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            Abstract
IN 1978 Mercer1 discussed the probable effects of climate warming on the Antarctic Ice Sheet, predicting that one sign of a warming trend in this region would be the retreat of ice shelves on the Antarctic Peninsula. Analyses of 50-year meteorological records have since revealed atmospheric warming on the Antarctic Peninsula2,3, and a number of ice shelves have retreated4â€“8. Here we present time-series of observations of the areal extent of nine ice shelves on the Antarctic Peninsula, showing that five northerly ones have retreated dramatically in the past fifty years, while those further south show no clear trend. Comparison with airtemperature data shows that the pattern and magnitude of ice-shelf retreat is consistent with the existence of an abrupt thermal limit on iceshelf viability, the isotherm associated with this limit having been driven south by the atmospheric warming. Ice shelves therefore appear to be sensitive indicators of climate change.




            
                
                    

    
        
            
                
                Access through your institution
            
        

        
            
                
                    Buy or subscribe
                
            

        
    



                
            


            
                
                    
                

            

            
                
                
                
                
                    
                        This is a preview of subscription content, access via your institution

                    

                    
                

                

                Access options

                


                
                    
                        
                            

    
        
            
                
                Access through your institution
            
        

        
    



                        

                        

    
        
        

        
        
            
                
                Access through your institution
            
        

        
            
                Change institution
            
        

        
        
            
                Buy or subscribe
            
        

        
    



                    
                

                
    
    Subscribe to this journal
Receive 51 print issues and online access
$199.00 per year
only $3.90 per issue

Learn more


Rent or buy this article
Prices vary by article type
from$1.95
to$39.95
Learn more


Prices may be subject to local taxes which are calculated during checkout



  

    
    
        
    Additional access options:

    	
            Log in
        
	
            Learn about institutional subscriptions
        
	
            Read our FAQs
        
	
            Contact customer support
        



    

                
                    
                


                
                    
                        
        
            
                Similar content being viewed by others

                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Progressive unanchoring of Antarctic ice shelves since 1973
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                         Open access
                                         21 February 2024
                                    

                                

                                Bertie W. J. Miles & Robert G. Bingham

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Antarctic ice-shelf advance driven by anomalous atmospheric and sea-ice circulation
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         05 May 2022
                                    

                                

                                Frazer D. W. Christie, Toby J. Benham, â€¦ Julian A. Dowdeswell

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Antarctic calving loss rivals ice-shelf thinning
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         10 August 2022
                                    

                                

                                Chad A. Greene, Alex S. Gardner, â€¦ Alexander D. Fraser

                            
                        

                    
                

            
        
            
        
    
                    
                
            

            
                References
	Mercer, J. H. Nature 271, 321â€“325 (1978).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	King, J. J. Clim. 14, 357â€“369 (1994).
ArticleÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Harangozo, S. A., Colwell, S. R. & King, J. C. 6th Conf. Clim. Variations (prepr.) 250â€“251 (Am. Met. Soc., Boston, MA, 1994).

                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Doake, C. S. M. & Vaughan, D. G. Nature 350, 328â€“330 (1991).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Ward, C. G. Antarct. Sci. 7, 197â€“198 (1995).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Skvarca, P. Ann. Glaciol. 17, 317â€“321 (1993).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Skvarca, P. Ann. Glaciol. 20, 6â€“12 (1994).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Gammie, F. Nature 374, 108 (1995).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    CASÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Robin, G. de Q. & Adie, R. J. Antarctic Research (Butterworths, London, 1964).

                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Domack, E. W., Ishmann, S. E., Stein, A. B., McClennen, C. E. & Jull, A. J. T. Antarct. Sci. 7, 159â€“170 (1994).
ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Holdsworth, G. An. Geophys. 33, 133â€“146 (1977).

                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Paterson, W. S. B. The Physics of Glaciers 3rd edn (Pergamon, Oxford, 1994).

                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Paren, J. G. & Cooper, S. Ann. Glaciol. 11, 206 (1988).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Zwally, J. J. & Fiegles, S. J. Glaciol. 40, 463â€“476 (1994).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Ridley, J. Geophys. Res. Lett. 20, 2639â€“2642 (1993).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Reynolds, J. M. Br. Antarct. Surv. Bull. 54, 121â€“133 (1981).

                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Schwerdtfeger, W. Mon. Weath. Rev. 103, 45â€“51 (1975).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Weatherley, J. W., Walsh, J. E. & Zwally, H. J. J. geophys. Res. 96, 15119â€“15130 (1991).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Jacobs, S. S. & Comiso, J. C. Geophys. Res. Lett. 20, 1171â€“1174 (1993).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Jones, P. D. Geophys. Res. Lett. 22, 1345â€“1348 (1995).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Jones, P. D. J. Climat. 3, 1193â€“1203 (1990).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Doake, C. S. M. Report DOE/ER/60235â€“1 (US Dept of Energy, Washington DC. 1984).

	Ferrigno, J. G. & Gould, W. G. Polar Rec. 23, 577â€“583 (1987).
ArticleÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Koerner, R. M. Br. Antarct. Surv. Sci. Rep. 42, (1964).

	Larsen, C. A. Geogrl. J. 4, 333â€“345 (1894).
ArticleÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	NordenskjÃ¸ld, O. Die Schwedische Sudpolar-expedition 1901â€“1903. Band I. Ihre Geographische Tatigkeit (Dulau, London, 1911).

