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From EGU: 

Subglacial channels have a ‘trumpet-like’ shape near the margin

I.    What do models tell us about how subglacial discharge is delivered at grounding lines?

II.   How does the spatial distribution of subglacial discharge affect the shape of ice shelves?
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• Ice flow depends on temperature and water content. 

• predicts temperature and water content of polythermal ice.

• allows water to drain from the ice by porous flow.

Geothermal + frictional heating 

Strain heating

• May be fast dynamical feedbacks between water 
content and ice flow.

Goal - provide a simple model that

Motivation
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Correspondence

Calving icebergs indicate a thick layer of temperate
ice at the base of Jakobshavn Isbræ, Greenland

The puzzling fact that Jakobshavn Isbræ, West Greenland, is
flowing very fast but without any significant seasonal velocity
changes, despite big amounts of surface-derived meltwater
entering the ice stream (Echelmeyer and Harrison, 1990),
has been explained by a combination of different types of
measurements. It is now well established from seismic meas-
urements and radio-echo sounding that Jakobshavn Isbræ
flows through a deeply eroded subglacial trench that, even
50km inland of the grounding line, extends as far as 1500m
below sea level (Clarke and Echelmeyer, 1996; Legarsky and
Huang, 2006). Temperature measurements in boreholes
down to 65% of the 2500m thick ice stream at site B, some
50km upstream of the calving front (Fig. 1b; Iken and others,
1993), were used to infer the presence of a substantial layer
of temperate ice, the thickness of which was estimated to be
at least 300m by modeling and matching internal layering
structures (Funk and others, 1994; Lüthi and others, 2002).
The presence of a thick layer of temperate ice under very high
driving stress allows for high ice-deformation rates, which
contribute substantially to the observed fast flow velocities.
Basal motion, while certainly important, seems to be barely
influenced by the seasonal meltwater input (Echelmeyer and
Harrison, 1990).

Fig. 1. (a) An iceberg with a thick layer of blue ice, the boundary
of which is indicated with a blue line. Natural targets B1–B4 are
marked with red points. The inset shows the whole berg, where
the line B1–B2 was horizontal and B2–B4 was approximately ver-
tical before calving. Numbers next to red lines indicate measured
distances. Elevation above sea level is 116, 147, 132 and 29m for
B1–B4, respectively. (b) Map showing the positions of the iceberg
(red square), the glacier terminus 3 days before the calving event
(orange curve), the origin of the iceberg (red curve), the camera
(yellow triangle) and the drill sites A–D (orange). The ice-stream
outlines (dotted) are shown superimposed on a 2005 ASTER satellite
image.

Since the 1990s the geometry of the calving front has
changed completely (Podlech and Weidick, 2004). The
15 km long floating tongue, from which kilometer-scale
tabular icebergs used to break off, disintegrated in 2002/03.
In recent years a smaller floating tongue forms during the
winter months and is rapidly removed in spring (Joughin and
others, 2008). During most of the summer a substantial part
of the calving front is grounded, as is evident from sediments
at the bottom of rotated calving icebergs, and the lack of tidal
vertical motion (Amundson and others, 2008).
The iceberg shown in Figures 1 and 2 is one of many

icebergs that displayed intensely blue ice just after calving.
The calving event started on 13 July at 04:47:46 UTC (on-
set of seismic signal registered at a seismometer next to the
camera in Fig. 1b) from a retreated front position (red curve
in Fig. 1b). The time-lapse photography shown in Figure 3
(color-enhanced due to poor lighting conditions) shows how
the berg rotated backwards during calving, with the basal
portion being lifted into the flow direction (towards the left
in the image). From the distance scale in Figure 3 (discussed
below) we can deduce that the initial vertical extent of the
iceberg was ∼900m. After rotating, the iceberg moved at
3.6m s−1 away from the calving front, as determined by
tracking features B1–B4. The trace of point B1 (black dots
in Fig. 3) shows that the iceberg was rocking with an under-
damped harmonic oscillation of 70 s period, from which an
average vertical (initially horizontal) extent of ∼600m can
be calculated (e.g. Sommerfeld, 1994, p. 40, equation 16).
During calving, this iceberg displayed a zone of intensely

