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Abstract

Coastal flooding due to storm surge is a serious danger for communities and industry in

western Alaska. The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of which storm

tracks lead to the greatest surge, whether certain areas are more vulnerable than others due

to local scale features, and what currents are associated with surge events. Kotzebue Sound

was chosen as the area of focus on the basis of physical and social factors. Physically, its

bathymetry, topography, and coastal orientation make it particularly susceptible to surge.

Socially, this region possesses a range of affected coastal groups, including heavy industry

and subsistence communities. The study was performed using the ADvanced CIRCulation

(ADCIRC) coastal circulation and surge model forced with idealized storm scenarios.

Results from the study suggest the utility of applying a surge model to learn about water

run up, set down and induced current on the Alaskan coast. Local flooding peculiarities

were found in Hotham Inlet, which could have potential impacts on a sensitive ecosystem.

Noticeable differences were found in surge magnitude and distribution between storms of

different ground track speed, as well as small changes in track location.



iv

Table of Contents

Page

Signature Page . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . i

Title Page . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ii

Abstract . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iii

Table of Contents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iv

List of Figures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vi

List of Tables . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . viii

List of Appendices . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ix

Acknowledgements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . x

Chapter 1: Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

1.1 Previous work on storm surges in Alaska . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

1.2 Surge mechanics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

1.3 Motivation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

Chapter 2: Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

2.1 Overview and theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

2.2 Grid development . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

2.3 Model forcing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

2.3.1 Wind and pressure field . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

2.3.2 Storm track specification . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

2.4 Model operation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24



v

Page

2.5 Observational comparison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

Chapter 3: Results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

3.1 Model results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

3.1.1 Track AE1: North coast, eastward propagation, 70N . . . . . . . . 29

3.1.2 Track AE2: North coast, eastward propagation, 68N . . . . . . . . 34

3.1.3 Track AW1: North coast, westward propagation, 70N . . . . . . . . 37

3.1.4 Track AW2: North coast, westward propagation, 68N . . . . . . . . 41

3.1.5 Track BS1: Bering Sea, northeast propagation . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

3.1.6 Track BS2: Bering Sea, north-northeast propagation . . . . . . . . 48

3.1.7 Track SEC: cross Chukchi Sea, southeast propagation . . . . . . . 52

3.2 Comparisons with real world data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

Chapter 4: Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63

4.1 Discussion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63

4.2 Limitations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

4.3 Future work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66



vi

List of Figures

Page

2.1 Unstructured finite element grid used in ADCIRC . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

2.2 Spline curve of radial pressure variation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

2.3 Map of storm tracks AE1, AE2, BS1, BS2 and SEC. . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

2.4 Map of storm tracks AW1 and AW2. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

3.1 Map of Kotzebue Sound region . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

3.2 Winds and water elevation for track AE1 SS at 84 hours . . . . . . . . . . . 30

3.3 Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track AE1 . . . . . . . . . . 31

3.4 Time series of elevation in the Kobuk delta for track AE1 . . . . . . . . . . 32

3.5 Time series of water elevation at Kivalina for track AE1 . . . . . . . . . . . 33

3.6 Time series of water elevation at Shishmaref for track AE1 . . . . . . . . . 34

3.7 Winds and water elevation for track AE2 SS at 96 hours . . . . . . . . . . . 35

3.8 Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track AE2 . . . . . . . . . . 36

3.9 Time series of water elevation at Deering for track AE2 . . . . . . . . . . . 37

3.10 Winds and water elevation for track AW1 SS at 84 hours . . . . . . . . . . 38

3.11 Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track AW1 . . . . . . . . . . 39

3.12 Time series of water elevation at Kivalina for track AW1 . . . . . . . . . . 40

3.13 Time series of water elevation in the Kobuk delta for track AW1 . . . . . . 41

3.14 Winds and water elevation for track AW2 SS at 96 hours . . . . . . . . . . 42

3.15 Time series of water elevation at Kivalina for track AW2 . . . . . . . . . . 43



vii

3.16 Winds and water elevation for track BS1 SS at 126 hours . . . . . . . . . . 45

3.17 Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track BS1 . . . . . . . . . . 46

3.18 Time series of water elevation in the Kobuk delta for track BS1 . . . . . . . 47

3.19 Time series of water elevation at Deering for track BS1 . . . . . . . . . . . 47

3.20 Winds and water elevation for track BS2 SS at 66 hours . . . . . . . . . . . 49

3.21 Winds and water elevation for track BS2 SS at 108 hours . . . . . . . . . . 50

3.22 Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track BS2 . . . . . . . . . . 51

3.23 Time series of water elevation at Deering for track BS2 . . . . . . . . . . . 52

3.24 Winds and water elevation for track SEC SS at 102 hours . . . . . . . . . . 54

3.25 Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track SEC . . . . . . . . . . 55

3.26 Winds and water elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 78 . . 56

3.27 Water current and elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 78 . . 56

3.28 Winds and water elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 102 . . 57

3.29 Water current and elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 102 . 57

3.30 Observed water elevation at Red Dog Dock during January 2008 storm . . . 61

3.31 Time series of water elevation at Red Dog Dock for track BS2 . . . . . . . 61

3.32 Observed water elevation at Red Dog Dock during October 2004 storm . . 62



viii

List of Tables

Page

2.1 Storm track starting position and headings. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

2.2 Storm intensity and track speed by type . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

2.3 Tidal constituents used and their amplitudes at Red Dog Dock . . . . . . . 25



ix

List of Appendices

Page

A stormgen.ncl . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

B fort.15 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75



x

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank my advisor Dr. David Atkinson for all of his guidance and support.