                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Reece, A. J. Glaciol. 1, 404â€“409 (1949).
ArticleÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Liu, H. W. & Miller, K. J. J. Glaciol. 22, 135â€“143 (1979).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Goodman, D. J., Wadhams, P. & Squire, V. A. Ann. Glaciol. 1, 23â€“27 (1980).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Vaughan, D. G., Mantripp, D. R., Sievers, J. & Doake, C. S. M. Ann. Glaciol. 17, 211â€“218 (1993).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Potter, J. R., Paren, J. G. & Loynes, J. J. Glaciol. 30, 161â€“170 (1984).
ArticleÂ 
    ADSÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                

	Thomas, R. H., Sanderson, T. J. O. & Rose, K. E. Nature 227, 355â€“358 (1979).
ArticleÂ 
    
                    Google ScholarÂ 
                


Download references




Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	British Antarctic Survey, Natural Environment Research Council, Madingley Road, Cambridge, CB3 OET, UK
D. G. VaughanÂ &Â C. S. M. Doake


Authors	D. G. VaughanView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMedÂ Google Scholar



	C. S. M. DoakeView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMedÂ Google Scholar







Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
Cite this article
Vaughan, D., Doake, C. Recent atmospheric warming and retreat of ice shelves on the Antarctic Peninsula.
                    Nature 379, 328â€“331 (1996). https://doi.org/10.1038/379328a0
Download citation
	Received: 13 July 1995

	Accepted: 12 December 1995

	Issue Date: 25 January 1996

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1038/379328a0


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        








            


            

            
                Comments
By submitting a comment you agree to abide by our Terms and Community Guidelines. If you find something abusive or that does not comply with our terms or guidelines please flag it as inappropriate.



                
                    
                    

                

            
        





    
        

        
            
                

    
        
            
                
                Access through your institution
            
        

        
            
                
                    Buy or subscribe
                
            

        
    



            

            
                

    
        
        

        
        
            
                
                Access through your institution
            
        

        
            
                Change institution
            
        

        
        
            
                Buy or subscribe
            
        

        
    



            

        
    


    
        
    

    
    

    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                            Advertisement

                            
    
        
            
                [image: Advertisement]
        

    


                        

                    

                

            

            

            

        

    






    
        
            
                Explore content

                	
                                
                                    Research articles
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    News
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Opinion
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Research Analysis
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Careers
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Books & Culture
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Podcasts
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Videos
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Current issue
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Browse issues
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Collections
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Subjects
                                
                            


                	
                            Follow us on Facebook
                            
                        
	
                            Follow us on Twitter
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Subscribe
                            
                        
	
                            Sign up for alerts
                            
                        
	
                            
                                RSS feed
                            
                        


            

        
    
    
        
            
                
                    About the journal

                    	
                                
                                    Journal Staff
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    About the Editors
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Journal Information
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Our publishing models
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Editorial Values Statement
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Journal Metrics
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Awards
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Contact
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Editorial policies
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    History of Nature
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Send a news tip
                                
                            


                

            
        

        
            
                
                    Publish with us

                    	
                                
                                    For Authors
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    For Referees
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Language editing services
                                
                            
	
                                Submit manuscript
                                
                            


                

            
        
    



    
        Search

        
            Search articles by subject, keyword or author
            
                
                    
                

                
                    
                        Show results from
                        All journals
This journal


                    

                    
                        Search
                    

                


            

        


        
            
                Advanced search
            
        


        Quick links

        	Explore articles by subject
	Find a job
	Guide to authors
	Editorial policies


    





        
    
        
            

            
                
                    Nature (Nature)
                
                
    
    
        ISSN 1476-4687 (online)
    
    


                
    
    
        ISSN 0028-0836 (print)
    
    

            

        

    




    
        
    nature.com sitemap

    
        
            
                About Nature Portfolio

                	About us
	Press releases
	Press office
	Contact us


            


            
                Discover content

                	Journals A-Z
	Articles by subject
	protocols.io
	Nature Index


            


            
                Publishing policies

                	Nature portfolio policies
	Open access


            


            
                Author & Researcher services

                	Reprints & permissions
	Research data
	Language editing
	Scientific editing
	Nature Masterclasses
	Research Solutions


            


            
                Libraries & institutions

                	Librarian service & tools
	Librarian portal
	Open research
	Recommend to library


            


            
                Advertising & partnerships

                	Advertising
	Partnerships & Services
	Media kits
                    
	Branded
                        content


            


            
                Professional development

                	Nature Careers
	Nature 
                        Conferences


            


            
                Regional websites

                	Nature Africa
	Nature China
	Nature India
	Nature Italy
	Nature Japan
	Nature Middle East


            


        

    

    
        	Privacy
                Policy
	Use
                of cookies
	
                Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
                
            
	Legal
                notice
	Accessibility
                statement
	Terms & Conditions
	Your US state privacy rights


    





        
    
        [image: Springer Nature]
    
    © 2024 Springer Nature Limited




    

    
    
    







    

    



    
    

        

    
        
            


Close
    



        

            
                
                    [image: Nature Briefing]
                    Sign up for the Nature Briefing newsletter â€” what matters in science, free to your inbox daily.

                

                
                    
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        
                        

                        Email address

                        
                            
                            
                            
                            Sign up
                        


                        
                            
                            I agree my information will be processed in accordance with the Nature and Springer Nature Limited Privacy Policy.
                        

                    

                

            


        


    

    
    

        

    
        
            

Close
    



        
            Get the most important science stories of the day, free in your inbox.
            Sign up for Nature Briefing
            
        


    









    [image: ]







[image: ]
