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Abstract: Snow cover is one of the crucial factors influencing the plant distribution in harsh Arctic
regions. In tundra environments, wind redistribution of snow leads to a very heterogeneous
spatial distribution which influences growth conditions for plants. Therefore, relationships between
snow cover and vegetation should be analyzed spatially. In this study, we correlate spatial data
sets on tundra vegetation types with snow cover information obtained from orthorectification
and classification of images collected from a time-lapse camera installed on a mountain summit.
The spatial analysis was performed over an area of 0.72 km2, representing a coastal tundra
environment in southern Svalbard. The three-year monitoring is supplemented by manual
measurements of snow depth, which show a statistically significant relationship between snow
abundance and the occurrence of some of the analyzed land cover types. The longest snow cover
duration was found on “rock debris” type and the shortest on “lichen-herb-heath tundra”, resulting
in melt-out time-lag of almost two weeks between this two land cover types. The snow distribution
proved to be consistent over the different years with a similar melt-out pattern occurring in every
analyzed season, despite changing melt-out dates related to different weather conditions. The data
set of 203 high resolution processed images used in this work is available for download in the
supplementary materials.

Keywords: snow cover dynamics; snowmelt; ground based camera; time-lapse photography;
orthorectification; tundra vegetation; tundra environment; arctic; Svalbard

1. Introduction

In Arctic tundra landscapes, the distribution and abundance of plants are strongly influenced by
the snow cover and its duration [1,2]. In this region, plant growth takes place in the relatively short
summer season. Snow cover reduces the amount of light available for photosynthesis, dominates the
thermal balance of the ground, and controls the amount of liquid soil moisture [3]. Overall, a number
of studies have documented the influence of snow cover duration and its depth to plant phenology
and growth in the Arctic [4–7].

Despite a generally good understanding of the complex relationships between snow cover and
vegetation, it is hard to predict plant responses to changes in the amount of snow in a warming
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climate [6,8,9], which in turn influence processes in the whole ecosystem [10]. Therefore, ecology
studies require spatial data sets of snow cover properties [11], in particular for long-term monitoring.

In arctic regions like the Svalbard archipelago, wind redistribution of snow within the micro-relief
of the landscape makes the snow cover very heterogeneous [12]. Additionally, the duration of the
snow-free period is short, lasting typically from the beginning of July until the end of September [13,14].
This means that even small variations in snow cover duration can influence vegetation development.
Therefore, correlations between snow cover and vegetation should be analyzed spatially, making
remote sensing methods indispensable tools. Larger-scale vegetation studies based on satellite data
are scarce [15–18] and often problematic due to frequent cloudiness and low frequency of image
acquisition, which prevents observing short-term (e.g., daily) and in many cases even seasonal changes
in snow cover extent (SCE). On more local scales, automatic time-lapse cameras offer the possibility to
overcome such problems and provide both a high temporal and spatial resolution, largely independent
of cloudiness. Even unprocessed images from cameras can provide useful data, e.g., for evaluating
snow depths from stakes [19,20] and the extent of the snow cover [21], for specifying the state of
falling precipitation, for estimating snow interception by tree canopies, or to assess and quantify
surface albedo [20]. If the images can be orthorectified and georeferenced, further spatial analyses
become feasible. This allows a direct comparison with other georeferenced spatial datasets, such
as vegetation maps or terrain properties (slope, aspect, etc.) derived from digital elevation models
(DEMs). The advantages of such an approach have been demonstrated in a number of studies in
the Arctic region [22–25]. With its steep mountainous terrain, Svalbard offers excellent possibilities
to install time-lapse camera systems on exposed slopes that facilitate monitoring of snow cover and
melt dynamics over relatively large areas. Although the Arctic is getting more accessible [26], harsh
conditions (freezing temperatures, strong wind) make field measurement campaigns an expensive,
time-consuming and potentially dangerous task [27]. However, automatic camera systems require only
minimal maintenance which makes them well suited for Arctic conditions. Data sets of high spatial and
temporal resolution derived from camera images can be used for both validating [28,29] and enhancing
the quality of satellite-derived snow cover observations with lower resolution [30]. Furthermore, SCE
maps obtained from time-lapse imagery are valuable in a range of scientific applications, because snow
is crucial for seasonal albedo changes [31], heat fluxes between the air and the ground surface [32–34],
and the thermal regime of the ground [35–37]. Ground-truthed SCE information can also be used to
enhance climate modelling [38,39], although many models do not take into account the small-scale
distribution of the snow cover [40].

The main objective of this work is to analyze the snow cover evolution during the melting period,
and its relationship to different vegetation types in the tundra environment of southern Spitsbergen.
In this work, we present and evaluate a data set of high-resolution daily SCE maps from high-arctic
tundra in southern Svalbard based on automatic time-lapse imagery. We first present details on the
camera set-up, the image orthorectification and SCE processing scheme, as well as on data availability.
Furthermore, we analyze the snow cover evolution during the melt period for three consecutive melt
seasons, with a focus on the interannual variability of the melt-out patterns and on correlations with
the occurrence of different vegetation types. Our research hypothesis assumes that the snowmelt
pattern is repetitive every year and reflects the occurrence of specific plant communities.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The study was carried out in the vicinity of the Polish Polar Station (PPS) in Hornsund fjord,
Spitsbergen, Svalbard (Figure 1). The area represents an unglaciated coastal environment with
tundra vegetation which comprise only a small fraction of Svalbard’s land area [15]. The study
was conducted in the lower Fuglebekken (“bird stream”) catchment (~1.5 km2) which is a part of the
larger Fuglebergsletta plain, a raised marine terrace [41].
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Figure 1. Location of the study area. (a) Overview with denoted extent of the camera view and the 
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vegetation map. The detailed characteristics of specific plant communities are described in Wojtuń  
et al. 2013 [42]. 

