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ABSTRACT: Many small mountain glaciers have been reported undergoing strong shrinkage, and it is 
therefore important to understand how they respond to climate change. The availability of topographic 
maps from 1962, Landsat TM imagery from 1990 and ASTER (Advanced Spaceborne Thermal Emission 
and Radiometer) imagery from 2006 and field investigation of some glaciers allow a comprehensive analysis 
of glacier change based on glacier size and topography on Mt. Bogda. Results include: (1) an overall loss of 
a glacierized area by 31.18±0.31 km2 or 21.6% from 1962 to 2006, (2) a marked dependence of glacier area 
shrinkage on initial size, with smaller glaciers experiencing higher shrinkage levels, (3) the disappearance of 
12 small glaciers, (4) a striking difference in area loss between the southern and northern slopes of 25% and 
17%, respectively. A subset of the investigated glaciers shows that the area 57.45±0.73 km2 in 1962 reduced 
to 54.79±0.561 km2 in 1990 and 48.88±0.49 km2 in 2006, with a relative area reduction of 4.6% during 
1962–1990, and 10.8% during 1990–2006. The corresponding volume waste increased from 6.9% to 10.2%. 
Three reference glaciers were investigated in 1981 and revisited in 2009. Their terminus experienced a 
marked recession. Meteorological data from stations around Mt. Bogda reveals that glacier shrinkage is 
correlated with winter warming and an extension of the ablation period. Precipitation on the northwest side 
of the range shows a marked increase, with a slight increase on the southeast side. 
KEY WORDS: glacier shrinkage, climate change, water resources, Bogda Mountain, Tian Shan. 
 

0  INTRODUCTION 
The cryosphere, to the global hydrological cycle, is com-

posed of snow cover, glacier and ice in different forms. About 
10% of the Earth’s land surface is permanently covered by 
glaciers. The melted glacier water supplies the runoffs during 
warm days, and is also a reliable water source during droughts. 
However, the available fresh water stored in alpine glaciers is 
gradually decreasing and changing the cryosphere regime be-
cause global warming is causing increased glacier melting. 
Many mountain ranges have undergone a decrease in the rate of 
glacierization due to ongoing climate changes, and secular 
mass loss has been considered a worldwide phenomenon for 
the past several decades (WGMS, 2008).  

Glaciers in the Tian Shan Mountains, as well as catch-
ments in alpine regions, are of considerable importance as wa-
ter resources, especially in the arid and semi-arid Xinjiang re-
gion in China (Li et al., 2011a). In the context of water availa-
bility, it is necessary to understand its past fluctuations, current 
states and future evolution as atmospheric warming is predicted 
to continue (Cubasch and Meehl, 2001). 

Glacier changes in the Tian Shan Mountains have received  
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extensive attention in recent years due to concern of water 
shortage. There is continued interest in mapping glaciers using 
satellite data (Narama et al., 2010; Kutuzov and Shahgedanova, 
2009; Aizen et al., 2007; Bolch, 2007; Niederer et al., 2007) or 
field observations on the Urumqi Glacier No. 1 (UG1) in China 
(Li et al., 2007, 2003). The majority of assessments regarding 
glacier changes focused on Tian Shan in a range of 67ºE–80ºE, 
while very little research has been done on eastern Tian Shan 
with a large range between 80ºE–95ºE (Table 1). Particularly 
important is the fact that mountainous areas provide water for 
the extremely water-stressed Turfan Basin (Fang et al., 2010), 
which is why the glacier changes of Mt. Bogda need to be in-
vestigated further to understand the relationship between glaci-
er and climate change. 

Marked regional differences of the glacier’s relative area 
change exist in well-investigated regions (Narama et al., 2010). 
This is also embodied in Table 1 with a rate of -3.3%– -32% in 
a different time span. Though the results may be partly affected 
by the available data sources and investigated sample size, the 
ice mass loss is beyond doubt.  

 
1  STUDY AREA   

The study area is in the western section of Mt. Bogda 
(43º10′N–44º5′N, 87º40′E–91º35′E), the largest glacierized 
area in eastern Tian Shan, which is located 90 km east of 
Urumqi City in the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of 
China (Fig. 1). The range is 330 km long, stretching from east 
to west with an area of 20 000 km2. Condensed on the Bog-
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da-Peak (5 445 m a.s.l.) are several of eastern Tian Shan’s larg-
est glaciers. Based on the Glacier Inventory of China (III) 
(Wang et al., 1986), which is also a part a World Glacier In-
ventory (WGI) (http://nsidc.org/data/glacier_inventory/), there 
were 469 glaciers in the mountain with a total area of approx-
imately 214 km2 in the 1960s, ranging from 0.02 to 10.27 km2 
with a mean size of 0.46 km2. One of the typical characteristics 
of Mt. Bogda is the asymmetry of northern and southern slopes. 

The southern slope is less steep with a long bank compared to 
the northern slope. The typical topography provides more high 
land for snow accumulation and thus is favorable for glacier 
development. According to Wang et al. (1986), there were 256 
glaciers covering 122.35 km2 in the southern slope and 213 
glaciers in the northern slope covering 91.50 km2.  