blue ice (left in Fig. 1, dark in Fig. 3), which was located close
to the bottom before rotation, while the rest of the iceberg
was whitish in appearance. Whether the blue ice contained
liquid water or was frozen could not be determined. The blue
color vanished during the next day, presumably by the action
of solar radiation.
Positions of four natural targets on the iceberg were meas-

ured by triangulation with two theodolites (Leica TM1800

Fig. 2. Close-up view of the lowest part of the iceberg shown in
Figure 1. Clearly visible are sediments (S), grayish-green ice (G),
blue ice (B), folded blue ice (BF), the fold hinge line (H) and a plane
(P) separating blue and green ice. The natural target B1 is marked
with a red point.

Lüthi et al (2009)
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• Aschwanden et al (2012) - enthalpy gradient 
method

• Fowler (1984) - two-phase theory, Darcy’s law for 
moisture transport

• Hutter (1982) - mixture theory, diffusive moisture 
transport

POLYTHERMAL GLACIERS 101 

temperature on salt concentration is so weak (Lliboutry, 1976), that 
the salt migration problem is uncoupled from the interior flow, and 
consequently is not of primary interest: it is conceivable to have a 
pure glacier. 

In studying the hydrology of glaciers, it is not clearly feasible to 
construct a detailed continuum mechanical model for situations in 
which water-filled crevasses, moulins, etc. dominate the nature of the 
flow; in such cases, a more ad hoc approach might be more useful. 
On the other hand, many “Arctic” type glaciers which maintain an 
average surface temperature below 0°C. have been found to have 
temperate zones adjoining the base (Clarke and Goodman, 1975; 
Jarvis and Clarke, 1975), and the dynamic nature of such temperate 
zones should be well represented by the kind of model considered 
here. In particular, this is of interest in the examination of possible 
thermal runaway type instabilities in cold glaciers (Clarke et al., 
1977), which if relevant, could have important consequences for ice 
age dynamics (Schubert and Yuen, 1982). 

For these reasons, we will primarily focus on the situation shown 
in Figure 1. We will consider an (Arctic) glacier whose annual mean 
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FIGURE 1 Schematic representation of an Arctic-type polythermal glacier. 
Streamlines are indicated by arrows. In this figure, boundaries of temperate ice are 
aV, at the bedrock, a& at cold ice. If the temperate surface extended to the surface, 
the boundary at the atmosphere is denoted by aV,. 
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Fowler (1984)

• Lliboutry (1971,1976), Nye & Frank (1973) - 
permeability
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GLACIER.ICE SHEET 

K. HUTTER 

FIGURE 1 Geometry of an ice sheet with grounded and floating portion (schematic). 

“cold” and “temperate”, in which the ice is respectively below and at the 
melting point. In the cold zone heat generated by internal friction will 
affect the temperature distribution, and the latter in turn will influence the 
motion. In the temperature zone, on the other hand, frictional heat will melt 
some ice. Hence, whereas for cold glaciers a fluid model of a heat 
conducting viscous body may be an appropriate thermomechanical model, 
such cannot be for temperate ice whose description must bear some 
notion of a binary mixture of ice with percolating or trapped water. In a 
polythermal ice mass there are therefore four different boundaries (see 
Figure l), namely the base y = y d x ) ,  the free surface y=ys(x,t) ,  the ice- 
water interface at the floating portions, y = y w ( x , t ) ,  and finally, the 
transition surface between cold and temperate ice, y = y d x , t ) .  It is my 
goal to formulate, firstly, the field equations in the cold and temperate 
portions of the ice mass and secondly, to establish suitable boundary 
conditions for the four different bounding surfaces. Clearly, existence of 
cold and temperate subregions in the entire ice mass complicates the 
formulation. In the cold zone energy balance serves as an evolution 
equation for temperature and forms a crucial physical statement. In the 
temperate zone, on the other hand, energy balance is not as crucial except 
that production of internal energy governs the mass production of the 
constituents ice and water. Here it is the balance of mass of water, which 
replaces the energy equation. Further, the separating surface between cold 
and temperate ice is non-material, in general, and thus capable of 
propagating at its own speed. Depending on the thermal conditions, such 
surfaces may be created or annihilated. Strictly, speaking, the remaining 
boundary surfaces are also non-material. For instance, at the free surface 
ice is added or subtracted by accumulation and surface ablation, 
respectively; a similar statement also holds for the ice-water interface 
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Hutter (1982)