I also thank my committee members, Drs. Kenneth Sassen and Harper Simmons, for their

comments and suggestions. Thanks to Dr. Brian Blanton of the Renaissance Computing

Institute for his assistance in getting the ADCIRC model to run stably. Thanks to Ryan

Woodard for his UAF thesis LATEX class, which greatly aided in formatting this document.

I thank my friends and colleagues at the university and at the National Weather Service

forecast office for their encouragement and support. Last, but certainly not least, I thank

my parents, Jay and Uta Cross.

This project was funded by National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)

grant NA06OAR4600179 titled "Social Vulnerability to Climate Change in the Alaskan

Coastal Zone" and by NOAA’s National Weather Service through their Student Career Ex-

perience Program.



1

Chapter 1

Introduction

Coastal flooding is one of the leading causes of property damage in Alaska (Mason et al.,

1997). Storm surge, also called storm tide, is a temporary increase in coastal water level

caused by meteorological influences, and is measured as the difference between expected

tide and actual water level.

Storm surges can impact the coast in several ways. Most significantly, storm surges

inundate low-lying areas. As much as 84% of the Alaska population is situated in close

proximity to the coast (US Census Bureau, 2009). Many of Alaska’s coastal communities

are located at or near sea level in flat areas along the coast, putting them in particular danger.

Most vulnerable are villages built on sand spits, barrier island and river deltas (Mason et al.,

1997), which often are the preferred locations because of the logistical requirements for

airport construction. River deltas, such as the expansive Yukon-Kuskokwim delta on the

western Alaska coast, are particularly vulnerable – almost any high-water event can quickly

inundate large areas because the relief is very low. Wave damage along erosion-prone bluff

coastlines is also exacerbated.

Surge events increase the reach of waves in two ways: by raising their effective height

above sea level, and by allowing larger waves in depth-limited coastal environments. Waves

that ride in at an elevated sea level can break against structures or the bases of bluffs nor-

mally above their reach. Infrastructure can be damaged both by direct wave action and the

erosion of soil underneath. Much of Alaska’s coastline is generally vulnerable to erosion,



2

but storm surge events put them at particular risk. Surge events can also be problematic

for terrestrial ecosystems. For example, the introduction of sea water into coastal areas

normally exposed only to fresh water can cause a significant die off of vegetation, as ob-

served in a Beaufort Sea storm that impacted the Mackenzie Delta (Reimnitz and Maurer,

1979). As well, many of the low-relief coastal deltas are important migratory bird sanctu-

aries (Hupp et al., 2008). Finally, even relatively minor surges can hydrodynamically dam

rivers, causing flooding along the river banks due to a backed up river.

The heavy coastal use in western and northern Alaska is made up of more than resi-

dences. The coast serves as an important transportation hub because overland transporta-

tion is difficult; in fact, western Alaska is not even serviced by a road network. Towns

receive most of their resupply via small port facilities. This includes bulk cargo, especially

fuel, which is taken to coastal communities by barge in the summer to save on shipping

costs. Heavy industry, including the Red Dog Mine operated by Teck Alaska Inc., the

largest open pit zinc mine in the world, relies on its Chukchi Sea port to ship its output.

Without a road or rail link to the North American heartland, these facilities have no choice

but to locate by the ocean, vulnerable to surge.

Preparation for coastal flooding is difficult and expensive, particularly in remote areas.

Along coastlines where flooding is the only real concern, the year-to-year threat remains

relatively constant. However along erosion-prone coasts, erosion is continually removing

material, which exposes to danger areas that were previously set back from the coastline

and makes the adoption of some form of remedial action a pressing concern. However it is
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also an expensive concern - cost for seawall construction in the contiguous United States

has been estimated to range from $150 to $4000 per linear foot (Mendelsohn and Neumann,

2004), and the wall in Nome, Alaska, cost as much as $10,000 per linear foot. Relocation is

another option, but it can be even more costly. The US Army Corps of Engineers estimates

the cost of relocating the village of Newtok, consisting of 315 residents, at up to $130

million (US Army Corps of Engineers Alaska District, 2006). Many villages are home to

residents who have lived in the area for generations making relocation less of an option.

Besides the expense, most villages are culturally tied to these locations which can make

these options very difficult emotionally.