The Bogda Mountain is poorly controlled by the westerly 
air mass and the influence of Siberian anticyclonic circulation,  

 
Table 1  Glacier area change in Tian Shan Mountains during the past several decades 

Region Location Data sources Period Area loss (%) Reference 

67ºE–80ºE 

Pskem 42ºN, 71ºE Corona/ Landsat ETM+ / ALOS 1970–2000

2000–2007

19 

5 

Narama et al., 2010 

Ala Archa 42ºN, 74ºE ASTER 1963–1981

1963–2003

5.1 

15.7 

Aizen et al., 2007 

Sokoluk 42ºN, 74ºE Landsat ETM 1963–2000 28 Niederer et al., 2007 

Terskey- 

Alatoo 

42ºN, 74ºE Landsat TM/ ASTER 1965–2003

1990–2003

12.6 

3.8 

Kutuzov and Shahgedanova, 2009

At-Bashy 41ºN, 75ºE Corona/ Landsat ETM+ / ALOS 1970–2000

2000–2007

12 

4 

Narama et al., 2010 

Ak-shirak 43ºN, 75ºE ASTER 1943–2001 26 Khromova et al., 2003 

SE-Fergana 41ºN, 76ºE Corona/ Landsat ETM+ / ALOS 1970–2000

2000–2007

9 

0 

Narama et al., 2010 

Terskey Alatoo 42ºN, 77ºE Corona/Landsat ETM+ 1971–2002 8 Narama et al., 2006 

Ili-Kungoy 43ºN, 77ºE Corona/ Landsat ETM+ / ALOS 1970–2000

2000–2007

12 

4 

Narama et al., 2010 

Akshiirak 42ºN, 78ºE ASTER 1943–1977

1943–2003

4.2 

12.8 

Aizen et al., 2007 

Zailiyskiy and Kungey Alatau 43ºN, 75ºE-79ºE Landsat ETM 1955–1999 32 Bolch, 2007 

80ºE–95ºE 

Akesu 42ºN, 80ºE Landsat TM/ETM+ 1963–1999 3.3 Liu et al., 2006 

Kaidu River 42ºN, 85ºE Landsat ETM+/ SPOT1 1963–2000 13 Li et al., 2006 

Urumqi River 43ºN, 86ºE Aerial photogrammetry 1964–1992 13.8 Chen et al., 1996 

UG1 43º06′N, 85º49′E Field measurement 1962–2000

1962–2006

11 

14 

Li et al., 2007, 2003 

Karlik Shan 43ºN, 94ºE Landsat TM/ ETM+/ ASTER 1971–2002 5.3 Wang et al., 2009 

 

88º 90ºE

4
3

º
4

4
ºN

N

Turfan

Qijiaojin

Qitai

Dabancheng

Daxigou

Urumqi Bogda M
ountain

Junggar Basin

Turfan Basin

U 1G

0 90 km

 

Figure 1. Sketch map showing the study area on Mt. Bogda.  
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where precipitation mainly occurs in summer, with cold and 
dry weather in winter (Aizen et al., 1997). Large-scale simula-
tions reflect spatial and seasonal variations in central and high 
Asia (Böhner, 2006). The Bogda Range is largely affected by 
local convective processes. Precipitation varies horizontally. 
Qitai (794 m a.s.l.) on the south and Urumqi (935 m a.s.l.) on 
the west are <300 mm. Dabancheng (1 104 m a.s.l.) and Turfan 
(345 m a.s.l.) on the south are <50 mm. Qijiaojin (721 m a.s.l.) 
on the east is 35 mm. However, the precipitation at Daxigou 
Station, with an altitude of 3 539 m a.s.l., is 450 mm (Fig. 2). 
Generally, the minimum precipitation occurs in winter, and the 
summer maximum is even more pronounced at all sites.  

The range is likely posing a barrier to prevent air masses 
from northwest and west from passing through. The southern 
slopes turned into rain shadow with little precipitation (Wu et 
al., 1983a). The 0 ºC isothermal line of the southern and north-
ern slope is situated around 2 800 and 2 500 m a.s.l., respec-
tively (Wang and Qiu, 1983). Precipitation reaches 670 mm 
above 4 000 m a.s.l. on the southern slope and above 3 900 m 
a.s.l. on the northern slope, respectively (Wu et al., 1983a). Due 
to topographic effects, climatic settings of the Turfan Basin in 
the southern side tend to be fairly arid, while the Junggar Basin 
in the northern side is relatively humid. The maximal mean 
annual air temperature (MAAT) is 14.4 ºC in Turfan and only 
5.2 ºC in Qitai (Fig. 2).   

Although great differences of air temperature and precipita-
tion are found in the low and middle regions between the north-
ern and southern slopes, it has been pointed out that the annual 
rainfall is about 700–750 mm at the elevation of 4 100 m a.s.l., 
and the precipitation concentrates in summer in this region ac-
cording to the field investigation during 1985–1986 (Wang et al., 
1989). It is suggested that the precipitation in the Alpine region in 
the southern slope is close to that in the northern slope.  
 
2  DATA AND METHODS  
2.1  Data Sources 

The historical information of the glacier range was ac-
quired from six 1 : 50 000 scale topographic maps, which were 
based on 1962 aerial photographs. Those maps were printed in 
1973 by the Bureau of Surveying and Mapping of the Chinese 

People’s Liberation Army. The topographic maps were first 
scanned at 600 dpi and then digitized to produce DEM with a 
resolution of 25 m. The ground resolution of the maps is ap-
proximately 5 m. The error in measuring glacier area on topo-
graphic maps and aerial photography is estimated to be less 
than 5% (Wang et al., 1986).  

The recent glacial coverage depends mainly on the deline-
ation of the glaciers from Landsat TM with a spatial resolution 
of 30 m acquired on 9/10/1990 and Advanced Spaceborne 
Thermal Emission and Radiometer (ASTER) imagery 
(ASTL1B) with a ground resolution of 15 m acquired on 
21/09/2006. The selected scenes were all obtained under 
cloud-free conditions for immunity of potential error and for 
the ablation period, when the extent of snow-cover is minimal 
to reject the perturbation in delineating the glacier outlines. The 
field investigation confirmed that debris cover is not extensive 
in this region and most of the glacier surface is clean. It is 
helpful to improve the accuracy of the mapped glacier area. 
 
