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Abstract: The Arctic system has experienced in recent times an extreme reduction in the extent of
its sea ice. The years 2007 and 2012 in particular showed maxima in the loss of sea ice. It has been
suggested that such a rapid decrease has important implications for climate not only over the system
itself but also globally. Understanding the causes of this sea ice loss is key to analysing how future
changes related to climate change can affect the Arctic system. For this purpose, we applied the
Lagrangian FLEXible PARTicle dispersion (FLEXPART) model to study the anomalous transport of
moisture for 2006/2007 and 2011/2012 in order to assess the implications for the sea ice. We used the
model results to analyse the variation in the sources of moisture for the system (backward analysis),
as well as how the moisture supply from these sources differs (forward analysis) during these years.
The results indicate an anomalous transport of moisture for both years. However, the pattern differs
between events, and the anomalous moisture supply varies both in intensity and spatial distribution
for all sources.
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1. Introduction

The Arctic system has been experiencing strong reductions in sea ice over the past few
decades [1–4], and the decrease is expected to continue under global warming [5,6]. The observed
decreases have affected not only the extent but also the thickness and the volume of the ice [7]. For the
period 1979–2010, the annual mean extent of sea ice showed a decrease of more than 4% per decade [8].
While a decreasing trend for the total extent of Arctic sea ice is apparent for all months [8,9], the trend
is greatest in summer [1,10], when the sea ice extent is at its lowest annual value [11–14]. The month
showing the minimum sea ice is September, with a downward trend of more than 12% per decade for
the period 1979–2010 [1,10]. Reductions in sea ice have important implications locally, affecting heat
budgets [15] and precipitation [16], but the effects are also external and global. Some authors suggest
that sea ice reductions have implications for atmospheric circulation by affecting mid-latitudinal winter
snowfall [17] or summer precipitation [18]. A detailed review of sea ice reductions and their effects is
available in Vihma [19].

The years 2007 and 2012 had the minima September sea ice extent over recent decades, with
anomalies of −1.6 and −2.3 million km2 respectively compared with the 1981–2010 climatological
mean [19]. The sea ice data from the National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) [20] shown in
Figure 1 reveal the reduction in September sea ice extent in 2007 (green) and 2012 (dark blue) compared
to the 1981–2010 mean (red line). Major reductions have been seen north of the Bering Strait, over the
Laptev, East Siberian, Chukchi and Beaufort Seas. Especially remarkable are the reductions north of
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Eurasia in 2007 and north of Alaska in 2012. Some reductions also appear over the Barents and Kara
Seas and over the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, especially in 2012. A number of studies have recently
been undertaken to assess the possible causes of the sea ice reduction. These causes were summarised
by Meier et al. [9], Stroeve et al. [14], and Polyakov et al. [21]. The recent change in the perennial sea
ice [22,23] is considered one of the most important reasons for the decrease in sea ice volume by several
authors. However, variations in the hydrological cycle can affect sea ice too, and in some reports the
reduction in sea ice has been related to increased river discharge [24–26] or storm activity [27,28].
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downwelling longwave flux [29,30], which is considered to be closely related with sea ice  
extent [29,31]. The relation between the amplified moisture transport toward norther latitudes and 
its influence on river discharge was demonstrated by Zhang et al. [32]. Several authors have discussed 
the recent increase in river discharge over the Arctic (e.g., [33,34]), and it was determined that the 
river discharge has an influence over the Arctic system in different ways [24]. Although its influence 
on sea ice extent remains unclear, several studies have suggested a link between river runoff and 
summer ice melt or early freezing [25,26,35].  

Moisture transport is a key component of the hydrological cycle and its study could be helpful 
in the analysis of changes observed in the climate system [36]. In the present study, we analyse 
anomalous moisture transport into the Arctic system for the years of observed minimum sea ice 
extent: 2007 and 2012. For this purpose, we employed the Lagrangian FLEXible PARTicle dispersion 
(FLEXPART) model [37,38] to assess variations in arctic moisture sources, and to observe how the 
moisture contribution from these sources into the Arctic varied for 2007 and 2012, as a means of 
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Figure 1. September minimum sea ice extent for the years 2007 (green) and 2012 (dark blue), with
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Center (NSIDC).

Atmospheric moisture transport has an important role in sea ice extent variations. The increase
in cloud cover or water vapour over the Arctic have been suggested as one of the main causes of the
downwelling longwave flux [29,30], which is considered to be closely related with sea ice extent [29,31].
The relation between the amplified moisture transport toward norther latitudes and its influence on
river discharge was demonstrated by Zhang et al. [32]. Several authors have discussed the recent
increase in river discharge over the Arctic (e.g., [33,34]), and it was determined that the river discharge
has an influence over the Arctic system in different ways [24]. Although its influence on sea ice extent
remains unclear, several studies have suggested a link between river runoff and summer ice melt or
early freezing [25,26,35].

