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[1] We have used Interferometric Synthetic Aperture Radar
(InSAR) data and sequential Landsat imagery to identify and
temporally constrain two acceleration events on Pine Island
Glacier (PIG). These two events are separated by a period of
at least seven years (1987–1994). The change in discharge
between two flux gates indicates that the majority of the
increase in discharge associated with the second acceleration
originates well inland (>80 km) from the grounding line. An
analysis indicates that changes in driving stress consistent
with observed thinning rates are sufficient in magnitude to
explain much of the acceleration. INDEX TERMS: 0933

Exploration Geophysics: Remote sensing; 1827 Hydrology:

Glaciology (1863); 4556 Oceanography: Physical: Sea level

variations; 9310 Information Related to Geographic Region:

Antarctica. Citation: Joughin, I., E. Rignot, C. E. Rosanova,

B. K. Lucchitta, and J. Bohlander, Timing of Recent Accelerations

of Pine Island Glacier, Antarctica, Geophys. Res. Lett., 30(13),

1706, doi:10.1029/2003GL017609, 2003.

1. Introduction

[2] The West Antarctic ice sheet has been the focus of
numerous glaciological studies because of its potential to
raise sea level by as much as 5–6 m. Early attention was
focused on potential instabilities in the Ross Ice Streams
[Alley and Bindschadler, 2001]. Although this region has
receded significantly over the Holocene [Conway et al.,
1999], recent results show it is now thickening [Joughin
and Tulaczyk, 2002]. Advances in spaceborne remote sens-
ing now make it possible to study the more inaccessible
drainages of the Amundsen Sea sector. Radar altimetry and
InSAR results have revealed thinning over much of the
Amundsen Sea sector, suggesting that these glaciers yield
the largest Antarctic contribution to sea level rise [Rignot
and Thomas, 2002; Shepherd et al., 2002].
[3] Some of the most dramatic thinning has been

observed on PIG. Radar altimetry has revealed thinning
rates greater than 3 m/yr over the period from 1992 to 1999
[Shepherd et al., 2001]. One section of the grounding line,
the point where the ice loses contact with the land and
begins to float, receded by 5 km from 1992 to 1994 [Rignot,
1998]. This thinning was found to coincide with an 18%
increase in the ice flow velocity from 1992 to 2000 [Rignot
et al., 2002]. Results by Rosanova and Lucchitta [2001]

indicate that the acceleration extends back to the mid 1970s.
Here we examine all available data to better constrain the
timing of the acceleration and to examine a mechanism for
how the acceleration might have propagated rapidly inland.

2. Data and Methodology

[4] We used InSAR data from the European Remote
Sensing (ERS-1 and ERS-2) satellites, which cover the
period from 1992–2000. The data from 1992 and 1994
were acquired during the ERS-1 Ice Phases with temporal
baselines of 3 and 6 days. The acquisitions from 1995 to
2000 were 1-day Tandem ERS-1/2 pairs. When we averaged
data for the 1995–1996 and 1999–2000 periods, we
obtained estimates that are representative of dates in early
1996 and 2000, respectively. Thus, in the remainder of this
paper we refer to these as the 1996 and 2000 data. In
addition, we examined velocities from the tracking of
features in Landsat images [Rosanova and Lucchitta,
2001; Scambos et al., 2003].
[5] In much of the 1992 and 1994 data, the fringes were

too dense for phase unwrapping. In these cases, we used
speckle tracking rather than interferometry [Michel and
Rignot, 1999]. Speckle-tracked offsets were computed on a
dense grid (94-by-485 m spacing) and smoothed to �2.5 km
resolution. For the Tandem data, we used phase for the
across-track component and offsets for the along-track com-
ponent. The velocity estimation algorithms are described by
Joughin [2002].
[6] Our error estimates ranged from about 5–20 m/yr on

