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Release No. 07-23 
Corps of Engineers monitors Hubbard Glacier
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is monitoring a recent a build up of sediment in front of Hubbard Glacier but the agency does not think it is an immediate threat to the nearby community of Yakutat. Hubbard Glacier is the largest non-polar tidewater glacier in the world. The glacier is currently in a state of advancement that is expected to continue into the foreseeable future. 

The tidewater terminus of Hubbard Glacier discharges from the Wrangell St. Elias Mountains into Disenchantment Bay and the mouth of Russell Fjord.  Hubbard Glacier currently blocks a large portion of Russell Fjord where it meets Disenchantment Bay. Sufficient advancement of the glacier could close the remaining gap between these two bodies of water, with either glacial ice or sediment pushed ahead of the glacier as it advances. 

Advancing tidewater glaciers like Hubbard typically advance from mid winter to late spring and retreat from late summer to early winter with an overall net advancement. Consistent with this annual pattern Hubbard Glacier retreated 230 feet during August, leaving a 1,015 foot wide gap between Disenchantment Bay and Russell Fjord, according to Corps data. The Corps anticipates that the glacier will begin advancing again between mid-winter and late spring. 

The Alaska District of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, in conjunction with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Cold Regions Research and Engineering Lab (CRREL), and the U.S. Forest Service, is studying the impacts of potential flood events if the glacier eventually closes the gap. When the gap closes, Russell Fjord becomes a lake. If the lake were to rise above an elevation of 132 feet above mean sea level, it would overflow into the Situk River watershed and damage the river’s fishery resources. It could also impact a portion of the Yakutat Airport.
Hubbard Glacier closed this gap twice, in 1986 and in 2002. Both times the glacier’s dam broke from natural causes before flooding occurred. 

Scientists from the Corps, CRREL and the Geophysical Institute University of Alaska are planning further monitoring and data collection to determine potential implications if sediment continues to accumulate.  The Corps has a site visit scheduled for October. Based upon the analysis of data collected during this site visit in conjunction with review of available satellite imagery, aerial photos, and terminus monitoring data, the Corps will reassess the situation. 

Near-real time data from the continued monitoring of the Hubbard Glacier terminus is available on the Internet at http://www.glacierresearch.com. 