• Greve (1997) - two layer, explicit determination of 
‘CTS’, switch-like drainage function 

• Fowler & Larson (1978) - continuum formulation, 
no moisture movement

Hydrology of the irttergranular veins 159 

will be at a lower temperature; heat will flow from (1) and (2) towards (3), and (1) and (2) will 
close by freezing while (3) expands by melting. Thus (3), with the lower melting point, is the 
stable form, 

For 60° •< <p< 70° 32', the stable form is a tetrahedron at a four-grain intersection having 
spherical faces concave outwards. (That this spherical-faced tetrahedron is stable against the 
faces becoming aspherical seems very likely, but we know of no proof.) When <p — 70° 32', the 
edges of the tetrahedron are straight lines and they meet at the corners at 60° to one another. 
But as the dihedral angle between the faces (q>) decreases, the edges, which are arcs of circles, 
meet at a finer angle, and when <p =60° it may be shown that they meet tangentially. For 
<p < 60° no spherical-faced tetrahedron exists ; the stable configuration is a tetrahedron with 
non-spherical faces and with open corners; the corners open into channels along the three-grain 
intersections (Fig. 3). The channels have almost cylindrical faces that are concave outwards. 
A small local shrinkage promotes melting and the channels are 
therefore stable against pinching off. The precise geometry of 
the tetrahedra and the channels is governed by the condition 
that the sum of the two principal curvatures at each point 
must be constant and that the dihedral angle condition must 
be met along all the edges. 

If for <p >70°32' we consider two convex tetrahedra of 
unequal size, the smaller one will have the higher melting 
point ; there is thus an instability favouring the growth of a 
few large tetrahedra and the freezing-up of smaller ones. For 
§ < 70° 32' this tendency is reversed and the tetrahedra tend 
to be uniform in size. In the same way for q> < 60° the in- Fig. 3. A junction between four water 

.. J t r- j i i i j x j i • veins in polycrystal-line ice. 
terconnectmg network of veins and tetrahedra tends to uni- The figure is a tetrahedron with 
f r i r r n j + v non-spherical faces and with 
l u i i i i n y . o p e n c o r n e r s 

Beyond <p =0° the liquid in the channels breaks through 
down the grain boundaries themselves and no edges between 
liquid and grain boundary are left. All the results of Table I follow directly, without detailed 
calculation, from the principles (a), (b), (c) and (d) ; detailed calculations of the ratios of sur-
face area to volume for different configurations, which can be tedious, are not necessary in 
considering the equilibrium position of the liquid phase in the structure. 

According to the recent measurements of Ketcham and Hobbs (1969) on ice and water, 
<p =20° ±10°, and therefore the stable form in ice at the melting point should be channels 
of water at the three-grain intersections (Fig. 2), joining together in fours at the four-grain 
intersections in non-spherical-faced concave tetrahedra (Fig. 3). This accords with what was 
observed by Professor Shreve and the authors (and very likely by many others before us). The 
implication is that, contrary to Steinemann's conclusion, ice at the melting point is permeable 
to water. 
2. Flow through the vein system 

Ketcham and Hobbs' measured angle applies to carefully purified water and would there-
fore seem to be appropriate for glacier ice—but we ought, in prudence, to add that we have not 
studied in detail the possible influence of impurities on our results. It is plausible to suppose 
that the pressure in the veins of water between the grains in a temperate glacier is close to the 
mean of the three principal compressive stresses in the ice, and, as a first approximation, we 
shall take this to be Qtgy, where gt is the density of the ice (taking into account the water content), 
g is the gravitational acceleration and y is the depth. We note that, if the stress in the ice were 

Nye & Frank (1973)

Theory

Computational models

Previous work on polythermal ice
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This talk - ice velocity prescribed (decoupled from thermodynamics)

Bedrock

Cold Ice

Temperate Ice

Stokes flow (or approximation)

Problem formulation

Schoof & Hewitt 2015 in review
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• Velocity from shallow ice approximation (thermodynamically decoupled).

