinger 
et al. 2009). NIST SRM 610 glass (US National Institute of 
Standard and Technology Standard Reference Material) was 
analyzed as an external standard twice for 60 s every hour 
to allow correcting for instrumental drift. Monitored instru-
mental drift was always insignificant (standard deviations 
of all analyses within 10%). More details on LA-ICP-MS 
methodology for C. compactum, including relative standard 
deviation for repeated analysis of NISTSRM610 standards 
(external reproducibility) for elemental ratios (including Mg/
Ca and Ba/Ca) and detection limits, can be found in Hetz-
inger et al. (2011). An in-house spreadsheet adapted for the 
line transect data input was used for data reduction.

2.4 � Development of chronologies

Chronologies were generated by counting annual growth 
increments on the mapped and digitized image of the speci-
mens (Fig. 2). All samples were live collected, hence the top 
layer was assigned the year of collection. The yearly growth 
layers are strongly delineated by bands of short, heavily-
calcified cells that are formed during the late autumn and 
winter, when the reproductive sporangia (conceptacles) are 
produced (Adey et al. 2013). Yearly growth banding is usu-
ally well-defined, although it can be disrupted by inverte-
brate grazing or boring and other surface damage. High Mg 
values within the skeleton of Clathromorphum are inter-
preted to correspond to summer periods of growth. Age 
models were established on the basis of the pronounced sea-
sonal cycle in algal Mg/Ca and the annual growth banding, 
respectively. Maximum (minimum) Mg/Ca values were tied 
to August (February) for Mosselbukta samples, which is on 
average the warmest (coolest) month at the study site. The 
algal Mg/Ca time series were linearly interpolated between 
these anchor points using the AnalySeries software (Paillard 
et al. 1996) to obtain an equidistant proxy time series with 
a resolution of 12 samples/year. The developed chronolo-
gies were refined and cross-checked for possible errors in 
the age model by comparing annual extreme values in the 
Mg/Ca ratios to mapped growth increment patterns for each 
individual year of algal growth. Mean annual extension rates 
for Mosselbukta samples were obtained from Mg/Ca cycles 

widths and are 125 µm (sample Sv1), 143 µm (sample Sv18), 
125 µm (sample Sv47), and 145 µm (sample Sv90). Sam-
ple Sv1 displays the longest record (1813–2015). Sample 
Sv18 extends from 1915 to 2015, sample Sv47 from 1900 
to 2015, and Sv90 covers the past 120 years (1894–2015). 
Annually averaged Mg/Ca ratio time series were calculated 
from monthly-resolved time series. The multi-specimen 
intersample average record was calculated by averaging all 
data from four algal specimens for the common time period 
(1915–2015).

3 � Results

3.1 � Sample overview

Using LA-ICP-MS analysis, four individual coralline algal 
samples were analyzed for this study (see “Methods”). 
Samples extend from 1813 to 2015 (see Figure S1 and pri-
mary data in Dataset S1 in Supplementary Material), with 
all samples overlapping 1915–2015, a 100-year common 
time period record. Sample Sv1, which extends back to 
1813, gives a rare insight into nineteenth century variabil-
ity. Elemental ratios were analyzed along single transects 
spanning the entire record of algal growth on each of the 
four samples. We first compare Ba/Ca ratios of all samples, 
then focus on the common time period where all samples 
overlap (1915–2015, Fig. 1b). The comparison between 
Ba/Ca records from individual samples indicates high 
intersample reproducibility (Figure S1 in Supplementary 
Material). Correlations among individual Ba/Ca records 
are R > 0.66 (0.66–0.78; p < 0.001) for annual means and 
R > 0.74 (0.74–0.93; p < 0.001) for 5-year running means 
(see also Supplementary Table S1 for detailed correlations). 
Algal Ba/Ca ratio time series from all samples show similar 
interannual- to decadal-scale variability (Fig. 1b) and also 
a very similar onset of a strong increasing trend starting in 
the late-1980s. We normalize annual-resolution Ba/Ca ratio 
records from individual samples by removing the mean and 
dividing by the standard deviation. From individual normal-
ized records a normalized 4-sample intersample average is 
calculated for the common time period (Fig. 1b), which is 
used for following comparisons to climate data.