Moisture transport is a key component of the hydrological cycle and its study could be helpful
in the analysis of changes observed in the climate system [36]. In the present study, we analyse
anomalous moisture transport into the Arctic system for the years of observed minimum sea ice
extent: 2007 and 2012. For this purpose, we employed the Lagrangian FLEXible PARTicle dispersion
(FLEXPART) model [37,38] to assess variations in arctic moisture sources, and to observe how the
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moisture contribution from these sources into the Arctic varied for 2007 and 2012, as a means of
investigating the possible relationship between variations in moisture supply over the main arctic river
basins and any reductions in sea ice. Lagrangian techniques have been widely applied for evaluating
moisture transport (e.g., [39,40]). The main advantages and disadvantages of this methodology
were addressed by Gimeno et al. [41], and an intercomparision was made between the different
methodologies applied with this purpose.

2. Experiments

In order to analyse anomalous moisture transport into the Arctic linked to sea ice retreat,
a Lagrangian methodology based on the FLEXPART v9.0 particle dispersion model [37,38] was applied.
The Arctic domain used for this work was defined by Roberts et al. [42] as “the geosphere and biosphere
north of the boreal mean decadal 10 ◦C sea surface isotherm, the surface air 0 ◦C contour that encircles
the North Pole, and the southern limit of terrain that drains into the High Arctic”. This appears in
Figure 2 in the light and dark blue, red and dark pink filled regions. The FLEXPART model employs
the global reanalysis data from ERA-Interim with a 1◦ regular grid and 61 vertical levels, obtained
from the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecast (ECMWF) [43], and tracks atmospheric
moisture along trajectories. The 3-D wind field is used to move many (near 2 million) so-called particles
(air parcels) that result from the homogeneous division of the atmosphere. For each air parcel, the
specific humidity (q) and position (latitude, longitude, and altitude) are stored at 6-h intervals.

Changes in the specific humidity of the particle are related to increases (e) and decreases in
moisture (p) by the equation:

e–p = m(dq/dt),

where m is the mass of the particle and t is the time. The total surface freshwater flux (E–P) is obtained
at each grid position by adding (e–p) from all the air parcels observed over it. (E) and (P) are the rates
of evaporation and precipitation per unit area, respectively.

The trajectory of the particles can be followed both backwards in time with the aim of identifying
sources of moisture for a specific area, and forwards in time to analyse the sinks of the moisture
transported from a given source (e.g., Gimeno et al. [40,44] for backward analysis, and Gimeno et al. [45]
for forward analysis). Both approaches were used in the present study. First, the trajectories for particles
reaching the Arctic system every day were obtained by backward tracking for the whole year prior
to the 2007 and 2012 minimum sea ice extents. Particles were tracked for a period of 10 days as it
represents the average time of residence of water vapour in the atmosphere [46]. From this analysis,
we were able to analyse where particles gained (and lost) moisture on their trajectories towards the
Arctic. By considering at each grid point the total freshwater flux resulting from all particles tracked
backwards from it, we obtained the sources of moisture for the Arctic for those areas where evaporation
exceeded precipitation (E–P) > 0. In addition to the years 2007 and 2012, the sources for the period
1980–2012 were used to provide the climatological mean in order to allow comparisons to be made.
Climatological sources as used in this study were previously calculated by Vázquez et al. [47], in which
sources were defined as those areas where (E–P) exceeded 4 mm/day for the backward experiment;
they are represented by the yellow contours in Figure 2. Only the Pacific and Atlantic Ocean, North
America, and Siberia were considered in the analysis to represent those continental and oceanic sources
with major seasonal importance [47]. Secondly, in addition to backward tracking, trajectories were
tracked forwards in time from the climatological Arctic sources (yellow contours in Figure 2) in order
to analyse the variation in moisture supply into the Arctic. An area is considered to be a moisture
receptor from a source when, taking the contributions of all the particles crossing the region, it is
revealed that precipitation exceeds evaporation (E–P) < 0.
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Eurasian and Canadian river basins respectively as considered in this study. Yellow contour areas 
represent the sources of moisture for the Arctic system used in the forward experiment developed by 
Vázquez et al. [47] in annual climatology from 1980–2012. 
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to the total system, the moisture contribution from the main Arctic river basins was also investigated. 
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regions of the Arctic Ocean. The Eurasian river basins considered herein are Lena, Ob, Yenisey and 
Kolyma (the red-coloured areas in Figure 2); the main Canadian basins are McKenzie and Yukon 
(pink areas in Figure 2). For both areas, we calculated the mean moisture supply for each period of 
interest (2007, 2012) and climatology separately, which we then integrated over the basin areas.  

