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A B S T R A C T   

Understanding the spatiotemporal variability of glacier mass balance in the Third Pole (TP) is important in the 
predictability of regional water supplies and glacier-related natural hazards. However, it is unclear how inter-
annual mass balance variations in glaciers located within different climatic regions of the TP relate to each other. 
This study studied ablation season (June-September) mass balance variations between glaciers situated in 
western Tibet, which lies on the transition between monsoon-dominated and westerlies-dominated regions, and 
the western Tien Shan, which is a region dominated by westerlies. We investigated how these glacier mass 
balance variations correlated with major atmospheric circulation patterns from 1970 to 2019. At interannual 
timescales, we showed that ablation season mass balance variations were related to ablation season air tem-
perature and ablation season precipitation in the western Tien Shan, whereas variations in western Tibet were 
mainly controlled by ablation season precipitation. Further analysis identified a seesaw-style phenomenon in 
ablation season mass balance variations between the western Tien Shan and western Tibet. These spatial vari-
ations resulted from opposing responses of mass balance to shifts in the subtropical westerly jet position during 
the ablation season. When the subtropical westerly jet moves southward, the western Tien Shan receives a larger 
amount of precipitation and colder air temperature, which contributes to less negative ablation season mass 
balance. Concurrently, western Tibet receives less ablation season precipitation, which reduces ablation season 
mass balance. When the subtropical westerly jet moves northward, these responses are reversed. Changes in the 
subtropical westerly jet position are influenced by atmospheric circulation in Europe through the European-
–Asian teleconnection, and by sea surface temperature in the northern Arabian Sea through the Central-Asia–-
tropical-Indian-Ocean teleconnection. This indicates that interactions between the South Asian monsoon and the 
westerlies cause opposite ablation season mass balance variations between glaciers in western Tibet and the 
western Tien Shan at interannual timescales.   

1. Introduction 

The Tibetan Plateau, Himalayas, Hindu Kush, Pamirs, and Tien Shan 
Mountains are collectively known as the Earth’s Third Pole (TP) (Yao 
et al., 2019), which contains the largest number of glaciers outside of the 
polar regions (Yao et al., 2012). These glaciers provide an important 

supply of fresh water to major Asian rivers (Aizen et al., 1997; Barandun 
et al., 2021; Immerzeel et al., 2019; Pritchard, 2019; Sorg et al., 2012), 
which delivers water to almost two billion people (Yao et al., 2022). 
Glacier mass balance variations can be used to link glacier change with 
hydrological processes and have been studied in different regions of the 
TP using in-situ measurements, remote sensing data and modelling 

* Corresponding author at: Center for the Pan-Third Pole Environment, Lanzhou University, Lanzhou 730000, China. 
** Corresponding author at: Key Laboratory of Tibetan Environment Changes and Land Surface Processes, Institute of Tibetan Plateau Research, Chinese Academy 

of Sciences (CAS), Beijing 100101, China. 
E-mail addresses: zhuml@lzu.edu.cn (M. Zhu), zhaohb@itpcas.ac.cn (H. Zhao).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Global and Planetary Change 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/gloplacha 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2022.103997 
Received 19 June 2022; Received in revised form 31 October 2022; Accepted 24 November 2022   

mailto:zhuml@lzu.edu.cn
mailto:zhaohb@itpcas.ac.cn
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/09218181
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/gloplacha
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2022.103997
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2022.103997
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2022.103997


Global and Planetary Change 220 (2023) 103997

2

(Azam and Srivastava, 2020; Brun et al., 2017; Barandun et al., 2015, 
2018; Bhattacharya et al., 2021; Farinotti et al., 2015; Fujita and Ageta, 
2000; Fujita et al., 2011; Fujita and Nuimura, 2011; Hugonnet et al., 
2021; Kenzhebaev et al., 2017; Kronenberg et al., 2021; Van Tricht et al., 
2021; Wang et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2016; Yao et al., 2019; Zemp et al., 
2019; Zhang et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2018, 2021a, 
2022a). 

Direct in-situ measurements of mass balance have been conducted on 
several glaciers in the TP since the 1950s, including those in the Tien 
Shan, Pamir-Alay, Qilian Mountains, and Himalayas (Dyurgerov, 2002; 
Shi et al., 2000; WGMS, 2021; Yao et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2021). Most 
glacier-monitoring operations in the Tien Shan and Pamir-Alay were 
interrupted after collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR) in the early 1990s (Hoelzle et al., 2017). In addition, the most 
monitored glaciers on the Tibetan Plateau have been observed for a few 
years, and the monitoring operations were largely discontinuous be-
tween the 1950s and 1990s (Shi et al., 2000). Continuous monitoring 
activities during this period were maintained for a few glaciers, such as 
Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier (WGMS, 2021), Urumqi Glacier No. 1 (Wang et al., 
2020; WGMS, 2021), and Xiao Dongkemadi Glacier (Pu et al., 2008). 
Reestablished and newly established monitoring operations have been 
undertaken on several glaciers in different climatic regions of the TP 
since 2000, such that the number of monitored glaciers continues to 
increase (Hoelzle et al., 2017; WGMS, 2021; Yao et al., 2012, 2022). In 
recent decades, remote sensing data obtained through sources including 
the Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment, digital elevation models 
using optical images and radar data, and the Ice, Cloud, and Land 
Elevation Satellite (ICESat) have been used to obtain regionally aver-
aged mass balance variations for various glaciers in the TP over multi- 
year or decadal timescales (Bhattacharya et al., 2021; Brun et al., 
2017; Hugonnet et al., 2021; Yao et al., 2022). Nonetheless, there are 
still difficulties associated with obtaining the continuous mass balance 
time series for individual glaciers at annual and seasonal timescales 
(Barandun et al., 2020). 

Glacier models have been used to derive continuous mass balance 
time series for selected glaciers in the TP (e.g. Barandun et al., 2015; 
Kronenberg et al., 2016; Liu and Liu, 2016; Kenzhebaev et al., 2017; 
Farinotti et al., 2015; Zhu et al., 2018, 2021b). However, the modelled 
results depend strongly on model’s calibration and the quality of the 
input variables (Barandun et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2021b). For example, 
choosing appropriate climate variables time series strongly influences 
whether or not modelled mass balance time series closely matches 
measured data (Zhu et al., 2020, 2021b). 

These past research projects have demonstrated an accelerated loss 
of mass from most glaciers in the TP in recent decades, except for those 
in the eastern Pamir, Karakoram, and western Kunlun regions. Indeed, 
these glaciers remained stable or even expanded in size and volume. 
When combined with regional climate change, these glacier variations 
have caused glacier-related disasters to become more unpredictable and 
have increased the future vulnerability of water resources in those river 
basins (Bazai et al., 2020; Cook et al., 2018; Immerzeel et al., 2019; Huss 
and Hock, 2018; Marzeion et al., 2014; Radić and Hock, 2011; 
Thompson et al., 2021). Hence, it is necessary to understand the 
spatiotemporal variability of glacier mass balance in the TP and asso-
ciated drivers. Recent studies have focused mainly on single glaciers or 
several glaciers within the monsoon or westerlies region (Azisov et al., 
2022; Barandun et al., 2018, 2021; Kenzhebaev et al., 2017; Kronenberg 
et al., 2021; Mölg et al., 2014; Van Tricht et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2016; 
Zhu et al., 2021a, 2022b). These studies showed that TP glaciers could 
experience different changes due to different climate changes at inter-
annual timescales. Comparison of glacier mass balance variations be-
tween different climate regions can improve our understanding of the 
coordinated variation of glacier mass balance and associated atmo-
spheric circulation across the larger TP region. However, analyses that 
compare interannual variations in glacier mass balance across different 
climatic regions in the TP have not been carried out. 