Figure 6. Ice cap setup. Solid lines show ice streamlines, red shading shows the magnitude of viscous dis-

sipation, and blue shading shows the potential region of temperate ice. Here Zb(x) = 0 m and Zs(x) =

1500(1� (x/L)2) m, with L= 100 km.

Figure 7. Ice cap solutions for (a,b) the standard enthalpy gradient model without and with drainage, (c) mod-

ified enthalpy gradient model, (d) compaction pressure model. Shading shows temperature and porosity. Solid

white lines show ice streamlines. The lower panels show water flux from the ice at the bed; dashed lines are repli-

cas of that from (b) for comparison. Parameter values are as in table 1, together with Ts =�10 C, Tm = 0 C,

and pe = 0 at z = 0.

The upper surface z = Zs is prescribed to be at temperature T = Ts < Tm, and the lower surface

z = 0 is at the melting point T = Tm. For the enthalpy gradient models, we also prescribe �= 0

on the lower surface. Since the ice velocity there is zero, no condition on the porosity is needed

for the compaction pressure model, and we just have to prescribe the effective pressure pe, which350

is set to 0. As in section 4.2, a more complete model could by coupled with a surface firn model

and a subglacial drainage model. One could also compute the temperature below the bed, and thus

have regions of the bed that are frozen (if the geothermal heat flux is large enough the entire bed

will be temperate, as assumed here, though the ice above is not necessarily temperate, as seen in the

solutions).355

Figure 7 shows the steady-state solutions for the standard enthalpy gradient model, with and with-

out a drainage function, the modified enthalpy gradient model, and the compaction pressure model.
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Slab glacier test case

• Greve & Blatter (2009), Kleiner et al (2015), Blatter & Greve (2015)

T = Ts

T = Tm

x

z

Figure 1. Parallel-sided slab setup. Arrows indicate the bed-parallel velocity, and shading indicates the potential

region of temperate ice.

u = (u,w), with

u=
2A(⇢gS)n

n+1

�
Hn+1 � (H � z)n+1

�
, (22)

where H is the ice thickness, S = sin✓ is the slope, and A is treated as constant (Greve and Blatter,

2009; Kleiner et al., 2015). The corresponding effective viscosity and viscous dissipation rate for245

this problem are

⌘ =
1

2A(⇢gS)n�1(H � z)n�1
, ⌧ij "̇ij = 2A(⇢gS)n+1(H � z)n+1. (23)

For a genuinely parallel moving slab the normal velocity w is zero; however we also consider cases

where w is non-zero (but uniform), corresponding to the ice being accumulated at the top surface and

melted from the bottom surface (if w is negative), or vice versa (if w is positive). We take g =�gez ,250

ignoring the slight correction due to the slope.

The top surface z =H is prescribed to be at temperature T = Ts < Tm, and the bottom surface

z = 0 is prescribed to be at the melting point T = Tm. If viscous dissipation is large enough, this

setup gives rise to a layer of temperate ice at the bottom of the slab. In the case of a positive nor-

mal velocity w, the additional condition �= �m is prescribed there (the porosity of frozen-on ice,255

although it may be better to treat this as a numerical test problem rather than to ascribe too much

physical meaning to it). For the enthalpy gradient methods, this condition on � is needed regardless

of the direction of ice flow.

One of the reasons for exploring this simple setup is that semi-analytical solutions are possible,

allowing the algorithms to be tested. Constructing these solutions involves straightforward algebraic260

manipulations and solution of a transcendental equation for the position of the cold-temperate tran-

sition (details may be found, for example, in Greve and Blatter (2009)).