the grounded ice. This excludes uncertainty caused by slope
errors in the correction for vertical displacements under a
surface-parallel-flow assumption [Joughin et al., 1998].
Most the data were collected along the same satellite track,
so these common errors largely cancel when evaluating
velocity changes. In a few cases, there were large ‘‘streak
errors’’ [Gray et al., 2000]. Most of the data are visibly free of
such errors. There are a few isolated areas, however, where
streaks contribute errors of up to �40 m/yr beyond that
indicated by the error estimates. We corrected tidal displace-
ments on the floating ice using a tide model [Padman et al.,
2002]. We assumed a 10-cm uncertainty in the differential
tide estimates, which yields the major contribution to the
error on floating ice (Figure 2).
[7] We averaged estimates by year(s) for 1992 (2 pairs),

1994 (1 pair), 1995–1996 (5 pairs), and 1999–2000
(2 pairs). Figure 1 shows the 1992 velocity estimate.

3. Discussion

[8] Figure 2 shows no significant acceleration from 1992
to 1994. There was acceleration from 1994 to 1996 averaging
51 m/yr over the grounded portion of the longitudinal profile.
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The increase near the upstream end was about 40 m/yr, with
peaks of up to 100 m/yr near the grounding line. The roughly
5-km-scale spatial variability in the velocity differences
(Figure 2a) likely reflects residual errors from the InSAR
slope corrections. The average increase from 1992 to 2000
was 230 m/yr along the longitudinal profile, with the differ-
ence in speed increasing in a roughly linear fashion from
about 140 m/yr at the upstream end of the profile to a peak of
about 350 m/yr near 60 km. Although the estimates are less
reliable on the floating ice, the changes are comparable to
those on the grounded ice.
[9] The increase from 1996 to 2000 is in good agreement

with that measured by Rignot et al. [2002], using essentially
the same data. The velocity change from 1992 to 1996
(Figure 2), however, is about half that measured by Rignot
et al. [2002] using 1992 data collected along a track
direction nearly orthogonal to flow. As a result, the sensi-
tivity to displacement was small, potentially causing the
large difference.
[10] Rignot et al. [2002] established that a significant

acceleration took place during the 1990s. Because both
intervals they examined showed acceleration, however, they
were unable to establish the timing of the acceleration onset.
The results in Figure 2 indicate that no significant accelera-
tion occurred from 1992 to 1994 and that the change began
sometime between 1994 and 1996. The data do show a slight
deceleration on the floating ice from 1992 to 1994, but this
could plausibly be accounted for by the unmodeled errors.

[11] Results by Rosanova and Lucchitta [2001] suggested
that PIG acceleration extends back at least to 1974. There
are no PIG InSAR data prior to 1992, so we compared the
InSAR data with velocities from Landsat image pairs
spanning the intervals from 1973 to 1975 (1974 estimate)
[Rosanova and Lucchitta, 2001] and 1986 to 1988 (1987
estimate) [Scambos et al., 2003]. For the 1987 estimate, we
compared velocities at 579 points on the floating ice with
the 1992 InSAR data. The results yielded a mean increase of
34 m/yr with a standard deviation of 35 m/yr (see also
Figure 2a). Considering the Landsat errors and the InSAR
errors on the floating ice, we concluded that there was
statistically negligible acceleration between 1987 and 1992.
[12] There were 25 points from 1974 that overlap with the

InSAR data to yield an average increase from 1974 to 1992 of
286 m/yr with a standard deviation of 44 m/yr. The mean

Figure 1. Velocity (color, white vectors) derived from two
1992 pairs. The underlying image is from the RADARSAT
Antarctic Mapping mission [Jezek, 1999]. Surface topo-
graphy is shown with 50-m black contours. Color lines are
the profiles plotted in Figure 2, with arrows indicating the
direction of increasing distance. Gray and green dots show
the location of the 1987 and 1974 Landsat velocity points,
respectively. Velocity was not estimated in the grounding
zone because of the strong gradients in tidal displacements,
so this region appears as a nearly-white data-free band.