The TP can be divided into three climate regions: the monsoon- 
dominated region (south of 31◦N to 32◦N), the westerlies-dominated 
region (north of 34◦N to 35◦N), and the transitional area between the 
two (Fig. 1, Thompson et al., 2018, Yao et al., 2013). The western Tien 
Shan and western Tibet are located in the westerlies-dominated region 
and transition region, respectively. The subtropical westerly jet position 
impacts the climate in both regions (Aizen et al., 1997, 2001; Mölg et al., 
2017; Zhu et al., 2021b). For example, the southward shift of the sub-
tropical westerly jet is accompanied by increased summer rainfall over 
the domain 55-85◦E and 35-50◦N (which includes the western Tien Shan 
region, Zhao et al., 2018), but reduced summer precipitation in western 
Tibet (Mölg et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2021b). Glacier mass balance vari-
ations are driven mainly by climatic factors (Oerlemans, 2005; Zhu 
et al., 2020, 2021b). Thus, it is possible that there are correlation re-
lationships in terms of glacier mass balance between the two regions. 
Some researchers have analyzed glacier mass balance variations in the 
western Tien Shan and western Tibet, which provided measured or 
reconstructed long-term seasonal mass balance data (Azisov et al., 2022; 
Barandun et al., 2015, 2018; Dyurgerov, 2002; Hoelzle et al., 2017; 
Kenzhebaev et al., 2017; Kronenberg et al., 2021; Van Tricht et al., 2021; 
WGMS, 2021; Zhu et al., 2021b). These studies provided an opportunity 
to quantify glacier mass balance variations at interannual timescales for 
these two regions. The aims of this study are as follows: (1) to quanti-
tatively investigate the differences in interannual variations in glacier 
mass balance from 1970 to 2019, between the western Tien Shan and 
western Tibet; and (2) to identify the drivers and establish the re-
lationships between mass balance variations and atmospheric circula-
tion systems between these two regions. 

2. Study area, data, and methods 

2.1. Study area and glacier mass balance data 

Xiao Anglong Glacier is a valley-type glacier in western Tibet (Fig. 1), 
situated within the area of transition between the westerlies-dominated 
and monsoon-dominated climate regimes. Its area and altitude distri-
bution are listed in Table 1. An automatic weather station (AWS) was 
established at 5141 m a.s.l. (32◦54′38.14”N, 80◦50′13.58′′E) in August 
2014, approximately 7.5 km northeast of Xiao Anglong Glacier. Mete-
orological records at this AWS from October 1st, 2014 to September 
30th, 2019, showed a mean annual precipitation of 224 mm, with 86.3% 
of this total occurring in the ablation season, and maximum monthly 
precipitation rates documented in July and August (Zhu et al., 2021b). 
Zhu et al. (2021b) reconstructed the seasonal mass balance for Xiao 
Anglong Glacier from 1968 to 2019. Annual mass balance series have 
similar variation patterns when they are located in a region with similar 
climate changes (Liu and Liu, 2016; Mölg et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2018). 
Thus, variations in mass balance on Xiao Anglong Glacier can be used to 
represent those on regional glaciers in western Tibet. 

Glaciers in the western Tien Shan and Pamir-Alay are controlled 
mainly by westerlies (Fig. 1 and Fig. S1 in the supplementary material, 
Chen et al., 2019; Yao et al., 2013). Considering the significant and 
positive relationships of annual mass balance between Abramov Glacier 
in the Pamir-Alay and some glaciers (such as Ts. Tuyuksu and Kara- 
Batkak glaciers) in the western Tien Shan (Fig. 1 and Fig. S1, Liu and 
Liu, 2016), the Tien Shan and Pamir-Alay can be roughly divided into 
western Tien Shan and eastern Tien Shan. Here we focused on glacier 
mass balance variations in the selected region of the western Tien Shan 
(39.25–43.25◦N, 71.25–79.25◦E) which contains Ts. Tuyuksu, Kara- 
Batkak, and Abramov glaciers (Fig. 1). Direct mass balance measure-
ments have been conducted on several glaciers in the western Tien Shan 
since the 1950s, and some glacier-monitoring operations were inter-
rupted between the 1990s and 2010s (Dikikh, 1982; Dyurgerov et al., 
1995; Dyurgerov, 2002; Glazyrin, 1985; Hoelzle et al., 2017; Makar-
evich, 1984; Makarevich et al., 1985; Satylkanov, 2018; WGMS, 2021). 
Among these, Ts. Tuyuksu, Kara-Batkak, Abramov, Sary Tor, Batysh 
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Sook, No. 354 (Akshiyrak), and Golubin glaciers were measured at 
seasonal time scales (Table 1). Measurements of Tuyuksu, Kara-Batkak, 
and Abramov glaciers included ablation season and cold season 
(October-May) mass balance data that span more than 20 years, 
although in-situ measurements of mass balance on Kara-Batkak and 
Abramov glaciers were not taken consecutively. Ablation stakes 
installed on the glaciers and snow-pit features (snow layer density and 
stratigraphy) were measured at the end of the accumulation season 
(typically at the end of May) and at the end of the ablation season 
(September) (Dyurgerov, 2002; WGMS, 2021). Thus, these three glaciers 
were selected as being representative glaciers in the selected region of 
the western Tien Shan (Fig. 1), and their measured seasonal mass bal-
ances were used here, since annual mass balance time series have similar 
variation patterns (Liu and Liu, 2016). For Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier, pre-
cipitation mainly occurred in spring and summer, and precipitation was 
higher in the former than the latter, with maximum precipitation 
occurring in late spring. For Abramov Glacier, most precipitation 
occurred in winter, and spring, with maximum precipitation in early 
spring. For Kara-Batkak Glacier, precipitation mainly occurred in spring 
and summer, with maximum precipitation in late spring and early 
summer (Liu and Liu, 2016; Kronenberg et al., 2016; Shahgedanova 

et al., 2018; Van Tricht et al., 2021; Fig. S2 in the supplementary ma-
terial). Above all, those four glaciers showed notable seasonal variations 
in precipitation, with a higher ratio of cold season precipitation to 
annual precipitation occurring noted for Ts. Tuyuksu and Abramov 
glaciers relative to that for Kara-Batkak and Xiao Anglong glaciers, while 
air temperature (Ta) was higher during summer than in other seasons 
(Fig. S2 in the supplementary material). 

2.2. Meteorological data and index definitions 

The following data products were used to investigate variations in 
glacier mass balance at the regional scale: (1) monthly air temperature 
and total precipitation data obtained from the Climatic Research Unit 
dataset (CRU TS v. 4.04, 0.5◦ × 0.5◦, for 1901–2019) (Harris et al., 
2020); (2) monthly sea surface temperatures (SST) obtained from the 
Hadley Centre Sea Ice and Sea Surface Temperature dataset (HadISST, 
1◦ × 1◦, Rayner et al., 2003); and (3) monthly geopotential height and 
wind fields at 600 hPa and 300 hPa obtained from the Japanese 55-year 
reanalysis dataset (JRA55, 1.25◦ × 1.25◦, 1958–2019, Kobayashi et al., 
2015). Monthly precipitation and air temperature data from the CRU 
represent the gridded interpolation of existing instrumental data from 

Fig. 1. Geographical locations of the study area and 
selected glaciers. Arrows indicate the major atmo-
spheric circulation systems around the Tibetan 
Plateau. Blue and pink polygons indicate the selected 
regions of western Tibet and the western Tien Shan, 
respectively. Symbols are as follows: pink dot, Ts. 
Tuyuksu Glacier; pink inverted triangle, Kara-Batkak 
Glacier; pink cross, Abramov Glacier; blue square, 
Xiao Anglong Glacier. Black dashed lines separate the 
TP into three major climate regimes: monsoon- 
dominated region, westerlies-dominated region, and 
their transitional region (and Thompson et al., 2018; 
Yao et al., 2013). Glaciers are marked by a jade 
colour. Inset box shows the global location of the 
selected glaciers. (For interpretation of the references 
to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred 
to the web version of this article.)   