The continuous activity of the Polish Polar Station since 1978 provides an excellent climatological 
background for the coastal area of Hornsund. The meteorological record (WMO station No. 01003) 
shows an average air temperature of −4.3 °C and average total precipitation of 435 mm [43], of which 
as much as 60% falls as snow or sleet [44]. On average, the snow cover on the Fuglebergsletta plain 
occurs for 244 days of the year and reaches a maximum depth of 43 cm at the end of April [43]. 
However, both snow depths and duration vary strongly from year to year [14]. Moreover, the snow 
cover is continuously modified by wind drift, mostly caused by a strong easterly wind [45]. The snow-
free period usually lasts from July to September. In the entire climatological record, only 9 days in 
July/August and 15 days in September were noted as days with snow cover on the ground [43]. 

Between 2014 and 2016, the study area experienced a wide range of weather conditions (Table 
1). The highest snow depth was noted in spring 2014, when maximum accumulation occurred in 
May, i.e., about one month later than normal. All three winter seasons were significantly warmer in 
comparison to long-term averages. The winter season 2015/16 was especially warm, with positive 
temperatures already dominating in May. Although the years 2014–2016 deviate from the 
multiannual norm in terms of temperature, the year 2013/14 can be considered as snow-rich. As the 
climate in Svalbard is warming rapidly [46,47], winters with average or cold conditions are 
increasingly less likely, so that the results from 2014–2016 are highly relevant in the context of the 
changing Arctic climate. 

In the study area, ten different land cover classes are distinguished with respect to plant species 
[42,48]. More than half of the area is occupied by two classes (Figure 1b): wet moss tundra (26.2% 

Figure 1. Location of the study area. (a) Overview with denoted extent of the camera view and
the polygon used as the classification mask. (b) Zoom to the classification area with superimposed
vegetation map. The detailed characteristics of specific plant communities are described in Wojtuń et al.
2013 [42].

For this study, we restrict the investigated area to the lower part of the catchment (0.72 km2).
The mean altitude is 16 m a.s.l., with slightly higher terrain towards the north, up to an elevation of
54 m a.s.l. at the highest point at the foothill of the Fugleberget-Ariekammen ridge.

The continuous activity of the Polish Polar Station since 1978 provides an excellent climatological
background for the coastal area of Hornsund. The meteorological record (WMO station No. 01003)
shows an average air temperature of −4.3 ◦C and average total precipitation of 435 mm [43], of which as
much as 60% falls as snow or sleet [44]. On average, the snow cover on the Fuglebergsletta plain occurs
for 244 days of the year and reaches a maximum depth of 43 cm at the end of April [43]. However,
both snow depths and duration vary strongly from year to year [14]. Moreover, the snow cover is
continuously modified by wind drift, mostly caused by a strong easterly wind [45]. The snow-free
period usually lasts from July to September. In the entire climatological record, only 9 days in
July/August and 15 days in September were noted as days with snow cover on the ground [43].

Between 2014 and 2016, the study area experienced a wide range of weather conditions (Table 1).
The highest snow depth was noted in spring 2014, when maximum accumulation occurred in May, i.e.,
about one month later than normal. All three winter seasons were significantly warmer in comparison
to long-term averages. The winter season 2015/16 was especially warm, with positive temperatures
already dominating in May. Although the years 2014–2016 deviate from the multiannual norm in
terms of temperature, the year 2013/14 can be considered as snow-rich. As the climate in Svalbard is
warming rapidly [46,47], winters with average or cold conditions are increasingly less likely, so that
the results from 2014–2016 are highly relevant in the context of the changing Arctic climate.

In the study area, ten different land cover classes are distinguished with respect to plant
species [42,48]. More than half of the area is occupied by two classes (Figure 1b): wet moss
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tundra (26.2% coverage) occurs in conjunction with the wettest hyperskeletic cryosol soil type, and
lichen-herb-heath tundra (24.2%) is linked to the driest haplic cryosol type [48,49]. In the Fuglebekken
area, dry lichen-herb-heath tundra (Figure 1b) covers flat and exposed areas. Wet moss tundra is the only
wet type of tundra here, occupying the close vicinity of the Fuglebekken stream, while all other types
are considered as dry plants communities. Cyanobacteria-moss tundra (15.4%) is defined by species that
are associated with a long-lasting snow cover (snowbed communities) [50–52]. This habitat types covers
small patches in the study area, predominantly close to rocky outcrops (Figure 1). Cyanobacteria-moss
tundra in the Fuglebekken area is characterized by sparse occurrence of vascular plants, while mosses
and cyanobacteria dominate [52]. In general, the study area is characterized by rich vegetation in
comparison to other locations in Svalbard [53], mostly due to the presence of large bird colonies [54,55]
fertilizing the otherwise nutrient-limited tundra sites.