Figure 2. Ice flow speed along (a) the yellow longitudinal
profile, and the (b) orange and (c) red transverse profiles in
Figure 1. Arrows in Figure 1 show the direction of
increasing distance. The 1974-data appear for only a short
interval at about 100 km along the longitudinal profile.
Error bars are plotted every several kilometers. In some
cases they may be too small to be distinguishable.
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difference is more than a factor of six larger than the standard
deviation, indicating that the acceleration was well above the
random error. The Landsat data could have a systematic error,
but this would require an unrealistically large co-registration
error of greater than 7 pixels. Finally, there could be absolute
Landsat location errors of up to a few kilometers. To assess
the impact of such errors, we shifted the Landsat data by 5 km
in several directions. In all cases, the 1974 to 1992 differences
were above 200m/yr. Thus, the data indicate that a significant
acceleration (�286 m/yr) took place from 1974 to 1992, with
most of the change occurring between 1974 and 1987.
[13] The results suggest that from 1974 to 2000 PIG has

undergone at least two accelerations of roughly comparable
magnitude. These accelerations were separated by at least a
7-year period (1987–1994) of apparently steady flow. We
find no evidence of major deceleration, although we cannot
rule out paired acceleration/deceleration events missed by
the coarse temporal sampling. The combined accelerations
yield roughly a 22% change on the floating ice between
1974 and 2000, with perhaps slightly larger changes just
above the grounding line.
[14] Figure 2 indicates that the more recent acceleration

extends well inland. Although the increase is smaller at the
upper end of the profile, the thickness there is larger. This
suggests that the acceleration is causing inland thinning. To
determine if this is the case, we estimated fluxes at the
inland transverse (orange) profile (Figure 1). The flux
through this gate changed from 64.0 to 71.5 km3/yr over
the period from 1992 to 2000. The uncertainties on these
estimates are large because of the limited amount of
thickness data in this region [Lythe and Vaughan, 2001].
The errors are relatively small, however, when evaluating
changes in flux because thickness errors that are common to
each estimate cancel. Assuming a 20% thickness error, the
discharge increase through the upper gate from 1992 to
2000 was 7.5 ± 1.5 km3/yr.
[15] Next, we evaluated the flux just above the grounding

line (red profile, Figure 1) through a transect of measured ice
thickness [Crabtree and Doake, 1982], which has an uncer-
tainty of about 10%. The flux changed from 64.8 km3/yr
[1992] to 74.8 km3/yr [2000], yielding a flux increase of
10.0 ± 1 km3/yr. Comparison with the flux increase through
the inland gate indicates that about three quarters of the mass
loss caused by the increased discharge originates above the
inland gate. This is not inconsistent with the larger thinning
rates near the grounding line [Shepherd et al., 2002], because
the increased inland discharge is distributed over a much
larger area.
[16] A notable aspect of the recent acceleration is that it

propagated over the full 120-km length of the profile in only
a few years. Glacier speed can be influenced in two ways
[Van der Veen, 1999]. The first way is through a change in
the driving stress, td. The second way is through a change
in the resistive stresses. There is little evidence of a change
in width on the grounded ice. Locally the longitudinal stress
gradients can be large (e.g., opposing pushes and pulls), but
average close to zero over the grounded part of the glacier.
This leaves changes in basal shear stress, tb, or changes in
the sliding law that relates tb to flow speed as the prime
means by which resistive stresses may have an effect.
[17] Subtle changes in td may explain deceleration

observed on Whillans Ice Stream [Joughin et al., 2002].