Table 1 
List of studied glaciers in this study.   

Name Latitude 
(◦) 

Longitude 
(◦) 

Altitude extent 
(Min–Max, m a.s.l.) 

Area 
(km2) 

Periods used in this study Origin 

Western Tien 
Shan 

Ts. Tuyuksu 43.05 77.08 3500-4220 2.8 1970-2019a 

In-situ measurements from 
WGMS, (2021) 

Kara-Batkak 42.14 78.27 3275-4829 2.5 1976-1990a, 1996-998a 

and 2014-2019a 

Sary Tor 41.83 78.174 3950-4800 2.6 
1985-1989a and 2015- 
2019a 

Abramov 39.62 71.56 3619-5000 24.9 
1971-1994a and 2012- 
2019a 

Batysh Sook 41.79 77.75 3944-44,471 1.1 1971a, 1984a, 1989a and 
2011-2019a 

Glacier No. 354 
(Akshiyrak) 

41.799 78.151 3746-4700 6.4 2011-2019a 

Golubin 42.46 74.495 3225-4437 5.9 
1970-1994a and 2011- 
2019a 

Western Tibet Xiao Anglong 32.85 80.901 5769-6467 1.55 1970-2019b Reconstructed values from Zhu 
et al., (2021b)  

a In-situ measurements of mass balance used in this work. 
b Reconstructed mass balance used in this work. Ablation season mass balance of Abramov Glacier in 1984 is the modelled value from Barandun et al. (2015). 
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meteorological stations. The CRU dataset produced before the 1960s is 
not suitable for some applications because of its limited gauge number, 
thus, we used the latest 50-year data from 1970 to 2019 in this study. 
Previous studies have shown that CRU data strongly correlates with 
local data from the Tibetan Plateau and Central Asia, and the CRU data 
accurately capture the main features of interannual variations in air 
temperature and precipitation (Hu et al., 2014; Mannig et al., 2013; Shi 
et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2013; Yao et al., 2020; Zhao and Fu, 2006). In 
addition, considering that sparse observational climate data exist within 
the TP, monthly CRU gridded data are often used as a reference dataset 
with which to study climate change, glacier change, and lake change 
(Shi et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 
2021a). Thus, the CRU dataset is known to have an acceptable level of 
precision and is considered as a reliable climatic data source for the TP. 
Additionally, SST value from the HadISST and climate parameters from 
JRA55 datasets have been used extensively in climate change research, 
and represent an important data source for many researchers around the 
world (Chen et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2016; Harada et al., 2016). 

The Silk Road Pattern (SRP) is a zonally oriented teleconnection 
pattern that occurs over Eurasia during the boreal summer. It propagates 
along the upper-tropospheric Asian westerly jet and has several 
geographically fixed centers (Enomoto et al., 2003; Lu et al., 2002). With 
a broad extent from Europe to East Asia, the SRP exerts a strong influ-
ence on climate (i.e. precipitation and air temperature) patterns in these 
regions (Enomoto et al., 2003; Hong et al., 2018). Following Yasui and 
Watanabe (2010), SRP data were obtained by applying empirical 
orthogonal function (EOF) analysis to JRA55 raw ablation season 
200-hPa meridional wind (V200) anomalies within the spatial domain 
20◦–60◦N and 0◦–150◦E, after which the leading mode was determined 
(Hong et al., 2018). The standardized principal component of this 
leading mode (PC1) was then taken as the SRP index (SRPI) in order to 
quantify the SRP. This mode accounts for 28.9% of the total variance for 
the V200 anomalies and can be easily discriminated from the second 
mode, which accounts for 9.9% of the total variance. The global wave 
train index (GTI, Fig. S3) was used to indicate the state of the westerlies, 
and was determined as the anomaly with respect to the 200 hPa geo-
potential height averaged over the spatial domain 35–40◦N and 60–70◦E 
(Ding and Wang, 2005). The subtropical westerly jet position index 
(SWJPI) is defined as the average zonal wind at 200 hPa in a southern 
region (30–45◦N, 50–80◦E) minus the one in a northern region 
(45–60◦N, 50–80◦E) (Zhao et al., 2014), which was calculated based on 
JRA55 data. Positive deviations in the normalized time series of such an 
index indicate a more southerly jet position (Mölg et al., 2017; Zhao 
et al., 2014). 

2.3. Methods 

Interannual variability and linear trend of data affect correlations 
between data from multiple time series. When a linear trend is removed 
from a time series, a correlation coefficient can be used to highlight the 
relationships between these data at interannual timescales. Thus, to 
understand how climate influences interannual variations in glacier 
mass balance, it is necessary to remove linear trends from the time series 
data. Hence, the detrended time series data (ydetrend_i) were calculated 
using the following equation: 

yslope =

∑n

i=1
(xi − x)(yi − y)

∑n

i=1
(xi − x)2

(A1)  

yintercept = y − yslope × x (A2)  

ytrend i = xi × yslope + yintercept (A3)  

ydetrend i = yi − ytrend i (A4)  

where xi and yi are the ith independent and dependent variables, 
respectively; x and y are the means of the independent and dependent 
variables, respectively; n is the length of the time series; yslope and yin-

tercept are the slope and intercept of the dependent variables, respectively; 
and yslope is the trend of dependent variables. 

Correlation analysis is a statistical method used to measure the 
strength of the linear relationship between variables in two separate 
time series. The correlation coefficient (r) quantifies the strength of the 
correlation relationship between variables in the both time series, and 
has a value between 1 and − 1. Here, r was calculated as: 

r =

∑n

i=1
(xai − xa) × (yai − ya)

̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅
∑n

i=1
(xai − xa)2

√

×

̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅
∑n

i=1
(yai − ya)2

√ (A5)  

where xai and yai are variables of each time series; xa and ya are the 
means of each set of two time series variables; and n is the length of the 
time series. 

To limit the influence of local climate on regional glacier mass bal-
ance variations, a three-year running mean was used for detrended 
ablation season mass balances of Xiao Anglong and Ts. Tuyuksu glaciers 
during 1970–2019. The significance of the correlation coefficient was 
estimated based on Monte Carlo analysis (Di Lorenzo et al., 2010), 
which was calculated by following a similar method to that documented 
by Chen et al. (2020). Firstly, two random sequences with the same 
length (i.e. n = 50 in this study) were generated and their correlation 
coefficient was computed after a three-point running mean. Secondly, 
the above-described process was repeated 5000 times, the results 
ranked, and the result with the highest numerical ranking of R0 at M0 (i. 
e. 5000 × 0.05, at the 0.05 confidence levels) is picked out from the 
sorted list of 5000 correlation coefficients. Thirdly, the above two pro-
cesses were repeated 40 times and the average value of all 40 R0s was 
used as the critical value for correlation coefficients at the 1 − M0/5000 
confidence level. In this work, 0.34 (− 0.34) was used as the critical 
value for the correlation coefficient at the 0.05 confidence levels. 

3. Results 

3.1. Glacier mass balance characteristics in the western Tien Shan 

We examined the relationships between mass balances among gla-
ciers in the western Tien Shan at interannual timescales (Table 2) using 
correlation analysis of seasonal mass balance variations during 
1970–2019. The mass balance series of Xiao Anglong Glacier used here 
considered the reconstructed values due to the lack of long-term in-situ 
measurements (Zhu et al., 2021b). And the fluctuations in mass balance 
series between modelled and measured values were similar for Xiao 
Anglong Glacier (Fig. 3e in Zhu et al., 2021b). Mass balance series for Ts. 
Tuyuksu, Kara-Batkak, and Abramov glaciers used in this work were 
formulated from in-situ measurements, although there were some gaps 
in the dataset for Kara-Batkak and Abramov glaciers. 