2.2. Data

Meteorological parameters were obtained from the Hornsund station records (Table 1), operated
according to WMO standards [56]. At the station, the snow depth is measured every day at three points
at a distance of approximately 50 m from the building on its leeward (western) side. Information about
snow depth and density in the Fuglebekken catchment was provided from measurements managed by
PPS personnel. These measurements started in 2013 as an additional snow monitoring program and
comprise a weekly survey of 20 points when a continuous snow cover is present on the ground (first
observations made on 28 October 2013; 20 October 2014; 21 November 2015). The depth is read from
snow stakes (installed in 2013), while the average density and the snow water equivalent (SWE) are
measured by weighing snow samples obtained with a 60 cm long tube close to the stakes. The data
collection depended on weather conditions which resulted in extended gaps between measurements
during period of unfavorable weather. The measurements were generally performed until the snow
had completely disappeared from the location of the point. However, due to melt ponds during intense
ablation, the depth and density assessment often ended earlier (14 June 2014; 24 May 2015; 3 June 2016).

In this work, a set of maps and GIS materials created during previous studies was used. The DEM
employed for orthorectification was downloaded from Norwegian Polar Institute resources [57] and
rescaled from its native resolution of 20 m to 1 m. The orthophotomap by Kolondra [58] served as
a reference to correct the georeferencing of the obtained orthorectified photos. The georeferencing
accuracy was additionally evaluated using Landsat 8 panchromatic scenes for days that coincided
with time-lapse photo acquisition. Vegetation data were derived from a map of tundra vegetation
types published in Migała et al. 2014 [48].
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Table 1. Meteorological data from PPS in the snow seasons 2013/14, 2014/15 and 2015/2016. Extreme values are highlighted. Percentage of snowfall (snow pellets
included) in the total precipitation sum calculated from event duration.

Month

2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 1978–2016 2

Mean T 1

(◦C)
Total R 1

(mm)
% of

Snowfall
Mean Hs 1

(cm)
Mean
T (◦C)

Total R
(mm)

% of
Snowfall

Mean Hs
(cm)

Mean
T (◦C)

Total R
(mm)

% of
Snowfall

Mean Hs
(cm)

Mean
T (◦C)

Total R
(mm)

% of
Snowfall

Mean Hs
(cm)

October −2.7 34 82 5 −0.3 65 66 6 −0.2 93 56 1 −2.8 52 66 3
November −6.1 27 89 7 −4.4 38 71 5 −2.4 39 73 4 −6 40 79 7
December −6.0 25 81 10 −7.6 9 100 8 −4.6 45 75 13 −8.9 33 88 11

January −3.0 32 75 12 −5.9 19 89 9 −2.4 45 74 10 −9.9 34 88 17
February −0.9 8 93 20 −11.3 49 88 15 −3.9 16 100 11 −10 28 91 22

March −6.8 54 91 34 −5.3 40 93 23 −5.5 44 80 13 −10.2 30 90 26
April −7.3 17 96 37 −4.2 13 97 17 −5.0 4 100 21 −8.1 22 89 29
May −1.9 23 72 38 −2.8 8 99 10 1.0 30 71 9 −2.6 22 81 25
June 3.3 17 16 4 2.9 9 12 2 3.8 17 2 - 2.1 27 23 7

October–June −3.5 236 78 18 −4.3 249 82 11 −2.1 332 72 10 −7.2 260 79 15
1 T—air temperature; R—precipitation sum; Hs—snow depth. 2 snow depth data are collected in PPS since winter 1983/1984, temperature and precipitation since 1978.
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2.3. Methods

2.3.1. Image Acquisition and Data Preprocessing

An automatic time-lapse camera system (Table 2; Figure 2a) was installed near the summit of
Fugleberget (550 m a.s.l., Figures 1a and 2b), overlooking the unglaciated Fuglebekken catchment.
In total, the field of view of the camera system amounted to 5.7 km2. However, due to distortion
near the image edges, terrain obstacles obscuring part of the terrain (nearly 0.9 km2—see Figure 1a)
and difficult referencing in areas far from the camera system, the delineation of the snow extent
was limited to an area of 0.72 km2, located in the center of the raw camera images (Figure 2c).
The final shape of the classification mask was selected to overlap with the tundra vegetation map ([48];
Figure 1b), which covers the lower Fuglebekken catchment. The original images featured a resolution
of 4272 × 2848 pixels (12.2 Mpix) which, after orthorectification (see next sections), resulted in a spatial
resolution of the orthoimages of approximately 1 m. As the images were stored with 8-bit color depth,
the cell values varied from 0 (black) to 255 (full intensity of the color).

Table 2. Characteristics and settings of used time-lapse set.

Equipment Aperture Focus ISO
Sensitivity

Shutter
Speed

Capture
Frequency

Focal
Length

Canon EOS REBEL T3 (1200D) camera with
Harbortronics DigiSnap 2000 intervalometer

powered by 11.1 V 9000 mAh lithium polymer
battery and 5 Watt solar panel 1

f/8 manual 100 Auto-mode 1 h 18–23 mm 2

1 older version of Harbortronics Time Lapse Package [59]. 2 21 mm in 2014, 23 mm in 2015, 18 mm in 2016.
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Figure 2. Time-lapse camera set: (a) Internal view; (b) Placement near the Fugleberget summit; (c) View
from the camera (16 June 2016) with marked location of all the Ground Control Points (GCP) used in
the orthorectification process.