2.2  Glacier Mapping 

To enable a direct comparison and to quantify the glacier 
changes, all glacier boundaries in topographic maps were digi-
tized from the scanned maps. The extent of each glacier from 
satellite scenes was mapped manually on-screen under the 
support of ArcGIS 9.2. Glacier length was determined by ma-
nually digitizing hypothetical flowlines. Digitization starts at 
the lowest point of a glacier and follows a central flowline until 
the highest point is reached. The line crosses the contour lines 
perpendicularly (Svoboda and Paul, 2009). Glacier outline in 
1962 topographic map was set as the benchmark. All later lines 
of the glacier were measured in order to be consistent with 
earlier mapping. All work was done by one person, as this is 
important to keep the records consistent for manual delineation 
(Bolch et al., 2008; WGMS, 2008). To the split glacier, the area 
from imagery was integrated based on the individual fragments.  

Glacier parameters (area, length, elevation, etc.) and 
glacier mapping were attained under the Global Land Ice Mea-
surements from Space (GLIMS) workshop (Racoviteanu et al., 
2009; Raup et al., 2007a, b). Data assessments conducted have 
confirmed that artificial interpretation remains an effective tool 
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Figure 2. Diagrams showing precipitation and temperature information of six meteorological stations during 1959–2002. Their locations in Fig. 1. 
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for extracting higher level information from satellite imagery 
for glaciers (Raup et al., 2007a), especially when glaciers are 
covered by debris or mapping in the accumulation zone (Bolch 
et al., 2010, 2008; Raup et al., 2007b). The GIS-based 
processing of classified glacier maps and ASTER images in-
cluding parameters extraction and calculation were conducted 
under the previous method and theory (Paul and Andreassen, 
2009; Svoboda and Paul, 2009; Kääb et al., 2002).  

The imagery covered the part of Bogda Mountain and thus 
it includes only 191 glaciers, not all 469 glaciers. Some glaciers 
around Bogda-Peak were field investigated by the Chinese and 
Japanese expeditions in the summer of 1981. The expeditions 
provide information of glacial terminus variations (Wang and 
Qiu, 1983; Wu et al., 1983a, b). This systematic survey also 
provides the physics and chemical characteristic description of 
investigated glaciers and analysis of regional climate conditions 
(e.g., Xie et al., 1983).  

Glacier volume and change estimation using the scaling 
method are only dependent on planar information (Bahr et al., 
2009, 1997; Liu et al., 2003). However, the approach by Hae-
berli and Hoelzle (1995) and Driedger and Kennard (1986), 
which is based on the glacier surface inclination and elevation 
range could be used to estimate the volume in combination with 
thickness and area. The glacier aspect and elevation in 1962, 
1990 and 2006 were acquired based on the DEM. The average 
thickness (hF) of the entire glacier is estimated to be hF=(π/4)hf. 
Here, the average ice depth along the central flowline hf is ex-
pressed as such: hf =τf /fρg·sinα. Where τf is mean basal shear 
stress along the central flowline and is a function of mass turn-
over determined by the vertical extent, ρ is density, g is accele-
ration due to gravity, α is average surface slope, and f is shape 
factor and is chosen as 0.8 for all glaciers (Haeberli and Hoel-
zle, 1995). Thus, the total glacier volume V is equal to the total 
surface area A multiplied by the average thickness hF and ex-
pressed as V=A·hF. 

The corresponding thickness and volume estimates for in-
dividual glacier were calculated three-dimensionally rather than 
using the planar method. Further analysis could be taken by 
reconstructing the bedrock topography for glaciers (Linsbauer 
et al., 2009) and the parabolic shape of glacier beds without 
explicitly considering mass fluxes (Farinotti et al., 2009). Here, 
the thickness and volume were calculated depending on the 
approach introduced by Haeberli and Hoelzle (1995), which 
had been especially developed on behalf of the UNEP for the 
analysis of detailed glacier inventories. 
 
2.3  Error Estimation 

To co-register the images onto topographic maps, the 
scenes had to be orthorectified. The Landsat TM and ASTER 
imagery were orthorectified using ERDAS imagine software. 

Twenty-four ground control points (GCPs) were taken from the 
map and the horizontal root-mean-square error (RMSEx,y) with 
respect to GCPs was limited below 1 pixels. The projective 
transformation was performed based on those GCPs and the 
DEM produced from the digitized topographic maps. The DEM 
was not only used for the orthorectification but also for the 
glacier parameters extraction. 

According to Wang et al. (1986), the uncertainty of glacier 
area on topographic maps and aerial photography was esti-
mated to be less than 5%. Therefore the total uncertainty of the 
glacier area (U) in 1962 can be calculated based on the formula 
as follow (Wang et al., 2009; Jin et al., 2005) 

2 2 2
1 2( 5%) ( 5%) ( 5%)nU A A A        

where An is area of the nth glacier. This leads to a total error of 
±1.13 km2 in 1962 (Table 2). 

The measurement accuracy of the position of the glacier 
front is related to sensor resolution and the co-registration error 
(Ye et al., 2006; Silverio and Jaquet, 2005; Hall et al., 2003; 
Williams et al., 1997). Once the scenes registered to the 1962 
topographic base map, the uncertainty of the glacier terminus 
position (UT) and areal extent (UA) can be estimated based on 
the following formulas (Ye et al., 2006; Hall et al., 2003) 

2 2
TU      

22A TU U    

where λ is the original pixel resolution of each individual image, 
ε is the registration error of each individual image to the 1962 
base map. Thus the calculated uncertainty of the glacier area 
was ±0.003 6 km2 in 1990, and ±0.000 9 km2 in 2006 (Table 2). 

Potential errors in mapping glaciers include (1) error em-
bedded in the method of glacier delineation, (2) error embedded 
in co-registration and glacier size, (3) influence of scene quality, 
clouds, seasonal snow and shadow (Bolch et al., 2010). The 
scenes were less influenced by seasonal snow and when there 
were few clouds. The glacier front was clear for mapping. The 
field investigation in 2009 found that the debris cover in Mt. 
Bogda was not a factor in delineating glaciers. However, there 
were non-ignorable errors from shadows after comparing the 
multitemporal imagery, including a Landsat ETM+ scene in 
2009. An error of ±1% is estimated for the used scenes based 
on the tests in the study area. Hence, an error of ±1% was add-
ed in addition to the above estimated co-registration error. This 
leads to a total uncertainty of 54.79±0.561 km2 for 73 investi-
gated glaciers in the 1990 Landsat TM scene and of 
112.87±1.13 km2 for 191 investigated glaciers in the 2006 
ASTER scene. 