Table 2 shows that some glaciers in the western Tien Shan (i.e. the 
Sary Tor, Batysh Sook, and Akshiyrak glaciers) did not show significant 
correlations with other glaciers, and it is notable that the mass-balance 
time series for these glaciers have continuous lengths less than 10 years. 
In addition, although Sary-Tor Glacier and Glacier No. 354 are located 
only 5 km apart, and the correlation of ablation season mass balance 
between both glaciers is significant, the correlation of annual mass 
balance between both glaciers is low, which we interpret to be due to the 
negative correlation of cold season mass balance between them. Snow-
drift may have caused different degrees of cold season snowfall accu-
mulation on both glaciers, given their different morphological 
characteristics and surface wind speeds. And the uncertainties related to 
the measured cold season mass balance may also have contributed to the 
negative correlation of cold season mass balance values between both 
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glaciers. 
Glaciers with long-duration time series show similar variations in 

annual mass balance at interannual timescales, including Ts. Tuyuksu, 
Kara-Batkak and Abramov glaciers (Table 2). Liu and Liu (2016) also 
reported that annual mass balance records spanning more than 20 years 
showed significant positive correlations from 1969 to 1990. In addition, 
correlation coefficients of ablation season mass balances for Ts. 
Tuyuksu, Kara-Batkak, and Abramov glaciers from 1970 to 2019 are 
significant; however, only mass balance measurements for Ts. Tuyuksu 
and Kara-Batkak glaciers showed significant correlations during cold 
seasons. There were no significant correlations for mass-balance mea-
surements during the cold season between Abramov and Ts. Tuyuksu 
glaciers. Such phenomenon may be caused by different interannual 
variations in local cold season precipitation rates and snowdrift. These 
correlations indicate that similar variations in annual mass balance for 
different glaciers in the western Tien Shan were caused primarily by 
similar mass balance variations during ablation seasons at interannual 
timescales. 

We identified no stable relationships between cold season and 
ablation season mass balances for individual glaciers in the western Tien 
Shan from 1970 to 2019. The calculated correlation coefficients between 
cold season and ablation season mass balances for Ts. Tuyuksu, Kara- 
Batkak, and Abramov glaciers for that period were − 0.03 (p > 0.05, 
n = 50), 0.35 (p > 0.05, n = 24), and − 0.31 (p > 0.05, n = 32), 
respectively. Thus, cold season mass balances have little impact on 
variations in ablation season mass balance in the western Tien Shan. 

Some glaciers in the selected region of the western Tien Shan show 
mass balance time series with significant mutual positive correlations. 
Thus, the selected region is not defined by similar climatic regimes in 
this region, but by similar glacier mass balance variations in this region. 
Although precipitation seasonalities were slightly different among Ts. 
Tuyuksu, Kara-Batkak, and Abramov glaciers, interannual variation in 
ablation season air temperature and precipitation data were similar. The 
correlation coefficients of detrended ablation season air temperature 
data between Ts. Tuyuksu and Abramov glaciers, between Ts. Tuyuksu 
and Kara-Batkak glaciers, and between Kara-Batkak and Abramov gla-
ciers were 0.77 (p < 0.05), 0.82 (p < 0.05), and 0.88 (p < 0.05), 
respectively. Similarly, correlation coefficients for detrended ablation- 
season precipitation for the same pairs of glaciers were 0.59 (p <
0.05), 0.86 (p < 0.05), and 0.61 (p < 0.05), respectively. In addition, 
Fig. 3 and Figs. S4-S5 show that ablation season mass balances of these 

three glaciers correlated well with ablation season air temperature and 
ablation season precipitation in the western Tien Shan at interannual 
timescales. This indicates that variations in air temperature and pre-
cipitation during ablation seasons are similar at different sites within the 
selected region of the western Tien Shan, which supports allocating 
these three glaciers to the selected region of the western Tien Shan. 

3.2. Comparison of ablation season mass balances between glaciers in 
western Tibet and the western Tien Shan at interannual timescales 

According to the mass balance measurements made during 1970- 
2019 by the WGMS (2021), typical glaciers in the western Tien Shan 
show positive cold season mass balance values for the most years. Mean 
cold season mass balance ranged from 332 mm w.e. a− 1 in Batysh Sook 
Glacier to 1353 mm w.e. a− 1 in Abramov Glacier (Table 3). For these 
glaciers, ablation season mass balances were negative in most years, and 
mean ablation season mass losses were relatively high, with values 
ranging from − 1779 mm w.e. a− 1 in Abramov Glacier to − 989 mm w.e. 
a− 1 in Batysh Sook Glacier (Table 3). Xiao Anglong Glacier, recorded a 
minor net loss of mass, despite mean mass balance in both the cold and 
ablation seasons being close to balanced conditions during 1970-2019 
(Table 3). Cold season mass balances of Xiao Anglong Glacier were 
larger than − 80 mm w.e. in most years during the period 1970-2019. 
During ablation seasons, mass balances were mostly positive 
throughout 1968-1990, and had a mean value of 124 mm w.e. a− 1; most 
mass balances were negative during the period 1991-2012, and had a 
mean value of − 165 mm w.e. a− 1; and mass balance became positive 
again in some years during 2013-2019, with a mean value of 66 mm w.e. 
a− 1 (Zhu et al., 2021b). In addition, the absolute values for average cold 
season mass balance during 1970-2019 for those three glaciers in the 
Tien Shan were significantly higher than that for Xiao Anglong Glacier in 
western Tibet due to different seasonal precipitation patterns in both 
regions (Table 3). These data suggest that Xiao Anglong Glacier is more 
stable than monitored glaciers in the western Tien Shan. 

In addition, for the same glacier in the selected region of the western 
Tien Shan, ablation season mass balance plays a more important role in 
controlling variations in annual mass balance than it does for cold sea-
son mass balance. This is demonstrated firstly by the higher correlation 
coefficient between ablation season and annual mass balances relative 
to that between cold season and annual mass balances (Table 3), and 
secondly by higher standard deviation for ablation season mass balance 

Table 2 
Correlation coefficients of seasonal mass balances among different glaciers during 1970-2019.  

Annual Ts. Tuyuksu Kara-Batkak Sary Tor Abramov Batysh Sook Glacier No. 354 (Akshiyrak) Golubin 

Ts. Tuyuksu 1       
Kara-Batkak 0.59* 1      
Sary Tor 0.22 0.22 1     
Abramov 0.61* 0.34 0.08 1    
Batysh Sook 0.42* 0.72* 0.53 0.17 1   
Glacier No. 354 (Akshiyrak) 0.57 0.33 0.2 0.1 0.76* 1  
Golubin 0.61* 0.3 0 0.26 0.16 0.55 1 
Ablation season        
Ts. Tuyuksu 1       
Kara-Batkak 0.54* 1      
Sary Tor 0.1 0.44 1     
Abramov 0.43* 0.4* 0.53 1    
Batysh Sook 0.14 0.24 − 0.1 0.48 1   
Glacier No. 354 (Akshiyrak) 0.7* 0.79* 0.68* 0.15 0.53 1  
Golubin 0.55* 0.5* 0.8* 0.58* 0.08 0.81* 1 
Cold season        
Ts. Tuyuksu 1       
Kara-Batkak 0.56* 1      
Sary Tor 0.46 − 0.22 1     
Abramov 0.16 0.17 − 0.1 1    
Batysh Sook 0.02 0.58 − 0.09 0.05 1   
Glacier No. 354 (Akshiyrak) 0.52 0.22 − 0.42 0.08 − 0.42 1  
Golubin 0.15 0.37 − 0.5 0.39 0 0.68* 1  

* Means that p is less than 0.05. 
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values than during cold seasons for Ts. Tuyuksu, Kara-Batkak, Sary Tor, 
Abramov, and Batysh Sook glaciers in the Tien Shan (Table 3). Annual 
mass-balance variations from 1970 to 2019 for Xiao Anglong Glacier in 
western Tibet were mainly controlled by variations in mass balance 
during ablation seasons (Table 3, Zhu et al., 2021b). Considering the 
major role of the differences in precipitation seasonality between gla-
ciers in western Tibet and the western Tien Shan, and the importance of 
ablation season mass balance variations with respect to their annual 
mass balance variations for glaciers between western Tibet and the 
western Tien Shan, analyzing the temporal and spatial variations of 
ablation season mass balance for glaciers between the two regions are 
critical for understanding the correlation relationships of mass balance 
variations between these two regions. 