3.2 � Relationship of algal Ba/Ca to observations 
and model data

Due to the lack of direct runoff observations in north-
ern Svalbard, algal Ba/Ca ratio time series are compared 
to modelled runoff and climatic mass balance (CMB) 
data from Möller and Kohler (2018) available for the 
1901–2009 time period (Fig. 3). In that study a degree-
day based CMB model was forced by spatially-distributed 
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and statistically downscaled air temperature and precipi-
tation data from the European Centre for Medium-Range 
Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) twentieth century reanal-
ysis (ERA-20C) (Poli et al. 2016) to obtain CMB time 

series for all glacier-covered areas of the Svalbard Archi-
pelago. CMB is defined as the sum of ablation (negative 
value), accumulation and all refreezing (Cogley et  al. 
2011), while annual runoff is calculated by subtracting 
annual refreezing from the sum of the absolute amounts 
of annual ablation and rainfall. We compare our data to 
runoff estimates from subregion 2 (SR2, January–Decem-
ber annual averages, see Möller and Kohler 2018, their 
Fig. 1), which borders the study site and includes the 
Wijdefjorden and its western tributaries (Fig. 1a). Algal 
Ba/Ca ratios are significantly correlated with runoff 
of SR2 from 1915 to 2009 (Fig. 3a; 4-sample-average, 
annual mean: R = 0.45, p < 0.001; 5-year running aver-
age (N5): R = 0.73, p < 0.01) and CMB (Fig. 3b, CMB; 
R = − 0.46, p < 0.01; N5: R = − 0.79, p < 0.001). Cor-
relations are slightly higher for the longer (1901–2009) 
single-specimen-based Ba/Ca record (sample Sv1) and 
both, SR2 runoff (annual mean: R = 0.46, p < 0.001; N5: 
R = 0.79, p < 0.001) and SR2 CMB (R = − 0.48, p < 0.001; 
N5: R = − 0.82, p < 0.001). A test with detrended proxy 
time series yielded similar correlations (e.g. Sv1 to SR2 
runoff, annual mean: R = 0.43, p < 0.001, N5: R = 0.78, 
p < 0.001; Sv1 to SR2 CMB, annual mean: R−  .44, 
p < 0.001; N5: R = − 0.80, p < 0.001). A comparison to 
Svalbard-wide CMB from Østby et al. (2017) indicates 
a significant negative relationship to algal Ba/Ca ratios 
(Fig. 3b, 1958–2014). For the 4-sample-average Ba/Ca 
ratios: annual mean: R = − 0.54, p < 0.001; 5-year run-
ning average (N5): R = − 0.67, p < 0.05). Correlations 
are similar for the single-specimen-based Ba/Ca record 
(sample Sv1): annual mean: R = − 0.49, p < 0.001; N5: 
R = − 0.70, p < 0.05).

A significant positive relationship is found between 
annually averaged Svalbard air temperature (recorded at 
Svalbard Airport at Longyearbyen, West Coast, Fig. 1a) 
and algal Ba/Ca ratios (4-sample-average, R = 0.57 for 
annual means; R = 0.71 for 5-year running means, p < 0.01, 
1915–2015). Relationships to air temperature observa-
tions from Ny-Ålesund station, which is located closer 
to the study site (Fig. 1a) are higher (4-sample-average, 
R = 0.70 for annual means, R = 0.93 for 5-year running 
means, p < 0.01, 1977–2014). Note that monitoring at Ny-
Ålesund only started in 1977. SST data also show a sig-
nificant increase at northern Svalbard starting in the 1990s 
(Fig. 4). Relationships between algal Ba/Ca and ERSST 
(v.5) reanalysis data (Huang et al. 2017) are calculated for 
the 1982–2015 time period (SST averaged for 12–20°E, 
79–80°N including the study site). Before 1982 the num-
ber of observations for the northern part of Svalbard is low 
with frequent data gaps. Correlations are significant for 
the 4-sample average and annual mean ERSSTs (R = 0.73 
for annual means, p < 0.001; R = 0.90 for 5-year running 
means, p < 0.05).

Fig. 3   Algal Ba/Ca proxy compared to runoff and climatic mass 
balance. a Normalized annual algal Ba/Ca ratios compared to mod-
elled annual runoff in subregion SR2 (taken from Möller and Kohler 
2018). Records for multi-specimen 4-sample average and sample 
Sv1 are shown. b Comparison between normalized annual algal Ba/
Ca ratios and Svalbard climatic mass balance data from models. Top 
panel (red) shows Svalbard-wide CMB from Østby et al. (2017), bot-
tom panel (blue) is regional CMB for subregion SR2 from Möller and 
Kohler (2018), which borders the study site Mosselbukta (see Fig. 1). 
Note that Ba/Ca is sign inverted in b. Thin lines represent annual-
averaged records; bold lines are five-year moving averages (N5). Cor-
relation coefficients are shown for Ba/Ca of 4-sample average (Sv1) 
using 5-year moving averages, respectively (p < 0.01; p < 0.05 for 
comparison to CMB Svalbard overall in b)
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4 � Discussion