 
Table 2  The information and the estimated uncertainty of used data 

Date Data source Resolution (m) Accuracy RMSx,y (m) Uncertainty of terminus (m) Uncertainty of area (km2)

1962 Topographic map 5 <5 ±12 ±1.13 

1990 Landsat TM 30 <30 ±57 ±0.003 6 

2006 Terra ASTER 15 <15 ±31 ±0.000 9 



Shrinkage of Mt. Bogda Glaciers of Eastern Tian Shan in Central Asia during 1962–2006 

 

143

2.4  Climate Conditions 
Air temperature and precipitation from five national weather 

stations were used to quantify the peripheral climate conditions 
of Mt. Bogda. Basic information of these stations is shown in 
Table 3. Daily mean temperature and precipitation for the period 
1959–2002 acquired from the National Climate Center of China 
Meteorological Administration, produced annual averages. These 
meteorological stations encircle the Mt. Bogda, which can be 
used to investigate the peripheral climate conditions (Fig. 1). The 
magnitude of the trends was derived from the slope of the regres-
sion line using the least squares method. The statistical signific-
ance of temperature and precipitation trends and the linear slopes 
for significant trends were determined by the Mann-Kendall test 
(del Río et al., 2007; Su et al., 2005).  

For the southern side of Turfan and the eastern side of Qi-
jiaojin, the MAAT in the period 1959–2002 is 14.4 and 9.7 ºC 

with an increasing rate of 0.042 and 0.052 ºC·a-1, respectively. 
The values are markedly greater than those of Qitai and Urumqi. 
However, their precipitation is only 16.3 and 37.6 mm. It is 
significantly less than the other stations (Table 3). Climatic 
settings between the northwest and southeast peripheries are 
quite distinct.  

Those meteorological stations are all situated at low eleva-
tions (<1 200 m a.s.l.). There is no information available about 
the climate for high elevations. Thus, the understanding of the 
climatic conditions and its variations in Alpine regions is li-
mited. However, the field measurement found that the precipi-
tation at an altitude of 4 100 m a.s.l. is 700–750 mm in the 
southern slope of Mt. Bogda. It mainly occurred in the summer 
(Wang et al., 1989). Moreover, the data from Daxigou Station 
(3 539 m a.s.l.) (Fig. 2) is the unique information for under-
standing Alpine climate conditions of eastern Tian Shan. 

 
Table 3  Meteorological stations used in this study and their basic information of precipitation and temperature  

(MAAT means annual air temperature; MAP means annual precipitation) 

Station Location Elevation (ma.s.l.) Parameter P value R value MAAT (ºC) ΔT (ºC·a-1) MAP (mm) ΔP (mm·a-1)

Qitai 44º01′N, 

89º34′E 

793.5 Temperature 0.015 55 0.362 67 5.2 0.025   

Precipitation 0.029 14 0.329 13   193.1 2.48 

Urumqi 43º47′N, 

87º39′E 

935 Temperature 0.143 79 0.224 01 7.1 0.018   

Precipitation 0.000 11 0.550 73   262.6 4.73 

Dabancheng 43º21′N, 

88º19′E 

1 103.5 Temperature 0.000 71 0.491 02 6.6 0.025   

Precipitation 0.011 98 0.375 65   68.4 0.88 

Turfan 42º56′N, 

89º12′E 

345 Temperature <0.000 1 0.607 83 14.4 0.042   

Precipitation 0.874 44 0.024 52   16.3 0.08 

Qijiaojin 43º13′N, 

91º44′E 

721.4 Temperature <0.000 1 0.606 93 9.7 0.052   

Precipitation 0.803 84 -0.038 54   37.6 -0.05 

 
3  RESULTS  
3.1  Overall Changes 

The distribution characteristics of 203 glaciers in 1962 
were predominated by small glaciers of <1 km2, which occupy 
84% of the total number, and 41% of the total area. Particularly, 
glaciers of 0.1–0.5 km2 (46%) are much more common, ac-
cording to the glacier size class (<0.1, 0.1–0.5, 0.5–1.0, 1.0–2.0, 
2.0–5.0, 5.0–10.0, >10.0 km2) (Fig. 3). The largest coverage in 
the sample is in size class 2–5 km2 (31.23 km2) with 5% of the 
total number. The change occurring in investigated glaciers can 
mirror the total ice coverage of Mt. Bogda, where 469 glaciers 
distributed in Mt. Bogda with glaciers <1 km2 accounting for 
91.7% (Wang et al., 1986). 

The analysis of the glacier polygon data between 1962 and 
2006 yields a reduction of 21.6%, from 144.1±1.13 km2 to 
112.9±1.13 km2. The heavy area loss suggests that Mt. Bogda is 
sensitive to climate warming, partly because of the great num-
ber of small glaciers. There is high variability in relative area 
change for small glaciers, ranging from -100% to 27%. On 
average, small glaciers tend to lose more of their area, while 
larger glaciers lose less of their area relatively. This is observed 
not only in this region but also in other regions (e.g., Narama et 
al., 2010; Paul, 2004). There is a strong tendency for glaciers 
smaller than 0.5 km2 to disappear and 12 of theses glaciers have 
disappeared completely. Meanwhile, 170 glaciers smaller than 
1 km2, accounting for 84% of the total number in sample, con-

tributed 16.3 km2 to total area loss, or reduced their former area 
by 33%. The rest 33 glaciers reduced area by 14.9 km2 with a 
percent change of 15.7%. 