The conditions for much of the fast moving part of PIG are
different because td is large (>100 kPa) compared to the Ross
Ice Streams (1 to 20 kPa). At and above the upstream profile
in Figure 1, however, td is significantly smaller, as is evident
from the elevation contours. This departure from a typical ice
sheet profile in the upstream region suggests a weak bed.
[18] To examine the conditions in the area with a poten-

tially weak bed, we used a simple model for the centerline
ice-stream velocity, U, which is given by [Raymond, 1996]

U ¼ 2AH

ðnþ 1Þ td � tbð Þn W

2H

� �nþ1

ð1Þ

where W is the ice stream half-width, H is the thickness, and
A and n are the flow law parameters [Van der Veen, 1999].
We applied this model at the location indicated with a light
blue circle in Figure 1, with n = 3, A = 2.9� 10�16 s�1 kPa1,
H = 1740 m, W = 19 km, and td = 30 kPa averaged over
the 25-km long dark blue line in Figure 1 and across the
ice stream width. Using Equation 1, we found tb =
7.5 kPa matched U = 1280 m/yr. While only a simple
model with considerable uncertainty, this result suggests a
weak bed comparable to that of the Ross Ice Streams
[Kamb, 2001].
[19] Equation 1 can be used to determine the sensitivity

of acceleration with respect to temporal changes in td
[Joughin et al., 2002]. Assuming changes in slope are
more significant than changes in thickness, an approxima-
tion for acceleration caused by changes in driving stress is
given by

_Utd �
3AH td � tbð Þ2

2

W

2H

� �4

_td : ð2Þ

This approximation with the parameters given above
indicates that _td = 0.185 kPa/yr yields _Utd ¼ 33 m/yr2,
which compares well with the observed change (�140 m/yr
change over 6 years). This amounts to an increase in slope
of 1.2 � 10�4 per year, which is equivalent to a thinning
induced relative elevation change of 0.3 m/yr over the
25-km dark blue line in Figure 1. For comparison, the
thinning rate varies from about 3.5 to 0.7 m/yr over the first
100 km above the grounding line [Shepherd et al., 2001].
Thus for the potentially weak-bedded region, acceleration
may be driven by thinning-induced changes in td.
[20] The analysis above applies to a plastic bed with a

distinct yield stress [Raymond, 1996]. A hard-bed sliding
model (e.g., U / tb

2) is more appropriate for the region of
high td [Raymond, 1996]. Equation 1 is a closed-form
solution for a plastic bed obtained from a differential equation
[Raymond, 1996]. For a hard bed, we can numerically
integrate the differential equation with a sliding law of the
formU / tb

2. Using W = 17 km, td = 122 kPa, H = 1550 m,
and U = 2230 m/yr yields _Utd ¼ 39 m yr�2 for a change of
1 kPa/yr. Such a change in td requires a relative change in
elevation of 2.4 m/yr over the 30 km of the longitudinal
profile with the greatest acceleration (40 to 70 km). If most of
the change in the thinning rate is concentrated along this
section, then changes in td could account for a significant
fraction, though perhaps not all, of the acceleration. Waves of
thinning propagating upstream at rates of 7 to 40 km/yr by
this mechanism (e.g., thinning induced changes in td) have
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been modeled for the Ross Ice Streams [Alley et al., 1987;
Bindschadler, 1997].
[21] Changes at the bed may also influence velocity,

potentially providing a positive feedback. Large tb and
velocity for the strong-bed region imply large basal melt
(�0.5 m/yr). In turn, the increase in speed implies a
significant increase in basal melt. The characteristics of
the fast moving part of the glacier (e.g., td > 0.25tb)
indicate that PIG operates in what Raymond [2000] terms
the drainage-limited regime, whereby velocity depends on
the ability of the drainage system to accommodate changes
in melt. Thus, failure of the drainage system to keep up with
a melt increase could lead to increased water pressure
and lubrication, which could propagate relatively quickly
up-glacier. For example, a mini-surge occurred along nearly
the entire length of Ryder Glacier, Greenland over a period
of days to weeks [Joughin et al., 1996]. Although the source
of increased water (drainage of supra-glacial lakes) to the
bed was different, the Ryder mini-surge demonstrates that
changes in basal water pressure can potentially propagate
rapidly along the length of a large outlet glacier.
[22] Rignot [2002] suggested that the PIG thinning was