4.1 � Algal Ba/Ca proxy: runoff relationship 
and variability

Enhanced glacier-derived runoff may deliver large volumes 
of barium-enriched freshwater to the surface ocean, where 
uptake during growth of C. compactum can take place in 
relatively shallow water. Due to the absence of upwelling 
and close proximity of the algae collection site to land, and 
therewith source areas for Ba enriched runoff (Fig. 1a), 
algal Ba/Ca ratios most likely reflect the flux of suspended 
sediments transported to the coastal ocean surface layer 
from nearby partially glaciated landscapes. Past studies 
have shown that Ba transported in fine-grained suspended 
sediments (e.g. riverborne clays) can desorb in the mixing 
zone between fluvial and ocean waters, then becoming a 
conservative tracer (Guay and Kenison Falkner 1998). Ba is 
then incorporated into the coralline algal skeleton propor-
tionally to its concentration in seawater. Clathromorphum 

sp. samples from coastal Alaska have already shown that 
higher suspended sediment loads in seasonal runoff can be 
registered in algal Ba/Ca ratios, that were also detected in 
the surface layer by oceanographic monitoring (Chan et al. 
2011).

Since in situ observations of runoff are not available for 
northern Spitsbergen, the comparison of algal-based Ba/Ca 
data to model data helps us to assess our proxy. The close 
relationship of algal Ba/Ca ratios to modelled runoff data, 
including the recent increase in the late-1980s, demonstrates 
that algal Ba/Ca ratios at Mosselbukta can provide a con-
tinuous and highly-resolved record of runoff input to the 
northern Svalbard coastal surface ocean.

When investigating decadal-scale variability in our proxy 
record, an increase in sample Sv1 Ba/Ca ratios is observed 
from 1930 lasting to the mid-1940s, suggesting a period of 
increased runoff in the first half of the twentieth century 
(Fig. 3a). This multiyear episode corresponds to the “Early 
Twentieth Century Warming” (ETCW), a large Arctic warm-
ing event that commenced in the 1920s and peaked around 
1930–40. During this time period a significant increase in 
observed surface air temperature has been linked to a major 
shift in westerly winds between Norway and Spitsbergen 
leading to enhanced atmospheric and oceanic heat transport 
from the comparatively warm North Atlantic Current to the 
Arctic (Bengtsson et al. 2004). This event is also displayed 
in modelled Svalbard-wide mass balance, with the 1930s 
and early 1940s showing the highest ablation sums for the 
twentieth century (Fig. 3b), with only the first decade of 
the twenty-first century having even higher ablation rates 
(Möller and Kohler 2018). Comparable reductions in mod-
elled mass balance during the 1930s have also been found 
for the Greenland Ice Sheet (GIS) (Fettweis et al. 2017). 
A similar effect has been observed in an algal-based sea-
ice proxy reconstruction (Hetzinger et al. 2019), where the 
ETCW episode is characterized by a substantial reduction 
in sea-ice due to enhanced surface warming.

4.2 � Proxy comparison to Svalbard runoff, glacier 
mass balance, and temperature

Although significant warming has been observed in Svalbard 
since the 1960s (Nordli 2018), the detailed assessment of 
long-term consequences for Svalbard glaciers and regional 
CMB is difficult to conduct. Only few local measurements 
exist, such as the Longyearbyen Airport time series (Førland 
et al. 2011) showing an overall increase in air temperature 
(Fig. 4), similar to large-scale Arctic-wide assessments 
(Osborne et al. 2018). Observed warming trends have been 
reported to be statistically significant since the 1970s, with 
a strong warming of ~ 1 °C per decade. A decline in gla-
cier mass balance from the mid-1980s onwards was mainly 
attributed to enhanced glacier melt rates (e.g. van Pelt et al. 

Fig. 4   Comparison of algal Ba/Ca ratios to Svalbard temperatures. 
Top panel shows sea surface temperature (SST) for the region that 
includes study site (averaged for 12–20° E, 79–80° N; 1982–2015). 
Middle panel depicts air temperature records from western Spitsber-
gen stations: Svalbard airport (black) and Ny-Ålesund station (red) 
for annually-averaged records (locations in Fig.  1). Svalbard airport 
(Longyearbyen) and Ny-Ålesund data available from Norwegian 
Meteorological Institute (e.g. Hanssen-Bauer et  al. 2019) (http://
www.mosj.no/en/clima​te/atmos​phere​/tempe​ratur​e-preci​pitat​ion.html). 
SST from ERSST [v.5; Huang et  al. (2017)]. Bottom panel shows 
normalized annual algal Ba/Ca ratios. Thin lines represent annually-
averaged records; bold lines are 5-year moving averages (N5). Cor-
relation coefficients shown for Ba/Ca ratios of 4-sample average 
vs. temperature using N5 (p < 0.05 for comparison to ERSST (top), 
p < 0.01 for comparison to air temperatures (middle)

http://www.mosj.no/en/climate/atmosphere/temperature-precipitation.html
http://www.mosj.no/en/climate/atmosphere/temperature-precipitation.html
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2019), which in turn, have been linked to the significant 
increase in air temperatures (Fig. 4).