The analysis described above was applied on both a seasonal and an annual basis. Because the 
minimum sea ice extent occurs in September, we considered the period from September to August 
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found in Vázquez et al. [47]. 

Figure 2. Main regions of study. The total solid colour-filled area (dark and light blue, red and pink)
represents the Arctic domain as defined by Roberts et al. [42]. The red and pink regions represent the
Eurasian and Canadian river basins respectively as considered in this study. Yellow contour areas
represent the sources of moisture for the Arctic system used in the forward experiment developed by
Vázquez et al. [47] in annual climatology from 1980–2012.

The analysis for both the sources and their contribution to the Arctic, for years showing minimum
sea ice extents (2007 and 2012), was achieved by calculating anomalous (E–P) with reference to the
climatology for 1980–2012. For the backward analysis only the (E–P) > 0 values were considered, and
for the forward analysis we considered only those areas where (E–P) < 0.

To assess the possible implications for sea ice extent as affected by river discharge, in addition to
the total system, the moisture contribution from the main Arctic river basins was also investigated.
We consider the Eurasian and Canadian basins separately because of their influence over the different
regions of the Arctic Ocean. The Eurasian river basins considered herein are Lena, Ob, Yenisey and
Kolyma (the red-coloured areas in Figure 2); the main Canadian basins are McKenzie and Yukon
(pink areas in Figure 2). For both areas, we calculated the mean moisture supply for each period of
interest (2007, 2012) and climatology separately, which we then integrated over the basin areas.

The analysis described above was applied on both a seasonal and an annual basis. Because the
minimum sea ice extent occurs in September, we considered the period from September to August
2006–2007 and the same period in 2011–2012. Hereinafter these periods are denoted 2006/2007 and
2011/2012. Seasons were defined as autumn (September to November; SON), winter (December to
February; DJF), spring (March to May; MAM), and summer (June to August; JJA).

3. Results

3.1. Changes in Moisture Sources

Figure 3 shows the seasonal anomalies for 2006/2007 and 2011/2012 in moisture uptake
(E–P) > 0 for backward analysis from the Arctic system. Positive anomalies (reddish colours)
represent those areas where the particles took more moisture during these years on their transport
to the Arctic compared to climatological mean. The opposite is valid for negative anomalies (bluish
colours). Contour magenta lines represent the climatological seasonal moisture sources as defined
previously [47]. From this figure, we observed variations in the moisture sources for those years
with minimum sea ice extent. To facilitate the interpretation of this figure, Figure 4 shows (E–P)
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climatological seasonal values for both years. Climatological sources for the period 1980–2012 can be
found in Vázquez et al. [47].
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Figure 3. Seasonal evaporation–precipitation (E–P) > 0 anomalies for (a) 2006/2007 and (b) 2011/2012
compared with the 1980–2012 climatology. The reddish colours represent areas over which moisture
uptake is greater that year (positive anomalies) and the bluish colours represent areas where moisture
uptake is lower that year (negative anomalies). Contour magenta lines represent the main climatological
moisture sources for the Arctic system based on the results of Vázquez et al. [47].

As found by Vazquez et al. [47], Atlantic and Pacific Oceans represent main moisture sources for
the Arctic Ocean for the entire year, and North America and Siberia become relevant sources only
in summer. In general, it can be seen from Figure 3 that the Atlantic source increases its moisture
uptake over the climatological source area for 2006/2007, with the exception of autumn. Meanwhile for
2011/2012, in general the moisture uptake from Atlantic Ocean shows an increase around climatological
area and a decrease over the climatological source itself. For the Pacific source, major differences
between both years appear in spring and especially in summer; for these seasons, moisture uptake
shows an increase for 2012, which does not appear in 2007. Finally, relating to continental summer
sources, both years show a general increase in moisture uptake from North America. From the Siberian
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source, it seems to be displaced northward for 2012, however only the south part of the source shows
positive anomalies in 2007.
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Figure 4. Climatological seasonal 10-day integrated (E–P) values observed for the period 2006/2007
(a) and for the period 2011/2012 (b), for all the particles bound for the Arctic domain, determined from
backward tracking. Red colours represent moisture sources and blue colours represent moisture sinks.