The acquisition of the images started in April 2014. Since then, the system was reinstalled in April
in all following years, taking images with a 1-h time step until deinstallation for the winter season.
For the purpose of this study, the images were processed until the disappearance of the snow cover in
the summer of each season (Table 3).
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Table 3. Information on the data collection in Fuglebekken catchment.

Year Date of Initial
Deployment

Date of Last
Processed Picture

Number of
Processed Pictures

Days between Dates
(Demanded Amount

of Pictures)

Date of
Deinstallation

2014 8 April 25 July 81 108 17 October
2015 23 April 5 July 60 73 5 November 1

2016 20 April 18 July 62 89 29 July
1 already on polar night (occurring from 1 November to 12 February).

From the data set of hourly images, a single daily image (if available) was selected. Due to
favorable lighting conditions of the scene (least shadows), images acquired between 10 and 11 AM
UTC were preferred. If these were not available e.g., due to low-lying clouds, images taken around
11 PM were selected, because the area of interest was in full shade which meant that the scene was
evenly illuminated.

Sporadic gaps in the data were caused by low-lying cloud cover or fog obstructing the view
towards the area of interest, as well as snow and ice covering the window of the automatic camera
system. Furthermore, uneven illumination due to specular reflection of sunlight from water, ice
or snow, as well as shadows from mountains and clouds, cause problems in the classification
process. These problems were overcome by discarding images unsuitable for further analysis, leaving
203 images which we have used in this study (Table 3).

2.3.2. Orthorectification and Georectification

The selected images (Figure 3a) were orthorectified (Figure 3b) in a MATLAB environment
using the “Camera Calibration Toolbox” [60] in conjunction with a DEM [57]. Due to strong
winds and ground thawing, the camera position and its view angle slightly changed within each
season. A continuous workflow with fixed parameters for the camera orientation was therefore
not possible, so that the orthorectification was performed independently for subperiods without
substantial camera shifts (less than 10 pixels distance between points on two pictures). For this
purpose, 17 to 20 characteristic points evenly distributed in the area were used as ground control
points (GCPs) (Figure 2c). The average root mean square error (RMSE) of the fit was in the range
of 58 to 63 m for the entire camera scene, with a smaller RMSE of 39 m for the study area in the
Fuglebekken catchment. After orthorectification, an alignment of the pictures relative to each other
was performed, using the MATLAB Computer Vision toolbox and the Speeded-Up Robust Features
(SURF) technique [61] (Figure 3c). The employed feature matching algorithm is based on identifying
similar patterns found between images. Therefore, the best results were obtained when input images
had similar snow coverage.

The orthorectified images were georeferenced in ArcGIS using available GIS materials [48,58] as
reference images. For georectification the most rubbersheeting-type “spline” method was used [62],
to compensate for the nonlinear distortions produced during orthorectification, and to adjust the
orthorectified images as precisely as possible to the base orthophoto map [58] (Figure 3d). As this
method exactly transforms the source control points to target control points [63], the obtained RMSE
was always close to 0 m. To visualize the general quality of the fit, the RMSE for the standard 1st
order polynomial method would be in the range of 13 to 55 m for the whole scene using at minimum
16 referencing points chosen from characteristic terrain features like protruding rocks. The RMSE for
only the classification area would reach in worst case 21 m using 46 referencing points. The largest
number of reference points (more than 100 in the case of successful image auto registration in ArcGIS)
was localized in the Fuglebekken catchment to correctly represent this area.

We emphasize that the SURF alignment and the different georeferencing steps were required
to compensate for image shifts due to frequent small camera movements. With a completely stable
camera position (which cannot be realistically achieved at the summit of Fugleberget), a simpler
workflow would be sufficient.
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guarantee good results. The most efficient solution was threshold filtering, which could easily be 
applied simultaneously to multiple scenes. Only the blue band of the images was used, as even the 
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have been successfully used by Salvatori et al. 2011 [64] and Härer et al. 2013 [65]. The threshold 
values were determined separately for small groups of consecutive pictures with similar lighting 
conditions. Basing on this assessment, pictures with the same threshold values were grouped in 
separate geodatabases and processed in ArcGIS (using the developed model available in the 
supplementary materials). The results of the classification (Figure 3e) were manually evaluated for 
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Figure 3. Workflow for the images obtained from the time-lapse camera on the example of picture from
4 May 2016: (a) raw photo from the camera; (b) picture after the orthorectification process; (c) picture
superimposed on reference scene. Marked characteristic terrain features recognized on both pictures
by SURF algorithm (“ptsOriginal”—features on the reference scene; “ptsDistorted”—the same features
identified on the input image (4 May 2016)) and used in alignment process compensating the camera
movements; (d) picture embedded in geographical space (Landsat 8 scene from 28 April 2016 in the
background) with marked GCPs used in georeferencing process; (e) Results of pixel classification into
snow/snow-free surfaces using threshold value in blue band, clipped to the study area; (f) processed
picture with superimposed the land cover map used in spatial analysis.