The relationship between glacier area distribution and area 
loss was statistically analyzed during the past several decades. 
Figure 4 shows that 63% of glaciers faces north (N, NE and 
NW). The area loss of north-facing glaciers was 17.3 km2 with 
a percent change of -17.4%, representing 55.5% of the total 
glacier area loss. The south-facing (S, SE and SW) glacier re-
duced its area by -40.3%, and glaciers facing east and west 
experienced area reductions of 22.4% and 24.8%, respectively. 
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Figure 3. Glacier number, area (2006) and area loss (1962–2006) according 

to size class (km2: <0.1, 0.1–0.5, 0.5–1, 1–2, 2–5, 5–10, >10).  
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Figure 4. Aspect distribution of area loss during 1962–2006. Glaciers of Mt. 

Bogda tend to face north (NW, N and NE). 

 
However, the greatest reduction was observed in the southeast 
sector with a rate of 60.2%. 

Figure 5 shows that the strongest area loss took place for 
glacier terminus in an altitude of 3 600–4 000 m a.s.l. with an 
area reduction of 27.6 km2, or 88% of total area loss. The largest 
relative area change occurs in altitudes ranging from 3 900–4 200 
m a.s.l., where 65 glaciers with a coverage of 15.05 km2 reduced 
by 43.6%. This section contributed 21% to total area loss. Most 
of the glacier terminus extends below 3 900 m a.s.l.. These parts 
are comprised of 169 glaciers covering 136.2 km2, which ac-
counts for 95% of the total area. Generally, large glaciers with 
wide altitudinal ranges extend their terminus into lower altitudes 
with little relative area changes, but large absolute area loss. 
Smaller glacier changes are significantly influenced by their 
topographic settings (Li et al., 2011b). A change of local climate 
may raise the equilibrium-line altitude of those glaciers above the 
maximum elevation, exposing the whole glacier to the 
year-round ablation zone.  

The 73 glaciers in six subbasins were taken into consider-
ation in the analysis of area and volume variations during 
1962–2006. Results from a subset of the studied sample provide 
detailed information about glacier evolution on Mt. Bogda for 
the four and half decades. The area 57.45±0.73 km2 in 1962 
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Figure 5. Distribution of glacier area with terminus elevation in 2006 (grey 

bars) and the area loss (white bars). The bars give values summarized in 100 

m elevation intervals and the black line represents the glacier count in each 

of intervals. 

 
reduced to 54.79±0.561 km2 in 1990, and 48.88±0.49 km2 in 
2006. The relative area reduction is 4.6% during 1962–1990, 
while the value increased to 10.8% during the 1990–2006. The 
corresponding volume waste increased from 6.9% to 10.2% 
(Table 4). In total, the subset reduced its area and the volume 
was 14.9% and 16.3% during 1962 and 2006, respectively. An 
accelerated wastage was evident since 1990 in Mt. Bogda. 
 
3.2  Area Change between South Side and North Side of 
Mt. Bogda 

There are 104 glaciers in the southern slope with a mean 
size of 0.78 km2. Their area has decreased by 25.3% of their 
1962 value; meanwhile, 99 glaciers in the northern slope with 
an average size of 0.63 km2, reduced area by 16.9% (Table 5). 
Due to the northern bank of the mountain being characterized 
by a steep and short slope, glaciers tend to be small and short in 
shape. The initial average length of the south and north side 
glacier is 1 169±12 and 1 023±12 m, and 968±31 and 863±31 
m in 2006, respectively. This leads to a retreat by 201±18 and 
160±18 m for the southern and northern slope glacier. It is 
suggested that the difference in topography may affect glacier 
shape and size. 

Shaped by the exposure to solar radiation and the local 
topographic characteristics, glacier area reductions between 
northern and southern slopes are distinct (Fig. 6). Glacier area 

Table 4  Area and volume calculated in six subbasins during 1962-1990-2006 (A. area, V. volume) 

Basin 1962 1990 2006 1962–1990 1990–2006 1962–2006 

A (km2) V (km3) A (km2) V (km3) A (km2) V (km3) A (%) V (%) A (%) V (%) A (%) V (%)

Baiyanghe 20.91 1.243 0 19.95 1.159 1 18.95 1.103 4 -4.6 -6.7 -5.0 -4.8 -9.4 -11.2

Ganhezigou 8.35 0.471 7.62 0.408 9 6.41 0.319 2 -8.7 -13.2 -15.9 -21.9 -23.2 -32.2

Sigonghe 10.40 0.509 7 10.06 0.507 3 9.48 0.468 6 -3.3 -0.5 -5.8 -7.6 -8.8 -8.1 

Sangonghe 9.49 0.340 4 9.28 0.319 8 7.83 0.289 2 -2.2 -6.1 -15.6 -9.6 -17.5 -15.0

Akesuhe 3.18 0.114 0 3.06 0.097 4 2.54 0.077 1 -3.8 -14.6 -17.0 -20.8 -20.1 -32.4

Gaoaizigou 5.12 0.189 2 4.82 0.178 2 3.69 0.141 0 -5.9 -5.8 -23.4 -20.9 -27.9 -25.5

Total 57.45 2.867 3 54.79 2.670 7 48.88 2.398 4 -4.6 -6.9 -10.8 -10.2 -14.9 -16.3
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Table 5  Glacier area and number distribution in different size classes between the north and south side of Mt. Bogda 

Class 

(km2) 