Figure 2 shows the comparison between the three models: compaction pressure, standard enthalpy

gradient, and modified enthalpy gradient. The numerical solutions are all run to the steady state,
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Figure 2. Steady-state solutions for the parallel-sided slab, showing temperature and porosity as a function

of height. Normal velocities are (a) w =�0.2 m y�1, (b) w = 0 m y�1, and (c) w = 0.2 m y�1. In each

case, orange triangles show the standard enthalpy gradient method, yellow squares show the standard enthalpy

gradient model method with drainage, purple circles show the modified enthalpy method, and blue dots show

the compaction pressure model. Solid black lines show the semi-analytical solutions for the case of no relative

water transport. Shading shows the region of temperate ice for the compaction pressure model. Parameter values

are as in table 1, together with H = 200 m, S = sin4�, Ts =�1�C, Tm = 0�C, �m = 1%.

and we compare them with the semi-analytical solution for no relative water transport (j = 0). This265

solution provides a clear illustration of the different behaviour that can occur at the cold-temperate

interface as a result of (10): for downward moving ice (referred to as a ‘melting’ interface by Greve

(1997)), the temperature gradient is zero on the cold side and the porosity increases continuously

from zero on the temperate side (panel (a)); for upward moving ice (a ‘freezing’ interface), the

porosity is finite on the temperate side and there is a corresponding finite temperature gradient on270

the cold side (panel (c)); and for neither upward nor downward advection, the temperature gradient

is zero but there can be finite porosity on the temperate side (in fact, there is no steady solution for

the no-water-flux problem in this case).

The standard enthalpy gradient model closely approximates the no-water-flux solution for both

downward and upward moving ice, the diffusive term naturally smoothing out the discontinuity in275

porosity at the freezing interface (provided ⌫ is small enough). In the case w = 0 (panel (b)), it

produces a quite different result.

For the case of downwards moving ice (panel (a)), the location of the cold-temperate boundary

is almost identical between all the models. This is reassuring, since the location of the interface in

this case should be determined by the twin conditions T = Tm, rT ·n = 0, and is thus independent280

of what happens in the temperate region (Schoof and Hewitt, 2015). The effect of gravity-driven

drainage is to reduce the porosity compared to the no-water-flux solution, and this reduction is es-

sentially the same in both the compaction pressure and the modified enthalpy gradient models, except

very close to the bottom.
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gradient model method with drainage, purple circles show the modified enthalpy method, and blue dots show
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water transport. Shading shows the region of temperate ice for the compaction pressure model. Parameter values

are as in table 1, together with H = 200 m, S = sin4�, Ts =�1�C, Tm = 0�C, �m = 1%.

and we compare them with the semi-analytical solution for no relative water transport (j = 0). This265
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interface as a result of (10): for downward moving ice (referred to as a ‘melting’ interface by Greve

(1997)), the temperature gradient is zero on the cold side and the porosity increases continuously

from zero on the temperate side (panel (a)); for upward moving ice (a ‘freezing’ interface), the
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the cold side (panel (c)); and for neither upward nor downward advection, the temperature gradient

is zero but there can be finite porosity on the temperate side (in fact, there is no steady solution for

the no-water-flux problem in this case).

The standard enthalpy gradient model closely approximates the no-water-flux solution for both

downward and upward moving ice, the diffusive term naturally smoothing out the discontinuity in275

porosity at the freezing interface (provided ⌫ is small enough). In the case w = 0 (panel (b)), it

produces a quite different result.

For the case of downwards moving ice (panel (a)), the location of the cold-temperate boundary

is almost identical between all the models. This is reassuring, since the location of the interface in

this case should be determined by the twin conditions T = Tm, rT ·n = 0, and is thus independent280

of what happens in the temperate region (Schoof and Hewitt, 2015). The effect of gravity-driven

drainage is to reduce the porosity compared to the no-water-flux solution, and this reduction is es-

sentially the same in both the compaction pressure and the modified enthalpy gradient models, except

very close to the bottom.

10

‘Standard’ enthalpy 
gradient model

Compaction pressure 
model

• Standard enthalpy gradient well approximates no-water-transport solution.

• Gravity-driven drainage results in less temperate ice - and some interesting behaviour…

Slab glacier test case

• Comparison of different models



Ice divide example

Cold-temperate 
transition

Meltwater flux 
to bed

‘Standard’ enthalpy 
gradient model

Compaction pressure 
model



Summary

• Suggested a simple model to incorporate polythermal ice in existing 
ice-sheet models - alternative to enthalpy gradient method.

• Model allows water transport through the ice, and connection with 
subglacial drainage - but more knowledge of permeability needed.

• Worth exploring dynamics of temperate ice + subglacial water + 
sediments further.