2.3.3. SCE Extraction

To classify the snow cover on the processed time-lapse images, three different approaches were
tested: supervised classification, unsupervised classification and threshold filtering. Both unsupervised
and supervised classification yielded satisfactory results, but batch processing of a large number of
images proved challenging. In the unsupervised classification, a varying number of classes were
required to extract snow in different melting stages from the images, since two classes were not always
appropriate. On the other hand, a supervised classification required drawing test polygons for every
scene with different lighting conditions. However, even this did not always guarantee good results.
The most efficient solution was threshold filtering, which could easily be applied simultaneously to
multiple scenes. Only the blue band of the images was used, as even the snow in shaded area was
characterized by relatively high values in this band. Similar approaches have been successfully used by
Salvatori et al. 2011 [64] and Härer et al. 2013 [65]. The threshold values were determined separately
for small groups of consecutive pictures with similar lighting conditions. Basing on this assessment,
pictures with the same threshold values were grouped in separate geodatabases and processed in
ArcGIS (using the developed model available in the supplementary materials). The results of the
classification (Figure 3e) were manually evaluated for each picture and, if necessary, images were
reclassified using a different threshold value. In general, the threshold value to distinguish snow
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from snow-free surface was approximately 150 in the blue band, but varied between 115 and 200
(Figure 4) for different illumination and weather conditions. An exception occurred on 23 May 2016,
when brownish melt water appeared on the snow surface. In this situation, the threshold value was
lowered to 92, which resulted in good classification results. Previous studies using a threshold value
in the blue band adopted a threshold value of 127 or more for snow delineation [64,65], which is well
in the range of this study. However, 5 of 203 pictures were successfully classified with a lower value,
always in situations when brownish meltwater appeared on the snow surface. As this occurred when
snow still covered the tundra areas with high reflectance and light colors, lowering the threshold did
not produce any misclassifications.
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In general, images were classified until the total disappearance of snow from the study area.
However, because single pixels in several snow-free scenes were wrongly classified as snow (e.g.,
a small white cabin, or the Fuglebekken stream reflecting the sun), we defined the complete
disappearance date as the first day when SCE decreased below 2% in the study area.
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2.3.4. Spatial Analysis

A tundra vegetation map [48] available as a shapefile was superimposed on the classified images
in ArcGIS to calculate SCE for different land cover types (Figure 3f). Correlations between SCE and
land cover classes were investigated by an analysis of variance (ANOVA) [66] in conjunction with
a post-hoc Tukey honest significant difference (HSD) test [67] in R. This statistical procedure was
repeated for snow depth and SWE data from manual measurements that were assigned to specific
land cover classes.

As classification results from three years were available, it was possible to distinguish local
snowbeds. Each pixel was scored from 0 (no snow in all years) to 3 (snow in all years) for “specific
melting stages”, i.e., points in time when (nearly) the same SCE was recorded in different years.
We defined 72% snow coverage as “early stage”, 33% coverage as “advanced stage” and 4–5% coverage
as “late stage”. The SCE thresholds were chosen according to data availability, as these percentages of
snow coverage were found in images in all years, which makes them well-suited for comparison.

The dates of snowmelt for points with manually measured snow depths were estimated from
the classified images. The date of snow disappearance was defined as the first day when the pixel
containing the point and all surroundings cells (nine in total) were classified as snow-free.

3. Results

3.1. Snow Coverage in Fuglebekken Catchment

3.1.1. Snow Depth and Water Equivalent

Manual measurements of depths and SWE are available as ground truth information on
the distribution of snow in the Fuglebekken catchment (Figure 5). The average values of these
measurements were substantially different from snow depths obtained at PPS, with on average
30–40 cm higher values (Figure 5, Table 1). Nevertheless, maximum snow depth occurred at generally
the same time in April each year. SWE reached its highest values slightly later, when the snow was
saturated with water, probably partly stemming from melt water flowing from the slopes to the lower
parts of the catchment. In all years, the highest values of snow depth and SWE were measured at
four points in the northern part of the catchment (northernmost points in Figure 1), which correspond
to the outlier values in Figure 5. These points are located just under the steep slopes of Fugleberget,
where avalanches and slides contribute to snow accumulation. The three years record indicates that
the largest outflow of water stored in the tundra snowpack started every time in late May. For example,
on 26 May 2014, 177 mm SWE on average was stored in the 54 cm deep snowpack. Within three
weeks, the depth of the remaining snow had decreased to 14.5 cm and SWE to approximately 55 mm
(measurements from 14 June).

3.1.2. SCE Evolution and Melt-Out Pattern

Figure 6 displays the SCE observations for the melt seasons 2014–2016. Despite some data gaps,
SCE was obtained at a high temporal resolution of normally one to three days. Small fluctuations
of SCE, were caused by new snowfall, drifting of loose snow or small misclassifications. The SCE
curve for 2015 is relatively noisy as a consequence of camera misfocus that reduced the quality of
the obtained orthoimages. Nevertheless, the misclassifications were in the range of 3% which was
acceptable for all further analyses.
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Figure 5. Results of weekly (a) snow depth and (b) snow water equivalent manual measurements in
the Fuglebekken catchment in 2013/14, 2014/15 and 2015/16 in boxplot format [68].