North side South side 

Number Area (km2) Area loss Number Area (km2) Area loss 

1962 2006 km2 % 1962 2006 km2 % 

<0.1 25 1.73 0.87 0.86 50.0 19 1.19 0.54 0.65 54.5 

0.1–0.5 46 10.40 6.76 3.64 35.0 47 12.81 7.91 4.90 38.2 

0.5–1.0 14 9.20 6.37 2.83 30.8 19 13.94 10.51 3.43 24.6 

1.0–2.0 6 7.23 6.41 0.82 11.3 12 15.38 12.52 2.86 18.6 

2.0–5.0 6 17.78 16.20 1.58 8.9 4 13.45 11.76 1.69 12.6 

5.0–10.0 1 6.30 5.96 0.34 5.4 2 14.27 8.11 6.16 43.1 

>10.0 1 10.15 9.60 0.55 5.5 1 10.23 9.35 0.88 8.6 

Total 99 62.79 52.16 10.63 16.9 104 81.26 60.71 20.55 25.3 

 
Table 6  Characteristics of the glaciers investigated in detail in 2009 

Glacier GLIMS ID/CGI ID Type Area (km2) Length (km) Aspect Hmax (m a.s.l.) Hmin (m a.s.l.) Debris cover

Heigou No. 8 5Y813b8 Valley  5.61 7.1 SE 5 445 3 450 No 

Sigonghe No. 4 5Y725d4 Cirque 2.96 3.2 W 5 445 3 660 No 

Fan-shaped glacier 5Y725d5+5Y812b10 Compound 10.94 4.7 NWS 5 445 3 570 No 
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Figure 6. Glacier area distribution with elevation at 50 m intervals between 

the southern and northern slope; the lines represent the area change 

(N-northern slope; S-southern slope). 

 
of the south side is mainly located within the altitudes of     
3 900–4 100 m with covering of 63.9 km2, about 79% of the 
total cover. Of the north side, the majority area is within the 
altitudes of 3 800–3 950 m with covering of 54.0 km2, or 86% 
of the total cover. The glacier area distribution as a function of 
altitude shows that there is the disparity of ~100 m between 
both sides. The relative changes in glacier areas are synchron-
ous between both sides.  

The four visited glaciers, Heigou Glacier No. 8 (5Y813b8) 
on the southern slope, Sigonghe Glacier No. 4 (5Y725d4) on 
the northern slope, and the fan-shaped glacier (composed by 
glacier 5Y725d5 and 5Y812b10), provide the information re-
garding the accelerated trend of terminus retreat since the 
1980s. These glaciers were visited in 1981 by a Chinese-  
Japanese combined investigation team and revisited in 2009 by 
the Tian Shan Glaciology Station. 

Heigou Glacier No. 8 (5.6 km2) only reduced its area by 

1.3% during the past 44 years. The glacier was in relatively 
steady retreat, and its length has been shortened from 7.4 km 
during the Little Ice Age to 7.1 km in 1962, and then it re-
treated at a rate of -0.087 m·a-1 during 1962–1985 (Wang, 
1991). By 2006, the length was 6.9 km long and the glacier 
retreated at a rate of 4.7 m·a-1. However, the strong surface 
ablation, which was observed during field investigation, may be 
an important character of summer melting.  

Sigonghe Glacier No. 4 (3.0 km2), reduced its area by 
10.6% of its 1962 size. The terminus retreated 37.0 m during 
1959–1962 (12.0 m·a-1), 113.0 m during 1962–1981 (6.0 m·a-1) 
(Wu et al., 1983b), and 336.0 m during 1962–2006 (7.6 m·a-1). 
The terminus retreat accelerated since the 1980s with the retreat 
rate changing from 6.0 m·a-1 in 1962–1981 to 8.9 m·a-1 in 
1982–2006. 

Fan-shaped glacier (10.2 km2), reduced its area by 7% dur-
ing the period of 1962–2006. The melt water flows into the 
southern slope (for 5Y812b10) and northern slope (for 5Y725d5). 
The terminus retreated 380 m (7.6 m·a-1) in the south subdivision 
and 250 m (5 m·a-1) in the north subdivision during 1931–1981 
(Wu et al., 1983b). Measured from remotely sensed data, the 
south and north subdivision retreated 509 m (11.6 m·a-1) and 272 
m (6.2 m·a-1) from 1962 to 2006, respectively. 
 
4  GLACIER DECREASING  

Glaciers in Mt. Bogda experienced a net reduction in area 
and the size decreasing during the past four decades. Their area 
in each class shifts towards a smaller size class (Fig. 7a). For 
example, glaciers in the class of >10.0 km2 in 1962 were all 
shifted into the class of 5.0–10.0 km2 in 2006. The phenome-
non of the glacier size decrease led to area variation in different 
class. Their number is shifted from larger class into smaller 
class as well (Fig. 7b). The strong increase in count is the class 
of <0.1 km2.  

For the purpose of understanding glacier change of different 
sizes, the shift analysis of the glacier number was conducted  
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Figure 7. Glacier area (a) and number (b) markedly shifted towards the 

smaller class. 

 
in detail. On condition that climate warming continued, more 
glaciers will decrease their size and will be in smaller classes. 
The individual glacier in same class differs greatly in area loss. 
Given that the decreased glacier shift according to class <0.1, 
0.1–0.5, 0.5–1.0, 1.0–2.0, 2.0–5.0, 5.0–10.0, >10.0 km2, then we 
denote the glacier count in the former year (1962) and recent year 
(2006) with NF0.1, NF0.5, NF1, NF2, NF5, NF10, NF> and NR0.1, 
NR0.5, NR1, NR2, NR5, NR10, NR>, respectively. The shifted-out 
glacier count from the back class into the front class n>, n10, n5, n2, 
n1, n0.5, n0.1 is equal to the count of shifted-in into the front class 

(Table 7). The 8 vanished glaciers in the class of <0.1 km2 and 4 
glaciers in the class of 0.1–0.5 km2 should be considered when 
calculating the shift number. Here we give a definition of 
shifted-in/out rate with n/NF to explore the extent of glacier shift 
in different class. There is a clear tendency that glacier in the 
class of 0.5–1.0 and 1.0–2.0 km2 with high shifted-out rate 55% 
and 50%, respectively. This led more glaciers into the front class. 
The shifted-in rate of <0.1 km2 even reach 61%. The shift 
process reveals that more glaciers tend to be smaller due to de-
creasing their size under climate warming.  
 