Fig. 2 shows that high (or low) ablation season glacier mass balance 
values in the selected region of the western Tien Shen are matched by 
low (or high) ablation season glacier mass balance in the selected region 
of western Tibet. Correlation analysis showed a significant negative 
correlation for ablation season mass balance during 1970–2019 between 
(1) Xiao Anglong and Ts. Tuyuksu glaciers (r = − 0.34, p < 0.05, n = 50), 
(2) Xiao Anglong and Kara-Batkak glaciers (r = − 0.52, p < 0.05, n = 24), 
and (3) Xiao Anglong and Abramov glaciers (r = − 0.53, p < 0.05, n =
32). Furthermore, a three-year running mean was used for detrended 

ablation season mass balances on Xiao Anglong and Ts. Tuyuksu glaciers 
during the period 1970–2019, and the correlation coefficient between 
them remained negative (− 0.46). This correlation coefficient is signifi-
cant at the 0.05 confidence level, as it is more negative than the critical 
value of − 0.34 defined according to Monte Carlo analysis described in 
Section 2.3. Notably, ablation season mass balance variations of typical 
glaciers show a contrast between western Tibet and the western Tien 
Shan at interannual timescales. 

3.3. Relationships between ablation season glacier mass balances in both 
regions, and seasonal temperature and precipitation 

Interannual variability of ablation season mass balance is primarily 
related to variations in ablation season air temperature and ablation 
season precipitation, as stated above. After detrending, our correlation 
analysis showed that ablation season mass balances for Xiao Anglong 
Glacier during 1970-2019 exhibited slight negative correlations with 
ablation season air temperature in western Tibet (30.5–34.5◦N, 
80–85◦E), but significant positive correlations with ablation season 
precipitation in western Tibet (Fig. 3). Zhu et al. (2021b) reported that 
ablation season precipitation was a primary driver for fluctuations in 
annual glacier mass balance in western Tibet because ablation season 
precipitation greatly influences accumulation processes by changing 
snowfall, and ablation processes by changing glacier surface albedo 
(Fujita and Ageta, 2000). Fluctuations in annual glacier mass balance 
mainly occur during the ablation season (Zhu et al., 2021b). Thus, such 
interannual variations in ablation season mass balance of glaciers in the 
selected region of western Tibet are mainly controlled by variations in 
ablation season precipitation. 

After detrending, ablation season mass balances for Ts. Tuyuksu 
Glacier, Kara-Batkak Glacier, and Abramov Glacier (Fig. 4 and Figs. S4- 
S5) showed significant negative correlations with ablation season air 
temperature in the western Tien Shan, as well as showing a significant 
positive correlation with ablation season precipitation in the western 
Tien Shan during 1970–2019. The absolute values of correlation co-
efficients between ablation season mass balance and ablation season air 
temperature for these three glaciers were slightly higher than those 
between ablation season mass balance and ablation season precipitation 
(Fig. 4 and Figs. S4-S5). Among the three studied glaciers in the western 
Tien Shan, only Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier showed a weak positive relationship 
between ablation season mass balances and cold season precipitation. 
Thus, ablation season glacier mass balance variations in the selected 
region of the western Tien Shan are controlled by ablation season air 
temperature, and to a lesser extent, ablation season precipitation. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Causes of correlations between reconstructed glacier mass balance 
data and climate drivers 

Some studies have shown that variations in mass balance of glaciers 
are mainly controlled by climatic factors, such as air temperature and 

Table 3 
The mean values (mm w.e. a− 1) and standard deviations (mm w.e) of seasonal mass balance for selected glaciers and the correlation coefficients (r) of seasonal mass 
balance and annual mass balance for those glaciers during 1970-2019.  

Name Years Cold season Ablation season 

Mean mass balance r Standard deviation Mean mass balance r Standard deviation 

Western Tien Shan        
Ts. Tuyuksu 50 651 0.45 266 − 1142 0.88 422 
Kara-Batkak 25 511 0.75 169 − 1243 0.88 232 
Sary Tor (No.356) 10 411 0.88 123 − 927 0.99 386 
Abramov 32 1353 0.4 342 − 1779 0.74 469 
Batysh Sook 13 332 − 0.45 229 − 989 0.83 584 

Western Tibet        
Xiao Anglong 50 − 51 0.14 25 − 11 0.99 228  

Fig. 2. Comparisons of mass balance of Xiao Anglong Glacier with that of (a) 
Ts. Tuyuksu, (b) Kara-Batkak and (c) Abramov glaciers during the ablation 
season from 1970 to 2019. (d) Comparison between the mass balance of Ts. 
Tuyuksu Glacier and the subtropical westerly jet position index during the 
ablation season from 1970 to 2019. 
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precipitation (Oerlemans and Reichert, 2000; Oerlemans, 2005; Zhu 
et al., 2018, 2022a). In addition, the measured mass balance time series 
for Urumqi Glacier No.1 in eastern Tien Shan and Qiyi Glacier in the 
Qilian Mountains showed significant negative correlations at interan-
nual timescales with the measured air temperature at the Daxigou 
meteorological station and the Tuole meteorological station, respec-
tively (Wang et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2016; Zhu et al., 2022a). Xiao 
Dongkemadi Glacier in the Tanggula Mountains showed a similar phe-
nomenon, the correlation coefficient between the measured annual mass 
balance and the measured ablation season air temperature (or annual 
precipitation) at Anduo meteorological station was − 0.75 (or 0.42) 
during 1989-2010. Thus, our data show direct correlations between 
glacier mass balances and local/regional climate drivers (i.e. air tem-
perature and precipitation) in the TP. 

The TP notably lacks long-term in situ measurements of glacier mass 
balance due to significant differences in regional climates. As such, a 
continuous seasonal time series of glacier mass balance has been simu-
lated across the TP in order to study the relationships between climate 
drivers (atmospheric circulation, precipitation, and air temperature) 
and glacier variations. This allows the impact of climate change on 
regional glacier meltwater release to be analyzed, among other phe-
nomena (Barandun et al., 2015, 2020; Farinotti et al., 2015; Mölg et al., 
2014; Yang et al., 2016; Zhu et al., 2018, 2021b). In addition, simula-
tions of annual mass balance time series for some glaciers in the TP 
match well with observations (Barandun et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2016; 

Zhu et al., 2021b, 2022a). For example, a correlation coefficient of 0.92 
(p < 0.01, n = 20 and RMSE = 162 mm w.e.) was determined between 
modelled and measured mass balances for Qiyi Glacier, and modelled 
mass balance was also shown to have a significant negative correlation 
with ablation season air temperature (Zhu et al., 2022a). These results 
show that reconstructed glacier mass balances can be used to indicate 
some changes in a glacier’s characteristics at the regional/local scale, 
especially when a long-term glacier mass balance time series is incom-
plete. Nonetheless, this requires input variables to be of a high quality 
and that glacier model is calibrated using more measured values, such as 
in-situ measurements of glacio-meteorological data and discharge data, 
and snowline observations and glacier thickness changes derived from 
satellite imagery. Meteorological data for Xiao Anglong Glacier is of a 
high quality and its reconstructed values largely agree with in situ ob-
servations of mass balance (Zhu et al., 2022a). Therefore, we consider it 
suitable to use for discussion of correlations between reconstructed 
glacier mass balance time series and climate drivers (i.e. air temperature 
and precipitation) in this work. 