The results indicate that the snow cover in Fuglebekken catchment usually starts to disappear
rapidly in late May/early June, when positive air temperatures begin to dominate [43]. The earliest
occurrence of bare ground was recorded in 2016, caused by the early onset of above-zero air
temperatures in May and generally low snow depths/SWE (Table 1; Figure 5). The longest duration
of the snow cover occurred in spring 2015, which was associated with the prevalence of freezing
temperatures until the end of May [69] (Table 1). The classified images allow the quantification of SCE
losses and determine the exact point in time when SCE drops below 50%, which is considered to be
the last day of snow cover in synoptic station records [70,71]. At manned stations, SCE is only visually
evaluated by observers, which may lead to data inconsistencies. Automatic stations do not provide
such information at all, which is important for climate change monitoring. Results from the time-lapse
camera clearly indicate that SCE dropped below 50% on 14 June in 2014, 15 June in 2015 and 30 May in
2016 (Table 4). The snow cover disappeared completely (<2%) from the study area on the following
dates: 3 July in 2014, 6 July in 2015 and 22 June in 2016.
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Table 4. Time needed to fully melt the snow cover starting from different SCE values in the period
2014–2016. Dates for specific SCE were interpolated in case of missing data.

Snow Coverage Occurrence
Time in 2014

Days to
Melt

Occurrence
Time in 2015

Days to
Melt

Occurrence
Time in 2016

Days to
Melt

90% 3 June 30 17 May 50 8 May 45
75% 5 June 28 10 June 26 24 May 29
50% 14 June 19 15 June 21 30 May 23
25% 21 June 12 20 June 16 7 June 15
10% 27 June 6 27 June 9 13 June 9

Total disappearance 1 3 July 0 6 July 0 22 June 0
1 understood as in the text—the first day with snow coverage below 2% in the study area.

The rates of snow disappearance during the study period are presented in Table 4. Although some
variability between consecutive years is seen, the total duration of the melt-out period is generally
around 3–4 weeks. The first stage of melting was especially variable: snow coverage decreased below
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90% relatively early in seasons 2015 and 2016, because areas with shallow snow cover had already
melted out during the first melt events. The transition to the next stage (75% SCE) lasted several weeks
in 2015 and 2016, mostly due to prolonged cold periods without melt. The main snowmelt period,
with the highest rates of SCE decrease (SCE between 75% and 10%) consistently lasted around 3 weeks
in all years. In turn, the last melting stage occurred at comparatively lower rates, requiring more than
a week for SCE to decrease from 10 to 2% in 2015 and 2016. Small, localized snow patches (SCE < 2%)
occurred in the Fuglebekken area until the middle of July.

The multi-year data set facilitates delineation of areas that melt out early, as well as snowbed
areas, where snow occurs even in early summer. In general, the melt-out patterns were similar in all
years, which is visualized in Figure 7. The “early stage” (72% SCE) occurred on 9 June, 12 June and
24 May in 2014, 2015 and 2016, respectively. The “advanced stage”, (33% SCE) was reached on 17 June
2014, 19 June 2015 and 5 June 2016. The “late stage” (4–5% SCE) was reached on 29 June 2014, 2 July
2015 and 18 June 2016.
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Figure 7. Snow cover distribution in the Fuglebekken catchment based on the 2014–2016 data set in
specific melting stages: early (~72% snow coverage), advanced (~33%) and late (~4%). (a) Results of
SCE superimposition for three years. (b) Surface percentage of snow coverage during the three stages.

A map of the different ablation stages in all years (Figure 7a) shows that snow in each year
disappeared first from the rocky terrain located in the eastern and western part of the study area.
More snow accumulated in the central part of the study area, which resulted in later melting.
The prolonged presence of snow cover in the western part of the catchment (Figure 7a—“advanced”
stage) was most likely caused by the prevailing easterly wind direction in the Hornsund area [72],
which forms snowdrifts in front of topographic barriers. In the late stage, snow remained only near
rocky outcrops and at the foothills of Fugleberget, where the deepest snowpack occurred (Figure 5
outliers). In general, longer occurrence of snow was related to higher snow depths, amounting to 10 to
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20 cm larger values during maximum of accumulation on sites where snow remained to the advanced
stage, which responded to 50–70 mm higher SWE (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Relationship between date of snowmelt on manual soundings sites and SWE measured there
during the maximum accumulation time that occurred: (a) 28 April in 2014, (b) 20 April in 2015 and
(c) 2 April in 2016. Red horizontal line indicate the date of advanced stage occurrence (~33% SCE), blue
line is a linear regression.

Figure 7 also shows that the melt-out pattern was highly similar in all years (despite changes in
the overall timing, Figure 6), with a rather small areal fraction featuring different ablation stages in
the different years. Areas with interannual variability of melt-out (snow in one or two years—score
1 or 2), amounted to 28.6% during the early stage, 31.8% in the advanced and 6.3% in the late stage
(Figure 7b). By far the largest area was either consistently snow-covered or consistently snow-free
in all years for all considered ablation stages. This interannual variability may even be slightly
overestimated due to small shifts between superimposed classified pictures, which occurred despite
the alignment procedure. Nevertheless, the rates of snowmelt were different despite comparable time
of the SCE decrease in the years 2014–2016 (Table 4), because different SWE values were measured
during maximum accumulation (Figure 8). It should be noted that some manual measurement points
are located in places that show interannual variability in snowmelt, which is visible on Figure 8
(different number of records above the red line on scatterplots). The amount of snow at the same points
was variable between the seasons, but in general the points melted out in similar order every year.