For 2006/2007 (Figure 3a), and considering autumn, it appears that the uptake of moisture from
the Atlantic source was reduced. For the Pacific Ocean in general, the moisture uptake became weaker
over the climatological source area (contoured area); however, evaporation increased over some areas
around this region. Especially remarkable is the increase in E–P that occurred over the eastern Pacific.
In Figure 4a it can be seen that this source appears separated into two different areas. Despite not being
the main source, in autumn the Norwegian and Barents Seas showed an increase in their potential
moisture contribution to the system, and some Eurasian continental areas gained in importance as well.
In winter the Atlantic moisture source clearly increased its moisture uptake and expanded eastwards
(see also Figure 4a). Meanwhile, the Pacific Ocean seems to have gained in importance as a source
northwards and eastwards and have decreased its moisture uptake in a southwest direction. In this
season, an important increase in moisture uptake is also observed over the Okhotsk Sea (to the north
of Japan and delimited to the east by the Kamchatka Peninsula). In spring, the Atlantic source seems
to have a reduced eastward extent compared with the climatological source and an intensification can
be seen over its central area. A slight increase in moisture uptake can be observed over the eastern
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Atlantic Ocean. The Pacific source shows an uneven pattern, with negative anomalies over most of
the source and positive ones over the southeastern climatological source area and over Japan and
the East China Sea. Positive anomalies higher than 0.3 mm/day can be seen over the Bering Sea and
Europe. Finally, in summer the North American source increased its moisture uptake over most of its
area. Over Eurasia, positive anomalies generally appear around the latitudinal 50◦ N band, and China
gains importance as a source with greater (E–P) values than Siberia (Figure 4a). For the Atlantic Ocean,
moisture uptake increased over most of the area despite the fact that this source is not that important
in this season. The Pacific source showed negative anomalies over most of its area, indeed this source
was somewhat limited to the eastern Pacific this year, as shown in Figure 4a.

For 2011/2012 (Figure 3b), in autumn the moisture uptake over the Pacific moisture source was
considerably reduced. The Atlantic moisture source seems to be displaced southwards and, in general,
evaporation increased over the ocean below 40◦ N and the Gulf of Mexico. The positive anomalies
seen over Europe for this season are also remarkable. In winter, the Atlantic source weakened over the
climatological source area and the ocean to the north and east. In Figure 4b, it can be seen that two
different evaporative areas appear over the Atlantic Ocean. The first coincides approximately with the
climatological source and the second is located over the eastern Atlantic. The Pacific Ocean showed
negative anomalies over most of its area, with the exception of a band of positive anomalies between
30◦ and 40◦ N. Positive anomalies appeared too over the Okhotsk Sea and the western Bering Sea.
In spring, over the Atlantic climatological source area the moisture uptake was considerably lower,
with slight increases observed mainly to the south of the climatological source. Over the Pacific Ocean,
positive anomalies are seen to the northeast of the source, suggesting an expansion of the moisture
source in this direction. It is important to highlight the positive anomalies over the North American
source, suggesting an earlier development of this source, which usually only appears in summer.
Finally, in summer the Atlantic Ocean generally shows negative anomalies over most of the western
Atlantic Ocean. However, positive anomalies also appear to the east of Florida suggesting a southward
displacement of the source, which can be observed in Figure 4b. The Pacific Ocean mainly shows
an increase in moisture uptake. For the continental moisture sources, North America seems to have
a higher moisture uptake over most of its area. Moreover, Alaska gained in importance as a source
for this season. The Siberian source was displaced northwards (see Figure 4b), showing very strong
positive anomalies to the north of the source. China and Europe also show a higher moisture uptake.

All the available data are brought together in Figure 5, which shows the total seasonal moisture
uptake (E–P) > 0 for each source for both years (2006/2007 and 2011/2012) and for the climatology
mean (1980–2012). Following the same methodology as that employed by Vázquez et al. [47], sources
for 2006/2007 and 2011/2012 were defined as those areas showing values greater than 4 mm/day over
the Pacific and Atlantic Ocean, North America, and Siberia (see Figure 4). For each of the four sources,
the total (E–P) value was calculated. An increase in moisture uptake may be seen for almost every
source and season. The only exception is over the Pacific area, which shows decreases in moisture
uptake in winter, and especially in autumn of 2006/2007 and during summer of 2011/2012. Especially
relevant also are the increase in spring and summer for 2011/2012 over this source. Over the Atlantic
area, some reduction appeared for autumn 2006/2007, and there was a notable increase in moisture
uptake occurring in winter for this year. In 2011/2012 the total (E–P) increased for every season, with
higher values appearing in autumn and a negligible increase in summer. As for the continental sources
in summer, these intensified in moisture uptake in both years. However, the total (E–P) was greater for
2011/2012, which could justify the increased sea ice retreat in 2012 compared to 2007.
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Figure 5. Total seasonal moisture uptake (E–P) > 0 for 1980–2012 (yellow bar), 2006/2007 (blue bar)
and 2011/2012 (green bar) over each source of moisture: (a) Pacific Ocean; (b) Atlantic Ocean;
(c) North America and (d) Siberia.

3.2. Anomalous Moisture Contribution from Each Moisture Source

The forward analysis allows us to analyse anomalous transport of moisture from the main
climatological moisture sources (yellow contour lines in Figure 2) into the Arctic system for those
years showing minimum sea ice extent. To analyse the geographical variations in moisture transport,
Figures 6 and 7 show the seasonal moisture contribution anomalies for each of the main sources for
2006/2007 and 2011/2012, respectively. In order to link moisture transport and sea ice retreat, the
purple contour indicates the sea ice extent at the end of every season.