4.2. Impacts of atmospheric circulation on opposing ablation season mass 
balance variations between glaciers in western Tibet and the western Tien 
Shan 

The above-described opposing variations in regional glacier mass 
balance during the ablation season may be linked to large-scale 

Fig. 3. Spatial distribution of correlation 
coefficients from 1970 to 2019 determined 
using correlation analysis between detren-
ded ablation season mass balance on Xiao 
Anglong Glacier and (a) detrended CRU 
gridded ablation season air temperature 
data, (b) detrended CRU gridded annual 
precipitation data, (c) detrended CRU grid-
ded ablation season precipitation data, and 
(d) detrended CRU gridded cold season 
precipitation data. Only significant correla-
tions (p < 0.05) are shown on all figures. 
Symbols are as follows: pink dot, Ts. 
Tuyuksu Glacier; pink inverted triangle, 
Kara-Batkak Glacier; pink cross, Abramov 
Glacier; blue square, Xiao Anglong Glacier. 
(For interpretation of the references to 
colour in this figure legend, the reader is 
referred to the web version of this article.)   

Fig. 4. Spatial distribution of correlation 
coefficients from 1970 to 2019 using corre-
lation analysis between detrended ablation 
season mass balance on Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier 
and (a) detrended CRU gridded ablation 
season air temperature data, (b) detrended 
CRU gridded annual precipitation data, (c) 
detrended CRU gridded ablation season 
precipitation data, and (d) detrended CRU 
gridded cold season precipitation data. Only 
significant correlations (p < 0.05) are shown 
on all figures. Symbols are as follows: pink 
dot, Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier; pink inverted tri-
angle, Kara-Batkak Glacier; pink cross, 
Abramov Glacier; blue square, Xiao Anglong 
Glacier. (For interpretation of the references 
to colour in this figure legend, the reader is 
referred to the web version of this article.)   
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atmospheric circulation patterns, which drive the variations in air 
temperature and precipitation during ablation seasons. Following the 
method of Zhu et al. (2021b), we found that ablation season subtropical 
westerly jet position index (SWJPI) is negatively correlated with abla-
tion season mass balance (with detrending, r = − 0.4, p < 0.05), because 
variations in ablation season SWJPI affect ablation season precipitation 
in western Tibet. The ablation season SWJPI showed a positive corre-
lation with ablation season mass balance for Ts. Tuyuksu (r = 0.58, p <
0.05, n = 50, Kara-Batkak (r = 0.58, p < 0.05, n = 24), and Abramov (r 
= 0.61, p < 0.05, n = 32) glaciers situated in the western Tien Shan from 
1970 to 2019 (Fig. 2). To understand how the variations in SWJPI relates 
to a variable response in ablation season glacier mass balance for the two 
areas, we further analyzed the spatial correlations between ablation 
season SWJPI and CRU ablation season air temperature and precipita-
tion from 1970 to 2019 (Fig. 5). Ablation season SWJPI values show 
significant and negative relationships with ablation season air temper-
ature in the western Tien Shan, but show no significant relationships 
with ablation season air temperature in western Tibet, By contrast, 
SWJPI show significant and positive correlations with ablation season 
precipitation in the western Tien Shan, but significant and negative re-
lationships with ablation season precipitation in western Tibet. In 
addition, regionally averaged ablation season air temperature and pre-
cipitation show no significant correlation in western Tibet 
(30.5–34.5◦N, 80–85◦E), but a significant negative relationship in the 
western Tien Shan (39.25–43.25◦N, 71.25–79.25◦E, after detrending, r 
= − 0.51, p < 0.01) (Fig. S6). These relationships show that changes in 
ablation season subtropical westerly jet position can impact ablation 
season air temperature and precipitation in the western Tien Shan, and 
ablation season precipitation in western Tibet. 

To consider these relationships between SWJPI, air temperature, and 
precipitation for the ablation season, we examined the correlations be-
tween SWJPI and the 300 hPa and 600 hPa geopotential height and wind 
fields. Fig. 6a and b show different centers of anomalies in atmospheric 
circulation above the northern Atlantic Ocean, Europe, Central Asia, the 

region north of the Arabian Sea, and East Asia at 300 hPa and 600 hPa, 
respectively. The geopotential height and anticyclonic anomaly for 300 
hPa are high at high latitudes over Europe, and low over Central Asia, 
indicating a southward shift of the upper-tropospheric westerlies and 
the subtropical westerly jet stream (Mölg et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2021b). 
In addition, higher geopotential heights and anticyclonic anomalies for 
300 hPa that occurred north and northwest of the Arabian Sea may also 
favor a southward shift of the subtropical westerly jet (Zhao et al., 
2018). 

The strong northerly wind anomaly that extends from high latitudes 
to the subtropics, and the enhanced westerlies that occur at 30–35◦N, 
favor the advection of cold and dry air to northwest India and western 
Tibet (Mölg et al., 2017, Fig. 6a and b). This circulation pattern can 
reduce precipitation by reducing the transport of moist air from central- 
eastern India, which decreases convective instability over western Tibet 
(Zhu et al., 2021b). Cold and dry air also reduces cloud cover, which 
enhances incoming shortwave radiation and thereby larger surface net 
radiations, and may increase air temperature during the ablation season 
in western Tibet (Kononova et al., 2015; Li et al., 2021). Warming trends 

Fig. 5. Correlation fields between detrended ablation season subtropical 
westerly jet position index and detrended CRU gridded ablation season (a) air 
temperature and (b) precipitation from 1970 to 2019. Only significant corre-
lations (p < 0.05) are plotted. Symbols are as follows: pink dot, Ts. Tuyuksu 
Glacier; pink inverted triangle, Kara-Batkak Glacier; pink cross, Abramov 
Glacier; blue square, Xiao Anglong Glacier. (For interpretation of the references 
to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of 
this article.) 

Fig. 6. Correlation analysis of the subtropical westerly jet position index with 
(a) 300 hPa, and (b) 600 hPa geopotential height (gpm) and wind fields, and (c) 
sea surface temperature during the ablation season from 1970 to 2019. All data 
are detrended. Only significant correlations (p < 0.05) are shown on all figures. 
Vectors in a and b are composites of the correlations with horizontal wind 
components (zonal and meridional wind speed): a significant vector denotes 
either one of its components is significant. The geopotential height and wind 
fields are from the JRA55 dataset. SST data are from the HadISST dataset. 
Symbols are as follows: pink dot, Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier; pink inverted triangle, 
Kara-Batkak Glacier; pink cross, Abramov Glacier; blue square, Xiao Anglong 
Glacier. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the 
reader is referred to the web version of this article.) 
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can also increase ablation season air temperature in western Tibet (Zhu 
et al., 2021a). Reduced air temperature relating to a southward shift of 
the subtropical westerly jet (Mölg et al., 2017) may be counteracted by 
increases in air temperature driven by reduced cloud cover and the 
warming trend (Kononova et al., 2015; Li et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2021b). 
Hence, ablation season air temperature in western Tibet does not show a 
relationship with ablation season SWJPI. 

Ablation season precipitation over the western Tien Shan is modu-
lated primarily by moisture transport in the lower–middle troposphere 
(i.e. 600 hPa, Dong et al., 2018). At 600 hPa (Fig. 6b), an anticyclonic 
anomaly over the northern part of the northern Arabian Sea and a 
cyclonic anomaly over Central Asia result in enhanced southerly flow in 
the western flank of the anticyclonic anomaly and increased westerly 
winds in the southern flank of the cyclonic anomaly. This configuration 
allows the Tien Shan to receive more atmospheric moisture from the 
Indian Ocean (Zhao and Zhang, 2016), and Mediterranean Ocean, and 
Black Sea (Aizen et al., 2004; Dong et al., 2018). Meanwhile, the western 
Tien Shan and eastern Pamir Mountains experience southerly wind 
anomalies on the eastern flank of the cyclonic anomaly over Central Asia 
at 300 hPa and 600 hPa (Fig. 6a and b). This flow reduces the strength of 
upper tropospheric westerlies in the western Tien Shan and eastern 
Pamir Mountains, which facilitates the development of regional con-
vection (Mölg et al., 2017) and regional moisture accumulation. These 
circulation patterns set up conditions that promote high precipitation 
during the ablation season over the western Tien Shan. Formation of a 
cyclonic anomaly over Central Asia (Fig. 6a and b) seems to be a major 
factor that causes surface cooling of the western Tien Shan (Mölg et al., 
2017; Zhao et al., 2014). In addition, high precipitation rates are asso-
ciated with high cloud cover, which can reduce incoming solar radia-
tion, thereby further reducing air temperature in the western Tien Shan 
during the ablation season. This feedback is supported by significant 
negative correlations between total cloud cover and air temperature 
over the most areas of the TP during the summer (Ma et al., 2021). 

