
 

In warmer climates, Greenlandic deltas have
grown, new analysis of 75-year-old aerial
photos confirms
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The study investigates changes to the deltas since the 1940s and up until today. In
the period between 1940 and 1980, the deltas did not change much, but as the
climate became warmer, the deltas started to grow. The photo on the left shows a
delta in West Greenland photographed in 1985 and on the right the same delta in
2010. It clearly shows how the delta has been extended by several kilometres
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over this 25-year period. Credit: Left: Danish Energy Agency. Right: Google
Earth.

Deltas are important ecosystems, where freshwater meets the sea, and
where people for centuries have been engaged in agriculture and fishing.
Today, most of the deltas in the world are drowning because of increased
human exploitation and a rise in the global sea level. In an article just
published in Nature, a research team led by researchers at the University
of Copenhagen has shown that deltas in Greenland, unlike most other
deltas, are growing.

The team of researchers included Mette Bendixen and Lars L. Iversen
from the University of Copenhagen, University of Colorado Boulder
postdoctoral researcher Katy Barnhart—in the Cooperative Institute for
Research in Environmental Sciences—and other Danish, American and
Greenlandic scientists.

"We examined 121 deltas by looking at historical aerial photos taken by
the American army during the Second World War" Bendixen said. "We
compared these with modern satellite photos. In this way, we have been
able to track changes in the Greenland deltas and see what has happened
over the last 75 years."

The growing deltas are affecting the infrastructure in Greenland with
major consequences for both fishing and tourism. The results from the
study have altered our previous understanding of how the Arctic coast
reacts to climate change.

"Our study shows how climate change affects environmental processes
in the Arctic landscape. As a consequence of the warmer temperatures,
more sediment is transported out to the coast. At the same time, the open-
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water period has been extended, and the material is therefore deposited
in the deltas. And in this way, the deltas are growing," says Associate
Professor Aart Kroon.

"Large parts of the Arctic coasts are being eroded, but in Greenland, we
see the opposite happening. The study shows that climate change in the
Arctic affects the coasts in a different way to what we have seen so far,"
said Bendixen.

  More information: Delta progradation in Greenland driven by
increasing glacial mass loss, Nature (2017). DOI: 10.1038/nature23873
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