For the Pacific moisture source (Figure 6a) we observed important differences in the
(E–P) < 0 anomaly by season. Focusing the analysis on those areas showing major sea ice retreat,
for this moisture source we observed an important increased moisture contribution north of the
Bering Strait in autumn, affecting the area where the maximum September ice retreat was observed
(see Figure 1). In spring and summer, some increases are observed north of Siberia, where sea ice
loss is especially important. Figure 6b shows the (E–P) < 0 anomaly for the Atlantic moisture source.
An amplification of the moisture contribution from the Atlantic moisture source can be observed to
the northeast of the source for winter, spring, and summer affecting the Barents and Kara Seas, where
sea ice retreat was observed over this period. In autumn, however, there was no important increase
in moisture contribution over this area, in fact the transport from the Atlantic source was amplified
mainly to the west of Greenland. This region is also affected by an amplified moisture transport from
the North American source in summer (Figure 6c). Increased moisture contribution from both sources
could have affected the sea ice retreat over the Canadian Arctic archipelago observed in 2006/2007.
The contribution of the Siberian moisture source (Figure 6d) showed a strong increase to the north of
the source, with an amplified contribution over the Pacific Ocean, Scandinavia, and the Atlantic Ocean.
Increased moisture contribution appeared over the Arctic Ocean between the Laptev Sea and the East
Siberian Sea.



Atmosphere 2017, 8, 32 9 of 18

Atmosphere 2017, 8, 32  8 of 17 

 

source and season. The only exception is over the Pacific area, which shows decreases in moisture 
uptake in winter, and especially in autumn of 2006/2007 and during summer of 2011/2012. Especially 
relevant also are the increase in spring and summer for 2011/2012 over this source. Over the Atlantic 
area, some reduction appeared for autumn 2006/2007, and there was a notable increase in moisture 
uptake occurring in winter for this year. In 2011/2012 the total (E–P) increased for every season, with 
higher values appearing in autumn and a negligible increase in summer. As for the continental 
sources in summer, these intensified in moisture uptake in both years. However, the total (E–P) was 
greater for 2011/2012, which could justify the increased sea ice retreat in 2012 compared to 2007. 

3.2. Anomalous Moisture Contribution from Each Moisture Source 

The forward analysis allows us to analyse anomalous transport of moisture from the main 
climatological moisture sources (yellow contour lines in Figure 2) into the Arctic system for those 
years showing minimum sea ice extent. To analyse the geographical variations in moisture transport, 
Figures 6 and 7 show the seasonal moisture contribution anomalies for each of the main sources for 
2006/2007 and 2011/2012, respectively. In order to link moisture transport and sea ice retreat, the 
purple contour indicates the sea ice extent at the end of every season. 
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contour lines represent climatological moisture sources for the Arctic system. Purple contour lines 
represent the sea ice extent at the end of every season.  

For the Pacific moisture source (Figure 6a) we observed important differences in the (E–P) < 0 
anomaly by season. Focusing the analysis on those areas showing major sea ice retreat, for this 
moisture source we observed an important increased moisture contribution north of the Bering Strait 
in autumn, affecting the area where the maximum September ice retreat was observed (see Figure 1). 
In spring and summer, some increases are observed north of Siberia, where sea ice loss is especially 
important. Figure 6b shows the (E–P) < 0 anomaly for the Atlantic moisture source. An amplification 

Figure 6. Seasonal (E–P) < 0 anomalies for 2006/2007 in the forward experiment from (a) the Pacific
Ocean (b) the Atlantic Ocean (c) North America and (d) Siberia. Reddish colours represent areas over
which the moisture supply is greater that year from the selected source (positive anomalies) and bluish
colours represent areas where the moisture uptake is lower that year (negative anomalies). Red contour
lines represent climatological moisture sources for the Arctic system. Purple contour lines represent
the sea ice extent at the end of every season.