4.3. Processes affecting the subtropical westerly jet position variations 

Subtropical westerly jet position variations may be associated with 
two teleconnection patterns. The first process could be linked to a 
European–Asian teleconnection. The anticyclonic anomaly over Europe 
and the cyclonic anomaly over Central Asia at 300 hPa (Fig. 6a) are 
components of the global wave train sometimes referred to as the Silk 
Road pattern (Lu et al., 2002; Enomoto et al., 2003; Ding and Wang, 
2005; Hong et al., 2018; Mölg et al., 2017; Yasui and Watanabe, 2010). 
The first process is confirmed by correlations between the 300 hPa 
regionally averaged geopotential height over Europe (55◦–68◦N, 
35◦E–70◦E), and the 300 hPa geopotential height and wind fields in the 
ablation season during 1970-2019, which show wave trains from Europe 
to Central Asia and northern-central China (Fig. S7). This illustrates that 
changes in the global wave train or Silk Road pattern can affect the 
position of the subtropical westerly jet. After detrending, the SWJPI 
showed a strong correlation with the GTI (r = − 0.58, p < 0.005) and the 
Silk Road pattern index (r = − 0.48, p < 0.005) in the ablation season 
during 1970-2019. 

The second process involves teleconnections from the Arabian Sea to 
Central Asia (Fig. 6a and b), which may be related to SST over the 
Arabian Sea (Zhao and Zhang, 2016). Ablation season SWJPI is posi-
tively correlated with SST over the northern Arabian Sea (Fig. 6c). After 
detrending, the correlation coefficient between ablation season SWJPI 
and regionally averaged SST over the northern Arabian Sea 
(15.5◦–23.5◦N, 60◦E–70◦E) from 1970 to 2019 was 0.36 (p < 0.05, n =
50). In addition, correlations between regionally averaged SST over the 
northern Arabian Sea, and the 300 hPa and 600 hPa geopotential height 
and wind fields in the ablation season, indicate that high SST values in 
the Indian Ocean cause anomalous anticyclone at 600 hPa over the In-
dian continent monsoon region, alongside an anomalous cyclone at 300 
hPa over Central Asia (Fig. S8). Zhao et al. (2018) suggested that these 

circulation patterns were caused by SST warming over the Indian Ocean, 
and that such circulations could favor the southward movement of the 
subtropical westerly jet. 

In addition, an anticyclonic anomaly forms at 300 hPa over Europe 
and a cyclonic anomaly forms over Central Asia (Fig. 6a), which 
together indicate a southward shift of the upper-tropospheric westerlies 
(Mölg et al., 2017). An anticyclone over the Arabian Sea (Fig. S8b) 
formed due to increased SST over the Indian Ocean, indicating weak-
ening of the South Asian monsoon (Zhao et al., 2018). Thus, these results 
suggest that interactions between the monsoon and westerlies impact 
the position of the subtropical westerly jet. 

4.4. Limitations and uncertainties of the mass balance data 

In this work, we compared ablation season mass balance variations 
of four glaciers situated in two geographical regions; however, these 
ablation season mass balance variations are affected by various factors 
that may generate different sources of uncertainty for the results in this 
work. As such, we outline the limitations and uncertainties of our data. 

Firstly, the data used for glacier mass balance variations carries 
inherent uncertainty. Mass balance of Ts. Tuyuksu, Abramov, and Kara- 
Batkak glaciers were determined using in-situ measurements taken 
during the ablation season and the cold season each year using glacio-
logical methods. For these glaciers, the uncertainties of annual surface 
mass balances lie within the range 200–300 mm w.e. a− 1 (Barandun 
et al., 2018; Kenzhebaev et al., 2017), and are derived from un-
certainties in point measurements, uncertainties related to the repre-
sentativeness of the point measurements, and uncertainties associated 
with the method used to extrapolate point measurements into estima-
tions of the glacier’s entire surface area. Mass balance for Xiao Anglong 
Glacier during ablation seasons used modelled values, which themselves 
have uncertainties of 149–370 mm w.e. a− 1 (Barandun et al., 2020; Zhu 
et al., 2021b, 2022a). Nonetheless, the effect that such uncertainties 
have on interannual variations in a glacier’s mass balance is unclear. 
Recent studies have shown that measured or modelled mass-balance 
time series could be used to monitor variations in climate, atmo-
spheric circulation, and glacial meltwater (Barandun et al., 2020; Mölg 
et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2021b, 2022a). This indicates that the influence 
of the above-mentioned uncertainties on interannual variations in mass 
balance is small. 

Secondly, non-climatic factors can affect glacier mass balance vari-
ations, such as differences in topography, the degree of debris-covered 
conditions, and glacier surges (Bhattacharya et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 
2018, 2022b). Glacier topography may enhance mass balance variations 
that are caused by climate change (Liu and Liu, 2016; Zhu et al., 2022b); 
for example, while each glacier in the same region has a unique 
topography, mass balance variations in each will still be similar. Addi-
tionally, some studies have reported that clean-ice and debris-covered 
glaciers experience similar rates of mass loss at interdecadal time-
scales (Maurer et al., 2021). Considering that most glaciers in the Tien 
Shan are clean-ice glaciers (not covered by debris) and debris-covered 
glaciers can lose mass at a similar rate to debris-free glaciers, Farinotti 
et al. (2015) modelled glacier mass balances across the Tien Shan 
without separating debris-free and debris-covered surfaces. These indi-
cate that variations in mass balance of debris-covered glaciers are 
similar to those of clean-ice glaciers in the same climate region. Western 
Tibet and the western Tien Shan host a small number of surge-type 
glaciers, and there is no significant difference in mass balance be-
tween surge-type and non-surge-type glaciers (Guillet et al., 2022). 
Thus, we expect that the above-mentioned non-climatic factors should 
not cause notable differences in mass balance variations between gla-
ciers in the same climate region. 

Thirdly, we note that climate is the dominant driving force for var-
iations in glacier mass balance across the TP (Barandun et al., 2020; Yao 
et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2022a). Some previous studies have shown that 
the values of glacier mass balance variations caused by the same climate 
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change in the same region spatially differ; however, interannual varia-
tions in glacier mass balance are similar within the same region. For 
example, this effect has been noted for glaciers in the Nyainqentanglha 
Mountains, the Qilian Mountains, and the western Tien Shan, with this 
relationship being stronger when multiple glaciers are located close to 
each other (Table 2; Barandun et al., 2020; Liu and Liu, 2016; WGMS, 
2021; Yu et al., 2013; Zhu et al., 2022b). Glaciers in the western Tien 
Shan show large accumulations during the cold season, which can affect 
their annual mass balance variations. As described in Section 3.1, the 
strong winds and pronounced differences in surface topography can 
generate different cold season mass balance variations for glaciers in the 
same region due to variable snowdrift; however, mass balance variations 
of the studied glaciers during the ablation season are more similar to 
those situated in the western Tien Shan, due primarily to similar vari-
ations in ablation ablation-season air temperature and precipitation. 
Thus, we assumed in this work that interannual variations in ablation 
season mass balance for glaciers in the selected region in the western 
Tien Shan were similar. 