3.2. Relationship between Snow Cover and Vegetation

The SCE data were evaluated against the tundra vegetation map by Migała et al. [48]. The results
(Figure 9) show differences in the time of snowmelt for different land cover types. In all years, the
lowest SCE in the beginning of the melt-out period was found on epilithic tundra, which is associated
with protruding rock formations. During the main melt phase, almost all land cover types were
characterized by similar SCE values. The only exception was rock debris without vegetation, which
was characterized by high SCE. On this land cover type, snow found in small patches in sheltered places
close to rock outcrops melted out last. In contrast, fast snow withdrawal from lichen-herb-heath tundra
is distinct in Figure 9. Snowmelt from vegetation types in general shows a consistent interannual
pattern, only shifted in time due to different weather conditions (Table 1). In all three years, snow
on lichen-herb-heath tundra disappeared entirely when approximately 25% of the rock debris was
still snow-covered, resulting in a melt-out time-lag of almost 2 weeks. The largest community in the
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study area, wet moss tundra, was characterized by only slightly higher SCE values than average, also
consistently in all three years.Remote Sens. 2017, 9, 33  15 of 23 
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Figure 9. Evolution of snow coverage on various types of land cover in Fuglebekken catchment at
approximately 5 day intervals in spring: (a) 2014, (b) 2015 and (c) 2016. Blue bars represent SCE in the
whole study area. (d) The share of individual land cover types in the study area. Two tundra vegetation
types covering the lowest percentage of study area were omitted in spatial analysis: ornitocoprophilus
(O) tundra (0.5%) and geophytic initial (GI) tundra (0.2%).

Statistically significant differences in the ANOVA test were found between SCE, snow depth
and SWE measured on various tundra types, although post-hoc analysis with the Tukey HSD test
suggest significant differences only between some of the tundra communities. For snow depth, only
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wet moss tundra featured statistically significant higher average depths in comparison to snow on
the other land cover types (Table 5). The significance level was also maintained when 4 outlier points,
characterized by the highest snow depths during winter season, were excluded. Wet moss tundra
was characterized by the highest average snow depth and SWE compared to other types, with values
on average 10 cm (50 mm) higher in the case of the maximum accumulated snow depth (SWE) (see
Figure 8). The higher snow depths were in agreement with a higher SCE on wet moss tundra compared
to the overall catchment area, which was visible in the earlier stage of snow disappearance (Figure 9).
For SCE, only the rock debris type was characterized by statistically significantly greater snow extent
during melting (nearly 20 percentage points) in comparison to other land cover types (Figure 9).

Table 5. Statistically significant (p value < 0.05) mutual relations between snow depth on different land
cover types. The analysis was performed for the whole period 2014–2016 with date as covariate (after
excluding outlier values at the foothill of Fugleberget Mountain).

Type 1 Type 2
Mean

Difference
(cm)

Lower End Point
of Confidence
Interval (cm)

Upper End Point
of Confidence
Interval (cm)

p Value

wet moss tundra Rock debris +7.9 +3.4 +12.4 0.0000219
wet moss tundra polygonal tundra +4.2 +1.6 +6.7 0.0000833
wet moss tundra cyanobacteria-moss tundra +6.2 +1.7 +10.6 0.0014096
wet moss tundra lichen-herb-heath tundra +4.2 +0.6 +7.8 0.0136878

4. Discussion

Images obtained from the time-lapse camera system on Fugleberget have been processed to
deliver high-quality spatially resolved information on snow cover extent in harsh Arctic conditions.
The largest difficulties encountered during this work were small movements of the camera due
to strong wind activity and other factors, so that the images needed to be processed with a feature
matching algorithm (Figure 3c) in addition to orthorectication and georeferencing. The SURF technique
proved to be useful especially in the first phase of the melting when the snow coverage changed very
little, or in the summer period, when only snow patches were present on the ground. However, not all
camera movements could be compensated by the SURF techniques. Therefore, the final stage of image
alignment was completed in ArcGIS. Although the manual alignment of the pictures was accomplished
with care, the final classification results are likely to be associated with a certain degree of error, which,
however, should be acceptable for most applications. In 2015, camera misfocus led to blurred images,
which clearly decreased the precision of the SCE classification (Figure 6b). However, even with these
complications, the obtained data constitute a high quality SCE data set, with both spatial and temporal
resolution considerably higher than presently achievable with satellite images. The methodology and
tools presented in this work, such as the scheme to reduce the effects of camera movements in the
spatial analysis, may be applicable to other studies with a similar time-lapse camera setup.

The melt rate obtained in this study is generally compatible with rates in the coastal area near
Ny-Ålesund in north-western Svalbard in 2002 [22], where most of the monitored area also melted out
within 50 days (see Table 4), with small snow patches that remained one month longer. The reported
average melting period was 28 days long, which is generally in line with the 3–4 week-long melt-out
period described in our study.