As far as the geographical variations in moisture supply for 2011/2012 are concerned (Figure 7), for
the Pacific source (Figure 7a) negative anomalies in moisture contribution (E–P) < 0 are generally seen
over the East Siberian, Chukchi, and Beaufort Seas between autumn and spring. Positive anomalies,
however, are observed over the East Siberian Sea in summer. This area suffered an unusual sea ice
retreat during this season (see also Figure 1). For 2011/2012 the Pacific source seems to show an
increased moisture contribution over the Barents and Kara seas in autumn, and the Norwegian Sea in
autumn and winter. For the Atlantic Ocean (Figure 7b), as in 2006/2007, the moisture contribution
increased northeast of the source. In this case, the increase occurred in autumn, winter, and spring,
affecting the Barents and Kara Seas. In summer, however positive anomalies over these seas can be
only observed from North American source, In this season, some increases in moisture transport can be
observed over the Canadian Arctic archipelago, from both the Atlantic and North American (Figure 7c)
sources. The variation in moisture supply over this area is negligible for the remaining sources and
seasons. Finally, for the Siberian moisture source (Figure 7d) the anomalies in moisture contribution
over the Arctic Ocean are mainly negative. Positive anomalies can be seen over the East Siberian and
Chucki Seas and over the Kara Sea.
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As far as the geographical variations in moisture supply for 2011/2012 are concerned (Figure 7), 
for the Pacific source (Figure 7a) negative anomalies in moisture contribution (E–P) < 0 are generally 
seen over the East Siberian, Chukchi, and Beaufort Seas between autumn and spring. Positive 
anomalies, however, are observed over the East Siberian Sea in summer. This area suffered an 
unusual sea ice retreat during this season (see also Figure 1). For 2011/2012 the Pacific source seems 
to show an increased moisture contribution over the Barents and Kara seas in autumn, and the 
Norwegian Sea in autumn and winter. For the Atlantic Ocean (Figure 7b), as in 2006/2007, the 
moisture contribution increased northeast of the source. In this case, the increase occurred in autumn, 
winter, and spring, affecting the Barents and Kara Seas. In summer, however positive anomalies over 
these seas can be only observed from North American source, In this season, some increases in 

Figure 7. Seasonal (E–P) < 0 anomalies for 2011/2012 in the forward experiment from (a) the Pacific
Ocean (b) the Atlantic Ocean (c) North America and (d) Siberia. Reddish colours represent areas over
which the moisture supply is greater in that year from the selected source (positive anomalies) and
bluish colours represent areas where the moisture uptake is lower (negative anomalies). Red contour
lines represent climatological moisture sources for the Arctic system. Purple contour lines represent
the sea ice extent at the end of every season.

With the aim of analysing the net variation in (E–P) over the system as a whole, Figure 8 shows
the total seasonal moisture contribution from each moisture source, computed by integrating (E–P)
for each grid cell and considering only values where (E–P) < 0. For the year 2006/2007, for the
Pacific source the moisture contribution was generally lower compared with the mean contribution
for 1980–2012. The only exception occurred in the autumn when the moisture contribution showed
a slight increase. The Atlantic moisture contribution increased in autumn and winter; meanwhile, it
showed similar values to the climatology for spring and summer. Finally, from both the continental
sources, North America and Siberia, moisture transport over the Arctic was considerably greater.

The total seasonal contribution for 2011/2012 (green bar in Figure 8) shows that moisture transport
from the Pacific moisture source was greater for autumn and summer, and decreased in the other
seasons. The Atlantic moisture contribution increased in all seasons, as did the North American
contribution in summer. Finally, the contribution of the Siberian source showed a slight decrease this
year compared with the climatology.
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Figure 8. Seasonal mean moisture contribution over the total Arctic domain for 1980–2012 (yellow
bar), 2006/2007 (blue bar) and 2011/2012 (green bar) from (a) Pacific Ocean; (b) Atlantic Ocean;
(c) North America and (d) Siberia.

3.3. Contrasting Analysis: Maximum September Sea Ice Extent

To analyse the influence of moisture transport on sea ice extent it is interesting to investigate not
only the situation for minimum sea ice extent but also for those years showing maximum coverage
during September. The maximum September sea ice extent occurred during September 1996 (see
Figure 9). With the purpose of analysing variations in moisture supply associated with maximum and
minimum sea ice extent in September, and taking in mind that the behaviour of the previous summer
is important in the moisture supply to the Arctic system related with the minimum, the summer
contribution was analysed for 1996, and then it was compared with the 2007 situation. Figure 10 shows
the anomalous moisture contribution for the year 1996 from the four climatological sources.

If the sea ice extent during 2007 (Figure 1) is observed, it can be seen that major differences
occurred over the Laptev and East Siberian seas, the Barents and Kara Sea and the Canadian Arctic
Archipelago. Analysing moisture contribution over those areas, it is observed that the opposite
situation with respect to moisture contribution occurred over those areas in 1996 (Figure 11) and
2007 (Figure 6). In the case of Laptev and East Siberian Seas, a decreased moisture contribution is
observed in 1996 from the Pacific Ocean and Siberia, however an increased contribution occurred over
those areas in 2007 from the same sources. With reference to the Barents and Kara Sea, an increased
contribution is observed over this area from the Atlantic Ocean and Siberia in 2007. However, any
anomalous contribution appears to be from the Atlantic source in 1996 and decreased supply can be
observed from the Siberian source. Finally, over the Canadian Archipelago, major differences can be
found with respect to the North American source. The North American contribution increased in 2007
over this area and decreased in 1996.
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Figure 10. Summer (E–P) < 0 anomalies for 1996 in the forward experiment from (a) the Pacific Ocean
(b) the Atlantic Ocean (c) North America and (d) Siberia. Reddish colours represent areas over which
the moisture supply is greater that year from the selected source (positive anomalies) and bluish colours
represent areas where the moisture uptake is lower that year (negative anomalies). Contour red lines
represent climatological moisture sources for the Arctic system.
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contribution over the Eurasian basins increased for both seasons, as occurred for the Pacific source 
over these basins. Of special note is the case in winter, when the moisture contribution is more than 