However, there are few glaciers in the two regions, which have 
measured long-term ablation season mass balance data and meteoro-
logical data. Conclusions derived from such low spatial resolution 
datasets would carry relatively high uncertainty, and there would be 
limits to modelling the spatial patterns of ablation season mass balances 
for glaciers in these two regions at annual timescales. An expanded 
network of glacier-monitoring systems in these regions is needed to 
produce more reliable results. Considering the difficulties involved with 
conducting in-situ measurements, satellite, and airborne remote sensing 
data are crucial for monitoring glaciers over long-term periods of 5 to 10 
years (Barandun et al., 2020; Bhattacharya et al., 2021; Yao et al., 2022). 
Higher resolution temporal and spatial remote sensing data should be 
combined with independent data sources to assess glacier mass balance 
variations at interannual timescales. Regional climate models, such as 
the Advanced Research Weather Research and Forecasting model 
(WRF), have been used to simulate climate conditions within the TP 
(Maussion et al., 2014), and have improved over time such that they can 
now realistically predict climate changes in the TP (Ou et al., 2020). In 
addition, glacier models involving complicated physical processes have 
been developed to better simulate glacier mass balance variations under 
different conditions across the TP (Barandun et al., 2021; Zekollari et al., 
2022; Zhu et al., 2022a). Thus, by combining more in-situ observations, 
improved spatial and temporal remote sensing data, and numerical 
models, future studies will be able to further investigate regional-scale 
glacier mass balance variations at annual to seasonal timescale within 
the TP, and reduce the uncertainties associated with this work (Bar-
andun et al., 2020; Yao et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2022b). 

4.5. Comparison with other studies 

Investigating the major forces that drive glacier mass balance vari-
ations within the TP is important for predicting future changes in glacier 
characteristics, and their associated effects on environmental and social 
issues (e.g. water resources). Some previous studies have found that the 
variations in mass balance of glaciers are mainly controlled by climate 
factors (Oerlemans, 2005; Zhu et al., 2018, 2022a). The climate-related 
driving forces for glacier mass balance variations in the Tien Shan and 
Pamir-Alay are complex (Barandun and Pohl, 2022). Thus, we mainly 
compared our results with previous studies conducted in these regions. 
For Abramov Glacier in the eastern parts of the Pamir-Alay, annual 
precipitation plays a more important role in interannual mass balance 
variations than ablation season air temperature (Kronenberg et al., 
2022). According to the climate data reported by Kronenberg et al. 
(2022) and measured mass balance data for Abramov Glacier (WGMS, 
2021), correlation coefficients between ablation season mass balance 
and ablation season air temperature and between ablation season mass 
balance and ablation season precipitation during 1970-2019 were −
0.79 and 0.68 (n = 32, p < 0.05), respectively. These results highlight 

that the relative importance of climate drivers for mass balance varia-
tions between annual and ablation season timescales differ slightly for 
this glacier, which is likely due to the important contribution of cold 
season accumulation to the glacier’s annual mass balance. The results of 
our work (Fig. S5) agree with those of the above-mentioned study, 
indicating that ablation season air temperature plays a slightly more 
important role in controlling interannual variations in ablation season 
mass balance than ablation season precipitation. In addition, during an 
investigation of the driving forces of regional glacier annual mass bal-
ance variations in the Tien Shan and Pamir-Alay, Barandun and Pohl 
(2022) reported that air temperature was more important than precip-
itation for the eastern and northern/western Tien Shan and to some 
degree also for the central Tien Shan. Furthermore, based on tree ring 
data, Zhang et al. (2019) found that mass balance variations of Ts. 
Tuyuksuy Glacier in the western Tien Shan were controlled by a com-
bination of summer air temperature and annual precipitation conditions 
across Central Asia during the past 115 years (1901-2014). And the 
correlation between annual mass balance and summer air temperature 
was stronger than that between annual mass balance and annual pre-
cipitation (Zhang et al., 2019). These findings and the results of our 
work show that ablation season glacier mass balance variations in the 
selected region in the western Tien Shan may be related to variations in 
ablation season air temperature and ablation season precipitation at 
interannual timescales, and that ablation season air temperature is 
slightly more influential than ablation season precipitation in such 
cases. 

Atmospheric circulation can affect glacier mass balance variations by 
altering the climate in a region (Mölg et al., 2014; Yao et al., 2022; Zhu 
et al., 2021b, 2022b). Specifically, precipitation change driven by zonal 
and meridional atmospheric circulation patterns can affect glacier mass 
balance variations in Central Asia (Aizen et al., 2001). A stronger 
meridional component of atmospheric circulation from the south pro-
motes precipitation in Central Asia, which can increase mass balance for 
glaciers in the Tien Shan (Aizen et al., 2001) and eastern Pamir (Zhu 
et al., 2018). Farinotti et al. (2015) reported a positive correlation in the 
Tien Shan between regionally averaged annual glacier mass balance and 
regionally averaged summer meridional wind speed in the middle and 
upper troposphere. Here, we also identified a southerly wind anomaly 
that caused higher mass balance in the selected region of the western 
Tien Shan (Fig. 6). Alongside precipitation, air temperature is affected 
by changing atmospheric circulation and also contributes to mass bal-
ance variations in the western Tien Shan. Kononova et al. (2015) re-
ported that intense mass loss of Ts. Tuyuksu Glacier in the western Tien 
Shan may be related to the anticyclonic circulation patterns accompa-
nied by relatively high air temperature and low precipitation during 
summer; and when a cyclonic circulation pattern forms over the region 
during summer, air temperature decreases and precipitation increases, 
which results in a relatively high mass balance. These studies support 
the results presented here, whereby such cyclones (anticyclones) are 
accompanied by relatively high (low) mass balance and corresponding 
climate conditions during ablation seasons in the selected region of the 
western Tien Shan. 

5. Conclusion 

This study investigated ablation season glacier mass balance differ-
ences between western Tibet and the western Tien Shan during 1970- 
2019 and associated key atmospheric circulation patterns at interan-
nual timescales. We showed that ablation season mass balance varia-
tions were related to ablation season air temperature and ablation 
season precipitation in the western Tien Shan and were mainly 
controlled by ablation season precipitation in western Tibet at interan-
nual timescales. Further analysis suggested that ablation season mass 
balance variations of glaciers in the western Tien Shan were opposite to 
those in western Tibet at interannual timescales. The contrasting re-
sponses of mass balance in the two areas were directly related to changes 
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in the subtropical westerly jet position during the ablation season. When 
the subtropical westerly jet moves southward, the western Tien Shan 
shows higher ablation season precipitation and lower air temperature 
which contributes to higher mass balance, whereas western Tibet ex-
periences lower ablation season precipitation, causing lower mass bal-
ance. When the subtropical westerly jet moves northward, the above 
processes are reversed. The changes in the subtropical westerly jet po-
sition can be influenced by both atmospheric circulation in Europe, 
through a European–Asian teleconnection, and to SSTs in the northern 
Arabian Sea, through Central-Asia–tropical-Indian-Ocean tele-
connection. In other words, interactions between the South Asian 
monsoon and the mid-latitude westerlies impact the position of the 
subtropical westerly jet, which causes opposite ablation season mass 
balance variations between glaciers in western Tibet and the western 
Tien Shan by controlling regional climate change. Results from this work 
increased our understanding of the spatiotemporal variability of glacier 
mass balance in the TP. More glaciers will be explored in the future to 
find whether the correlations of mass balance variations can be detected 
in other climatic regions of the TP based on long-term measured (Bar-
andun et al., 2020; Wagnon et al., 2013; Yao et al., 2012) and modelled 
(Mölg et al., 2014) seasonal glacier mass balance data. 
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Mölg, T., Maussion, F., Scherer, D., 2014. Mid-latitude westerlies as a driver of glacier 
variability in monsoonal High Asia. Nat. Clim. Change 4, 68–73. https://doi.org/ 
10.1038/nclimate2055. 
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