tied to acceleration on the floating ice, possibly in response
to an intrusion of Circumpolar Deep Water onto the conti-
nental shelf. Analysis of changes visible in a 24-year time
series of Landsat imagery indicates that significant widen-
ing and thinning have occurred on the PIG floating section
since 1973 [Bindschadler, 2003]. That study also identified
periods of enhanced rifting that may be related to the
acceleration events we observe. If such changes cause
strong thinning at the grounding line, then the thinning
might retreat inland, by some combination of the mecha-
nisms just described.
[23] While we have observed significant increases in

discharge over a 26-year period, this is a relatively short
period on glaciological timescales. At present, we have
observations over an insufficient period to tell whether PIG
discharge oscillates about a point of stable mass balance or
we are witnessing the recent onset of a long-term draw-down
of this sector of the ice sheet. Because the increased discharge
from PIG appears to account for the observed thinning, it is
interesting to speculate whether thinning in other Amundsen
Sea drainages could be the result of similar changes in flow
speed. The dramatic changes that have been observed and the
potential impact on sea level argue for a greater scientific
focus on PIG and the other glaciers of the Amundsen Sea
Sector.

[24] Acknowledgments. I.J. and E.R. performed this work at the Jet
Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under contract
with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. SAR data were
provided by the European Space Agency under the VECTRA project. We
thank B. Raup and T. Scambos at the National Snow and Ice Data Center
for preparation and distribution of Landsat data through VelMap and
K. Jezek for the Radarsat mosaic. Comments by B. Thomas and
B. Bindschadler improved the manuscript.

References
Alley, R. B., and R. A. Bindschadler, The West Antarctic Ice Sheet and sea-
level change, in The West Antarctic Ice Sheet, behavior and environment,
ed. R. B. Alley, and R. A. Bindschadler, 1–11, AGU, 2001.

Alley, R. B., D. D. Blankenship, S. T. Rooney, and C. R. Bentley, Till
beneath Ice Stream-B. 4. A Coupled Ice-Till Flow Model, J. Geophys.
Res., 92(B9), 8931–8940, 1987.

Bindschadler, R., Actively surging West Antarctic ice streams and their
response characteristics, Ann. Glaciol., 24, 409–414, 1997.

Bindschadler, R., Flow history of Pine Island Glacier from Landsat ima-
gery, J. Glaciol., in press, 2003.

Conway, H., B. L. Hall, G. H. Denton, A. M. Gades, and E. D. Waddington,
Past and future grounding-line retreat of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet,
Science, 286(5438), 280–283, 1999.

Crabtree, R. D., and C. S. M. Doake, Pine Island Glacier and its drainage
basin: Results from radio echo sounding, Ann. Glaciol., 3, 65–70, 1982.

Gray, A. L., K. E. Mattar, and G. Sofko, Influence of ionospheric electron
density fluctuations on satellite radar interferometry, Geophys. Res. Lett.,
27(10), 1451–1454, 2000.

Jezek, K. C., Glaciological properties of the Antarctic ice sheet from
RADARSAT-1 synthetic aperture radar imagery, Ann. of Glaciol., 29,
286–290, 1999.

Joughin, I., Ice-sheet velocity mapping: A combined interferometric and
speckle-tracking approach, Ann. of Glaciol., 34, 195–201, 2002.

Joughin, I., and S. Tulaczyk, Positive mass balance of the Ross Ice Streams,
West Antarctica, Science, 295(5554), 476–480, 2002.

Joughin, I., S. Tulaczyk, R. Bindschadler, and S. F. Price, Changes in west
Antarctic ice stream velocities: Observation and analysis, J. Geophys.
Res., 107(B11), 2289, doi:10.1029/2001JB001029, 2002.

Joughin, I., S. Tulaczyk, M. Fahnestock, and R. Kwok, A mini-surge on the
Ryder Glacier, Greenland, observed by satellite radar interferometry,
Science, 274(5285), 228–230, 1996.