Figure 11. Mean moisture contribution over Eurasian (left-hand column) and Canadian (right-hand
column) river basins from Pacific Ocean (first row) and Atlantic Ocean (second row) for 1980–2012
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3.4. River Basins

With the aim of investigating how moisture variations over the major Arctic river basins affect
the extent of the sea ice, we analysed the moisture contribution over the Lena, Ob, Yenisey and
Kolyma (Eurasian rivers that flow to the Arctic system, red coloured in Figure 2) together, and over
McKenzie and Yukon river basins (Canadian rivers, marked in pink in Figure 2). Figure 11 shows the
seasonal moisture contribution from each moisture source over the main Eurasian (left-hand column)
and Canadian Arctic river basins (right-hand column). These contributions were calculated for the
complete climatology (yellow bar) and for the individual periods 2006/2007 and 2011/2012 (blue
and green bars, respectively) in order to assess the possible variations. As the snowpack most related
with summer Arctic river discharge occurred during the period October–March [32], in this work only
the autumn and winter seasons were analysed (continental sources of moisture were not analysed).
In this section we assume that amplified moisture transport into the river basins leads to larger river
discharge into the Arctic Ocean, however changes in river discharge were not analysed in this paper.

For 2006/2007 (blue bar), the Pacific moisture sources supplied a greater amount of moisture to
the Eurasian river basin in both seasons, with the increase in moisture supply being greater in autumn
compared with the climatology mean. Over the Canadian river basins, the moisture contribution only
increased during autumn, showing some decrease in the winter compared with the 1980–2012 mean
contribution. In general terms, the moisture contribution from the Pacific source is greater over the
Canadian basins than over the Eurasian ones. In the case of the Atlantic Ocean, during 2006/2007 its
contribution over the Eurasian basins increased for both seasons, as occurred for the Pacific source
over these basins. Of special note is the case in winter, when the moisture contribution is more than
twice the climatological mean contribution. For the Canadian basins for the same year, its contribution
was also increased in winter and decreased in autumn; however, variations are small compared with
the Eurasian basins.
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In 2011/2012 (green bar), the Pacific moisture contribution over the Eurasian River basins showed
an increase in autumn and a decrease in winter. The situation for this source is the opposite over
Canadian basins. Variations are more important over these watersheds than over the Eurasian ones,
showing variations of around 100 mm/day in both seasons. Moisture supply from the Atlantic Ocean
decreased over the Eurasian basins during autumn and winter, with the contribution for the latter being
less than half the climatological mean contribution. Over the Canadian basins, this source showed an
increase in autumn, the supply in winter being almost the same as the 1980–2012 climatology mean.

4. Discussion

Moisture transport shows some important variations for those years experiencing minimum sea
ice extents compared with the 1980–2012 climatology; however, the situation differs between the two
years considered here.

In 2006/2007, the Pacific Ocean seems to have gained importance as a moisture source in autumn,
winter, and spring; however, in summer the moisture uptake (E–P) > 0 was less than the 1980–2012
mean value (Figure 5). Its contribution to precipitation (Figure 6a) increased over some areas of major
sea ice retreat north of the Bering Strait, especially in autumn but also in spring and summer over
the East Siberian Sea. Kapch et al. [48] suggested a relationship between increased humidity over
an area and an intensification of the sea ice retreat there. Moisture uptake (Figure 3) increased over
continental areas in North America and Asia, and the Siberian moisture contribution was greater than
average to the north of the climatological source. Especially remarkable is the intensification of the
Atlantic Ocean as a moisture source in winter (Figure 5), showing an increase in moisture uptake
greater than 4000 mm/day over the complete source. Except for during autumn 2006, this source
showed positive anomalies over most of its areas for all seasons (Figure 3). This amplification of
the moisture source resulted in an increased moisture contribution in every season (Figure 8), which
was geographically localised over oceanic areas around Greenland and Eurasia and affecting some
areas of major ice retreat such as the Barents and Kara Seas (Figure 6b). The increase in moisture
supply over Eurasia produced an increase in moisture contribution over the main Arctic river basins
(Figure 11) of more than 100% on an annual basis (result not shown). This increased supply can be
related with the intensification in the Atlantic moisture source found for this year in winter (Figure 3).
Gimeno et al. [49] have previously demonstrated the relation between intensification of this moisture
source and increased moisture contribution over the Eurasian river basins. This finding is especially
relevant because the Atlantic Ocean was previously found to be one of the most important sources for
the Eurasian river basins [50]. In agreement with our result, Zhang et al. [32] observed an increased
moisture transport into the Eurasian river basins, and Shiklomanov and Lammers [50] described a
peak river discharge in 2007. Some authors have suggested a link between increased Eurasian river
discharge and sea ice decline [25,26]. This relationship is in accordance with our own results, given
the important sea ice retreat that occurred to the north of the main Eurasian Arctic river estuaries in
2006/2007 (Figure 1).