5  DISCUSSION 
5.1  Glacier Change 

To individual glacier, topographic settings exert a marked 
influence on glacier changes. Thus topography should be con-
sidered a key factor in further research into the impact of cli-
mate change on glacier evolution (López-Moreno et al., 2006). 
These small glaciers, however, are situated at relatively high 
elevations, at locations sheltered from solar radiation and/or in 
areas with very high accumulation rates. Some glaciers have 
retreated into classic cirque basins tend to be stable, where they 
are sheltered by shadows (López-Moreno et al., 2006). Under 
local climatic conditions, the topographic settings may influ-
ence the glacier’s development and even their present size. 
Glacier facing favorable directions (N, NE and NW) loses little 
of their area, compared to those facing unfavorable directions 
(S, SE and SW). This suggests that aspect of glacier faces has 
an effect on its ablation. 

Glacier recession of Mt. Bogda depended strongly on the 
size, location and climate regime at the regional scale. This is 
accordant with the results of Bolch and Marchenko (2009) and 
Bolch (2007), which arrived at an area loss of 32% by compas-
sion between soviet glacier inventory in 1955 and Landsat ETM+ 
scene from 1999 in Zailyiskiy and Kungey Alatau. Research 
result may be effected by sample size and data source. Narama et 
al. (2010) suggested that the Ili-Kungöy region (Ili Alatau and 
Kungey Alatau) with 735 glaciers decreased in area by 12% and 
4% during 1970–2000 and 2000–2007, respectively, based on 
Corona (1970), Landsat (2000) and ALOS (2007). The value of 
Bolch’s is greater than Narama’s results. The abundance of  

 
Table 7  The process of glacier shift among area classes 

Class (km2) <0.1 0.1–0.5 0.5–1.0 1.0–2.0 2.0–5.0 5.0–10.0 >10.0 

Count in 1962 NF0.1 NF0.5 NF1 NF2 NF5 NF10 NF> 

 44 93 33 18 10 3 2 

Count in 2006 NR0.1 NR0.5 NR1 NR2 NR5 NR10 NR> 

 63 80 24 11 9 4 0 

Shifted count n0.1 n0.5 n1 n2 n5 n10 n> 

Shifted-out 8 (7) 27 (6) 18 (5) 9 (4) 2 (3) 1 (2) 2 (1) 

Shifted-in 27 18 9 2 1 2  

Shifted-out rate (%) 18 29 55 50 20 33 100 

Shifted-in rate (%) 61 19 27 11 10 67  

Note: (1) NF>-NR>; (2) NF10+(1)-NR10; 
(3) NF5+(2)-NR5; 

(4) NF2+(3)-NR2; 
(5) NF1+(4)-NR1; 

(6) NF0.5+(5)-NR0.5 -4; (7) 

NF0.1+(6)-NR0.1. 
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glaciers in different size classes has a strong effect on the total 
glacier area loss (Narama et al., 2010). This is one of the reasons 
for the above differences. It is suggested that the size distribution 
difference can lead to distinct change of glacier relative area 
between regions. Though local climatic conditions or micro-
climatic factors were major factors resulting in different res-
ponses to climatic warming, the glacier retreat in Tian Shan is 
beyond question. Glaciers in Mt. Kalik, located in the eastern-
most of Tian Shan, have reduced their area by 5.3% during 
1971/72–2001/02 (Wang et al., 2009). Taking into account the 
glacier change in Mt. Bogda, the strong reduction in glacier 
area and extreme water shortage in the Turfan-Hami Basin may 
become an increasing threat to this region in the future. 

Glacier area shrinkage is generally accompanied by vo-
lume wastage. For assessing glacier wastage, the ice loss can be 
estimated by repeated DEMs (Paul and Haeberli, 2008; Larsen 
et al., 2007; Stearns and Hamilton, 2007). The impact of ice 
loss on future runoff can also be predicted by the HBV-model 
together with climatic scenarios (Hagg et al., 2007). On the 
condition of more abundant surface area data, a common and 
simple way to estimate glacier volume is to estimate the scaling 
relationship between glacier volume and area (Liu et al., 2003; 
Bahr et al., 1997). A detailed analysis of scaling methods in 
deriving future volume evolution suggests that volume calcula-
tions are highly sensitive to the choice of the scaling constants 
(Radić et al., 2008). Accurate estimation of glacier volume is 
limited by methods or data. Since there is no available mass 
balance or ice thickness information for detailed investigation 
on Mt. Bogda, a subset of glacier was selected in the sample to 
reveal the trend of glacier area shrinkage and the level of vo-
lume loss during the past four decades. The results suggest that 
glacier area shrinkage has accelerated since 1990s, together 
with the area and volume reduction changed from 4.6% and 
6.9% during 1962–1990 into 10.8% and 10.2% during 
1990–2006, respectively. 

 
5.2  Climate Change 

Several analyses show that climate factors, such as in-
creased temperature and decreased precipitation, are two key 
factors responsible for glacier retreat (Kaser, 1999; Wagnon et 
al., 1999). The analysis shows that air temperature tends to 
increase in this region. However, it should be stressed that due 
to a lack of available climate data at high altitudes, the statistic-
al analysis depends on the surrounding lowland stations. The 
presented analysis suggest that the air temperature increases in 
a similar trend when being compared to the Daxigou Climate 
Station (43º06′N, 86º50′E, 3 539 m a.s.l., about 2 km down-

stream of the UG1). The UG1 is in a continued negative mass 
balance since 1959, and the mass loss is mainly controlled by 
summer temperatures (Ye et al., 2005). Successful evaluation of 
the climatic controls on glaciers may require special in-situ 
studies of mass balance, or data in spatio-temporal meteorolog-
ical variability. The understanding of the melting process needs 
energy balance models and temperature-index models. Many 
studies have revealed a high correlation between glacier melt 
and air temperature. Braithwaite and Olesen (1989) found a 
correlation coefficient of 0.96 between annual ice ablation and 
positive air temperature sums. The information provided by 
weather stations show an increase of the mean annual air tem-
perature ranging from 0.018–0.052 ºC·a-1 and an increased rate 
of 0.08–4.73 mm·a-1 (except in Qijiaojin) for precipitation (Ta-
ble 3). The regional climate warming enhanced the glacier melt, 
as well as the increased runoff. According to investigation in 
UG1 (Ye et al., 2005), the effect of climate warming overcomes 
the effect of increased precipitation on glacier mass balance 
and leads to higher ablation.  