Joughin, I. R., R. Kwok, and M. A. Fahnestock, Interferometric estimation
of three-dimensional ice-flow using ascending and descending passes,
IEEE Trans. Geosci. Remote Sensing, 36(1), 25–37, 1998.

Kamb, B., Basal zone of the west Antarctic ice streams and its role in
lubrication of their rapid motion, in The West Antarctic Ice Sheet, beha-
vior and environment, edited by R. B. Alley and R. A. Bindschadler,
157–199, AGU, 2001.

Lythe, M. B., and D. G. Vaughan, BEDMAP: A new ice thickness and
subglacial topographic model of Antarctica, J. Geophys. Res. -Solid
Earth, 106(B6), 11,335–11,351, 2001.

Michel, R., and E. Rignot, Flow of Glaciar Moreno, Argentina, from repeat-
pass Shuttle Imaging Radar images: Comparison of the phase correlation
method with radar interferometry, J. Glaciol., 45(149), 93–100, 1999.

Padman, L., H. A. Fricker, R. Coleman, S. Howard, and L. Erofeeva, A new
tide model for the Antarctic ice shelves and seas, Ann. of Glaciol., 34,
247–254, 2002.

Raymond, C., Shear margins in glaciers and ice sheets, J. Glaciol., 42(140),
90–102, 1996.

Raymond, C. F., Energy balance of ice streams, J. Glaciol., 46(155), 665–
674, 2000.

Rignot, E., Ice-shelf changes in Pine Island Bay, Antarctica, 1947–2000,
J. Glaciol., 48(161), 247–256, 2002.

Rignot, E., and R. H. Thomas, Mass balance of polar ice sheets, Science,
297(5586), 1502–1506, 2002.

Rignot, E., D. G. Vaughan, M. Schmeltz, T. Dupont, and D. MacAyeal,
Acceleration of Pine Island and Thwaites Glaciers, West Antarctica, Ann.
of Glaciol., 34, 189–194, 2002.

Rignot, E. J., Fast recession of a West Antarctic glacier, Science, 281(5376),
549–551, 1998.

Rosanova, C. E., and B. K. Lucchitta, Acceleration of Pine Island Glacier
Ice Shelf, Eos Trans. AGU, 82(47), 2001.

Scambos, T., B. Raup, and J. Bohlander, compilers, Antarctic ice velocity
data archive. Boulder, CO: National Snow and Ice Data Center. Digital
media (http://nsidc.org/data/velmap/), 2003.

Shepherd, A., D. J. Wingham, and J. A. D. Mansley, Inland thinning of the
Amundsen Sea sector, West Antarctica, Geophys. Res. Lett., 29(10), art.
no., 1364, 2002.

Shepherd, A., D. J. Wingham, J. A. D. Mansley, and H. F. J. Corr, Inland
thinning of Pine Island Glacier, West Antarctica, Science, 291(5505),
862–864, 2001.

Van der Veen, C. J., Fundamentals of Glacier Dynamics, 462 pp., A. A.
Balkema, Rotterdam, 1999.

�����������������������
I. Joughin, M/S 300-235, Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute

of Technology, Pasadena, CA 91109, USA. (ian@radar-sci.jpl.nasa.gov.)
E. Rignot, M/S 300-227, Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute

of Technology, Pasadena, CA 91109, USA.
C. E. Rosanova, Natural Resources Conservation Service, 10 E. Babcock,

Bozeman, MT 59715, USA.
B. K. Lucchitta, U.S. Geological Survey, 2255 N. Gemini Dr., Flagstaff,

AZ 86001, USA.
J. Bohlander, National Snow and Ice Data Center, University of

Colorado, Boulder, CO 80309-0449, USA.

39 - 4 JOUGHIN ET AL.: RECENT ACCELERATIONS OF PINE ISLAND GLACIER