In 2011/2012, the continental areas showed an important intensification of the moisture uptake
(Figure 3). The North American moisture contribution increased considerably for this period too,
however the Siberian moisture contribution remains similar to the climatological mean (Figure 8).
The Atlantic source experienced a remarkable decrease in moisture uptake over the climatological
evaporative area, especially in winter (Figure 3). However, positive anomalies were found over the
surrounding areas, resulting in an intensification of the ocean as a source (Figure 5). The total moisture
contribution over the Arctic from this source showed increased values with respect to 1980–2012
(Figure 8). Positive anomalies in moisture uptake to the north of the climatological source (Figure 3)
suggest an intensification of the moisture uptake from particles on their way to the Arctic domain,
which could produce an intensification of the final moisture contribution. For the Pacific moisture
source, an increased moisture contribution appears over the system in autumn and summer, producing
an increased moisture supply over the Barents and Kara Seas, and over the East Siberian and Chucki
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Seas, respectively. In this year, important reductions occurred to the north of Russia (Figure 1). Some
authors have related the sea ice reduction over this area to the occurrence of a great cyclone originating
in Siberia in August of that year [51–53].

Despite seasonal variations in moisture contribution; it seems like summer conditions are crucial
for the variability of sea ice extent for both years, as it is in this season when major retreats were
observed. In the case of 2007 increased moisture contribution was observed, in general, over the Laptev
and East Siberian Seas, Barents and Kara Seas and the Canadian Arctic archipelago (those areas of
major retreat). In the case of 2012 such a clear relation cannot be addressed. For this year positive
anomalies in moisture contribution appeared north of the Bering Strait, where ice retreat was especially
high. However, most of the sources decreased moisture contribution over the Barents and Kara seas
for this year, where the retreat was even higher than for 2007.

Finally, if we compare the sea ice extent over the Barents and Kara seas (Figure 1) an important
difference can be observed between the two years. This difference seems to be related to the path of the
moisture transport associated with the Atlantic moisture source. In Figure 6b we note that moisture
transport from the Atlantic moisture source showed an eastward movement into Eurasia in 2006/2007,
meanwhile, in 2011/2012 (Figure 7b) the moisture contribution showed a major northeastward
trend. An important amount of moisture from the Atlantic Ocean is transported into the Arctic
by cyclones [54], especially in winter [55]. Storms play an important role in sea ice reduction [19] and
have been proven to affect the sea ice extent over this area [56].

5. Conclusions

We have analysed the variation in moisture transport occurring in the years 2006/2007 and
2011/2012 and have attempted to relate this to the minimum Arctic sea ice extent observed in
these years.

Important variations in moisture transport over the Arctic have become apparent for those
years with minimum sea ice extents. For the year 2006/2007, for example, an increase in moisture
contribution over the Arctic domain was observed from continental sources in summer and from the
Atlantic source in autumn and winter. In the case of the 2011/2012 minimum extent, increases in
moisture supply were observed from every source with the exception of Siberia in summer, and the
Pacific Ocean in winter and spring. From our results, it seems increased summer moisture contribution
may be related with sea ice retreat. In general, positive anomalies were found over areas of major
retreat for this season.

From our results, increased moisture transport over the main Arctic river basins seems to have
some implications for the sea ice reductions observed over the Arctic Ocean. Moisture transport over
these basins was not the same for both years. In 2006/2007 the Atlantic moisture contribution increased
by more than 100% over the Eurasian river basins. In the same year, anomalous sea ice reductions
occurred over the Arctic Ocean to the north of the basins. Despite the observed moisture increase and
the importance of Atlantic Ocean as a source for this watershed, further analysis should be undertaken
in order to assess the strength of the relationship between river discharge and sea ice extent.

The Atlantic moisture source seems to be especially related to the sea ice extent over the Barents
and Kara Sea regions. Over these areas, greater sea ice reductions were observed in 2011/2012, when
the moisture transport from the Atlantic source had a northward component, bringing moisture into
the area of major retreat.
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