Further analysis of meteorological data around Mt. Bogda 
shows that summer air temperatures (June–August; JJA) re-
mained around the same level during the period of 1959–2002, 
while winter air temperatures (October–December; OND) in-
creased significantly during 1991–2002 (Table 8). Although 
ice-melting is mainly controlled by summer air temperatures; 
the overall increase in winter air temperatures reduced the 
cold-storage ability of the ice body. Moreover, the extended 
ablation period, especially for Turfan and Qijiaojin, created an 
optimal environment for glacier melting. In Turfan and Qijiao-
jin, the average number of days >0 ºC in the 1991–2002 period 
extended 12 days in comparison with 1959–1990. The north 
and western periphery were also featured by increased summer 
precipitation (~20 mm). The highly concentrated summer pre-
cipitation leads to high sensitivity of the glacier mass balance to 
climate change (Fujita, 2008). 

The significant increase in air temperature since 1990 was 
found in five investigation stations, while the precipitation 
increase only occurred in Qitai and Urumqi stations (Table 3). 
Temperature and precipitation changes in the northern side of 
Mt. Bogda reported here seem to conform to a regime shift 
from a warm-dry to warm-wet pattern over Northwest China 
(Shi et al., 2006, 2003). However, the obviously increased pre-
cipitation in the north side and slightly increased precipitation 
in the south side could not keep the glacier from retreating and 
thinning under the warmer climate. It is suggested that the en-
hanced summer precipitation could not counteract the effect of 
warming.  

 
Table 8  Meteorological stations and climate data used in this study (tem.-temperature; pre.-precipitation) 

Station Days of  >0 ºC JJA tem. (ºC) OND tem. (ºC) JJA pre. 1959–1990 JJA pre. 1990–2002

1959–1990 1991–2002 1959–1990 1991–2002 1959–1990 1991–2002 (mm) (%) (mm) (%) 

Qitai 229 233 20.1 19.9 -4.1 -3.5 71.9 38 91.1 43 

Urumqi 236 237 21.6 21.0 -2.0 -0.8 72.1 31 93.6 32 

Dabancheng 236 240 18.6 18.7 -1.3 -0.6 42.1 70 72.6 81 

Turfan 278 290 28.6 28.7 2.8 4.2 7.3 47 6.8 43 

Qijiaojin 250 262 23.2 24.4 -0.1 1.4 26.6 74 24.4 74 
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The increase of air temperature was observed in the Tian 
Shan Alpine areas (Aizen et al., 1997), and the glacier area was 
in a definite trend of recession in Ala Archa and Akshiirak over 
the last 150 years. Especially since the 1970s, glacier recession 
experienced an acceleration resulting from abrupt climate 
change (Aizen et al., 2007). Bolch (2007) suggested that the 
glacier retreat in northern Tian Shan (Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan) 
is dependent not only on the size, but also on the climate re-
gime. Glacier retreat correlates well with increased air temper-
ature, which was mainly due to a temperature increase in au-
tumn and winter. The most pronounced rise in annual tempera-
ture in central Asia has been reported by Giese et al. (2007) and 
Aizen et al. (1997). Noticeable climate warming has been tak-
ing place in central Asia over the last half century. The 
long-term observed UG1 can be used to understand their 
changes on Mt. Bogda glaciers. With climatic warming, the 
remarkable changes have occurred on the UG1, including gla-
cial zone, glacial temperature, glacier outline, and with area 
reduction by 14% during 1962–2006 (Li et al., 2007). Its strong 
negative mass balance is governed by summer air temperature 
(Wang et al., 2014; Ye et al., 2005). 

An acceleration of the retreat of Mt. Bogda glaciers oc-
curred in 1990–2006 in comparison with 1962–2006 (Table 5). 
This result is in accordance with the climate change (Table 8). 
Glacier retreat was mainly affected by change of air tempera-
ture and precipitation. The precipitation increase partly offset 
by the increasing proportion of liquid precipitation in the main 
accumulation months (JJA), and partly increase in precipitation 
is required to offset the effects of warming on glacier mass 
balance. Moreover, small glacier in this studied area exhibits 
higher sensitivity to temperature changes leading to a strong 
shrinkage. 
 
6  CONCLUSIONS 

Mt. Bogda glacier experienced heavy area loss during the 
period of 1962–2006. The area was reduced by 21.6%, and 12 
glaciers vanished completely. Large quantity of small glaciers 
was responsible for this heavy reduction. The small glaciers (<1 
km2), accounted for 84% in number, contributed 52% of the 
total area loss. Glaciers in 0.5–2.0 km2 lose more of their area 
and tend to small. The wide gap of area reduction between the 
southern and northern slopes is visible, for 25% and 17%, re-
spectively. The climate settings are characterized by observed 
warming in the winter and an extended ablation period, pro-
viding a favorable force for glacier melting.  

Strong area reduction must be accompanied by heavy ice 
loss. Large glacier produces great quantities of glacier water 
when melting. Strong ice wastage will threaten potential hy-
drological regimes and local communities in a long run. The 
vanished Karez of Turfan Basin is closely related to climate 
warming and runoff decrease induced by glacier shrinkage.   
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