The spatial snow distribution in the study area has been investigated previously, based on a
number of point measurements [73–75], but the measurement locations were different and focused on
capturing the total range of snow depths. Measurements from the spring periods of 1980–1983 indicate
an average snow depth of 30 to 60 cm [75], which matches well with results from this study (Figure 5a).
Dolnicki [73,74] indicates that in “open” terrain the snow depths generally do not exceed 60 cm,
although values above 100 cm are often encountered between rock outcrops. These measurements
may correspond to the prolonged snow cover found in this study for the rock debris land cover type
(Figure 9).
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Previous studies have highlighted the influence of snow cover on vegetation distribution in the
Fuglebekken area [48,52]. However, this study is the first to quantify snow ablation and the melt-out
patterns in this area. Our analysis suggests weak relationships between the duration of snow cover
and the occurrence of specific land cover types. The longest snow cover duration was found on the
terrain without plants (“rock debris” type), raising the question of whether the long-lasting snow
cover could be one of the reasons for the lack of vegetation. As snow duration is generally strongly
related to depth (Figure 8), the rock debris sites should be characterized by the greatest snow thickness.
The routine observations of the snow monitoring program near the Polish Polar Station cannot confirm
this, because the measurement points were chosen to represent average conditions for hydrology
purposes rather than covering different land cover types. This means that no data are available
for sites between the rocky outcrops that can accumulate the highest amounts of snow. The earlier
disappearance of snow from the dry lichen-herb-heath tundra is likely due to two factors. Firstly,
this type of vegetation is linked to Haplic Cryosol, which is the warmest and driest soil type in the
studied area [48,49]. Secondly, this vegetation type is confined to dry, flat or only gently sloping sites
on raised and exposed marine terraces, where strong wind erosion of snow leads to shallow snow
depths. Interestingly, cyanobacteria-moss tundra, which is considered to be a snowbed community
in the Fuglebekken area [76], was characterized by relatively average SCE values during the study
period (Figure 9), and only some of the snowbed areas (dark blue colors in Figure 7a) coincided with
the occurrence of this type of tundra.

In addition to snow cover, soil moisture probably plays a major role in the distribution of
vegetation communities in the Fuglebekken catchment [77]. Soil moisture, however, is also closely
linked to the spatial variability of snow cover [78], particularly in early summer when snow patches still
remain. The highest vegetation indices in the Fuglebekken area were measured for areas covered by
wet mosses [79], where large amounts of nitrogen, needed for plant development, were also found [52].
It should be noted that wet mosses were characterized by the largest measured snow depths (Table 5)
and slightly increased SCE values compared to other land cover classes (Figure 9). This indicates that
the snow cover in some areas might have a positive effect on vegetation communities in the study area.

The Fuglebekken catchment is a focus area for research on various topics, such as
permafrost [36,37,73,74], soil nutrients [49,80], hydrology [81], pollutant concentration [42,82] and
plant growth [77,83,84]. As all these topics are intimately linked to snow cover, the spatially resolved
data sets presented in this study provide valuable background information for ongoing and future
research in this region. The automatic camera system on Fugleberget, of which the first data sets are
presented in this study, is an important part of long-term snow monitoring in the Hornsund area,
which will help answer the question of how the terrestrial cryosphere in the Arctic is responding to
rapidly warming climate conditions.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we evaluate the spatial patterns of snowmelt in a high-Arctic tundra environment
by using time-lapse imagery obtained from an automatic camera system located on the summit
of a mountain. This is the first work that quantifies the spatial distribution of snow in the
southern unglaciated part of Svalbard and relates this information to vegetation type occurrence.
The methodology proved to be useful for provide data sets on snow cover extent at high spatial and
temporal resolution at a small catchment scale with only few data gaps caused by unfavorable
weather conditions. Therefore, time-lapse imagery will enhance long-term snow monitoring at
PPS in Hornsund, by adding spatial information about snow cover extent, not achievable with
traditional measurements.

Based on time-lapse monitoring data supplemented by ground truth information about snow
depth and SWE, we show that the melt-out pattern is generally consistent and repetitive between
years, despite substantially different weather conditions. The years examined in this study were
characterized by different amounts of snow and a different timing of the ablation period, which for
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example resulted in a two weeks earlier melt-out in 2016. The longest snow durations occurred in the
same areas in all seasons (at the foothill of mountain slopes and around rock outcrops), where snow
disappeared in late June or early July. In all years the fastest snow withdrawal occurred on protruding
rocks connected to epilithic tundra type and wind exposed areas covered mostly by lichen-herb-heath
tundra. The main snowmelt period (i.e., the period of SCE decrease from 75% to zero (<2%) snow
cover) consistently lasted for about 3 to 4 weeks in the examined years.

The relationship between snow cover and vegetation occurrence was found weaker than assumed.
Statistically significant results were found for the “rock debris” type without the vegetation that
was characterized by an approximately 20 percentage points larger SCE than other land cover types
during the melt season. Furthermore, on wet moss tundra, the snow depth was several centimeters
higher in comparison to other plant communities within the snow season. Surprisingly, we found that
areas with the longest snow duration did not overlap with the occurrence of snowbed communities
(cyanobacteria moss). Therefore, snow depth and the duration of the snow-covered season are not the
only decisive factor controlling vegetation distribution in this high-Arctic location.

Supplementary Materials: As part of this article, we provide a model obtained by means of ArcGIS model
builder for classification of image stacks in ESRI software. ArcGIS toolbox facilitating the threshold classification
and analysis of many images (with parameters set by default to classify 8-bit RGB images into snow/snow-free
surfaces) can be found online at: www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/9/7/733/s1. Grouped by years raw, orthorectified
and classified images (clipped to the area with the slightest distortions) can be found online at: https://doi.
pangaea.de/10.1594/PANGAEA.874387. Data available here are ready to use and provide a quality acceptable for
most applications. However, some of the results presented here were done after additional alignment corrections
that can be necessary to relate to each other data between consecutive seasons.
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