A strong increase in algal Ba/Ca ratios starts in the late-
1980s, concurrent with modelled Svalbard SR2 runoff, that 
increases significantly in the late-1980s as well (Fig. 3). 
At the same time, modelled CMB indicates a significant 
decrease. The increase in Ba/Ca ratios continues to the end 
of the available algal record, matching the strongly negative 
values after 2010 (Fig. 3b) for overall Svalbard mass balance 
(Østby et al. 2017). For the algal Ba/Ca the magnitude of the 
increase is unprecedented over the entire proxy record, both 
for the common time period 1915–2015 and for the single-
sample (Sv1) record extending to the early nineteenth cen-
tury (see Figure S1). When comparing average Ba/Ca ratios 
between the 1915–1990 and 1990–2015 time periods, we 
observe an increase of 27% when comparing the past-1990 
to the pre-1990 time periods for Ba/Ca ratios from sam-
ple Sv1 and 25% for the 4-sample average. The significant 
increase of the Ba/Ca ratio suggests a much larger input of 
Ba-rich sediment/freshwater to coastal northern Svalbard 
surface waters starting in the 1980s (Fig. 3a). This corre-
sponds to the modelled runoff rates for SR2 in Möller and 
Kohler (2018), which also show an uninterrupted increase 
starting in the 1980s. The most recent Ba/Ca data continue 
to increase from a low in the late 2000s to the end of the 
record in 2015 (Fig. 3a). Since the available modeled runoff 
data ends in 2009, the increase in the 2010s (seen in algal 
Ba/Ca) is not displayed. However, since warming at northern 
Svalbard has continued in the 2010s (see temperature obser-
vations in Fig. 4), a further increase in land-based runoff, as 
suggested by algal Ba/Ca, is highly probable. The develop-
ments of the Ba/Ca record and the SR2 runoff are concur-
rent with the most negative CMB of the entire study period 
occurring during the first decade of the twenty-first century 
(Fig. 3b). This agreement is backed by the Svalbard-wide 
modeling study of Østby et al. (2017), extending to 2014 
(Fig. 3b), and by region-specific CMB modeling of Möller 
and Kohler (2018). It is opposed by a modeling study of 
Lang et al. (2015), which found a stable Svalbard-wide sur-
face mass balance over recent decades. However, additional 
short-term CMB studies also report a more negative CMB 
over the first decade of the twenty-first century and thus also 
indicate increased runoff rates towards the end of our study 
period (Aas et al. 2016; Möller et al. 2016b).

Declining mass balance, accelerating runoff trends and 
increasing freshwater flux starting in the late-1980s have 
been reported Arctic-wide, similar to our findings from 
northern Svalbard. Several studies have suggested that 
mass balance of the GIS has changed significantly over the 
last two decades (Bamber et al. 2018; Kamenos et al. 2012; 
Mouginot et al. 2019; Noël et al. 2018). It has been argued 
that a non-linear rise in Greenland runoff has emerged 
recently due to GIS surface melting being pushed outside of 

the range of previous natural variations by increasing sum-
mer air temperatures (Trusel et al. 2018).

5 � Conclusions

Our findings, based on algal Ba/Ca ratios as a proxy for 
runoff suggest a significant late twentieth century increase 
at Svalbard. Episodes of similar drastic increases in algal Ba/
Ca are not observed in the earlier portions of our 200-year 
long record, suggesting that the increase in glacier-derived 
runoff of the recent two decades is unprecedented in the last 
centuries. Algal Ba/Ca ratios can be used to study runoff 
input/freshwater variability prior to recent decades, when 
instrumental observations are nonexistent at Svalbard. Our 
proxy, which is well-replicated for the last 100 years, shows 
that amplified anthropogenic warming already affects Sval-
bard hydrology and surface ocean variability. The algal Ba/
Ca runoff proxy may thus be used to distinguish natural 
variability from the anthropogenically-overprinted increase 
during the last decades in the Arctic. It will offer an oppor-
tunity to develop a better understanding of ice melt and help 
to improve forecasts of future sea level increase. Continued 
atmospheric warming, as predicted by climate models for 
the high Arctic (IPCC 2019), may lead to further increases 
in land-based runoff in the decades to come. In the future 
additional ground truthing studies are needed at sites that 
have long-term observation data available.
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