A longer-term threat to coastal areas around the globe has been emerging during the

20th century as global average sea levels rose between 1 and 2 mm yr−1. Satellite mea-

surements suggest that, between 1993 and 2000, sea levels rose at an even more rapid rate

of around 2.5 mm yr−1 (Cabanes et al., 2001). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report concluded that by 2100, global warming will

ultimately result in a sea level increase of 19 to 58 cm (Parry, 2007). Given the same

storm forcing, higher base line sea level will cause potentially greater damage (Lowe and

Gregory, 2005).

Another recent trend that serves to exacerbate potential storm surge and erosion damage

is the loss of sea ice due to climate change. The average winter sea ice maximum extends

south to the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta beginning in the fall. In recent years, sea ice area

and thickness have been decreasing (Parkinson et al., 1999). Sea ice acts in several ways
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to mitigate wave and surge action: it can dampen wave action, keeping seas low and pre-

venting surge, and also reduce the area of sea susceptible to fetch, and shorefast ice armors

the coast against wave driven damage. However, thin or unconsolidated ice can pose as

much of a hazard as non-existent sea ice, as more powerful storms can break up the ice and

create open water conditions. The length of freezeup has been decreasing as well: with

the later onset of sea ice cover, more areas of coastline become vulnerable to winter storms

for a longer period of time. Atkinson (2005) reported that, over the circumarctic marginal

seas, the storms with the greatest windspeed/duration damage-causing potential occur in

the Chukchi Sea region in the fall/early winter season. If water is open, or nearly so, these

strong late season storms have more potential to cause damaging surge.

Surge combined with sea ice can be very destructive. A cannery and dock were com-

pletely destroyed in Naknek, Alaska when a surge floated and drove ashore ice that was

bonded to the dock piling (D. E. Atkinson 2009, personal communication).

Wise et al. (1981) found that intense storms can produce 12 ft surge on almost any

portion of the western Alaska coast. Most storms do not exceed such heights, however

they have on occasion. A November 1974 storm that struck Nome caused significant flood

damage, despite the presence of a seawall constructed in 1951. Water levels reached 4.0 m

(13.2 ft), with 3.8 m (12.5 ft) attributable to storm surge (Fathauer, 1975), and a storm in

October 2004 generated a 10.5 ft surge at Nome (Larsen et al., 2006).

While it is known that surge caused flooding has led to millions in damage, it is thought

that many coastal flood events go unreported (Wise et al., 1981). This makes development



5

of a detailed surge climatology difficult, which means it is also hard to determine which

type of storm events are most potentially problematic for a given area.

1.1 Previous work on storm surges in Alaska

Previous work focussing on surge analysis in Alaska, beyond descriptive overviews of

selected storms, is limited.

Schafer (1966) developed a finite difference model to analyze an October 1963 storm in

Barrow, Alaska that excluded the influence of tides. The grid was 10×15 with a resolution

of 76 km (0.6̄ degree latitude), and the coastline was treated as two straight lines. They

were able to reproduce an approximation of the large scale effects, but conceded that much

higher resolution was needed for the gentle slope off Barrow.

A statistical model was developed from the Alaska storm surge climatology developed

by Wise et al. (1981). Regression analysis was used to correlate surge height with various

parameters. The accuracy of the model results are limited (Blier et al., 1997).

Kowalik (1984) developed a vertically integrated surge model with a resolution of 0.3̄

degree latitude by 1 degree longitude for the Beaufort and Chukchi Seas. They tested the

model on three existing storms and found good agreement with measured sea level from

gauges in the Beaufort Sea. Johnson and Kowalik (1986) followed up with a similar model

of the Bering Sea and Norton Sound.

More recently, a numerical solution was examined when Blier et al. (1997) tested the

National Oceanicic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) extratropical surge (E-T

surge) model on surge events in Norton Sound, contrasting the results with water levels



6

observed at Nome. The E-T surge model, which is based on the Sea, Lake, and Overland

Surges for Hurricanes (SLOSH) model that is designed for tropical use, did show good

agreement with observations for cases of longer duration storm events. The E-T Surge

model is used operationally by National Weather Service forecasters for surge guidance, as

forced with atmospheric parameters provided by the Global Forecast System (GFS) model.

An important limitation of this model is that the forecasts have limited resolution and are

unable to resolve flow in smaller waterways. Operationally, it also means that forecast

points may not be close to where they are needed (Colle et al., 2008).

1.2 Surge mechanics

Wind driven transport is the most important driver of storm surge. At the interface of the

ocean and atmosphere, the more rapidly moving but less viscous air transfers momentum

to the slower moving water. This creates a surface stress whereby the water gets dragged

along by the wind. This process initiates wave activity but it also entrains the surface mass

of water. Surface stress varies with the speed and drag of the water surface, and may be

expressed as a vector parallel to the direction of the wind forcing. The area of applied wind

stress is referred to as fetch. Longer periods of wind stress and larger areas of fetch allows

a greater mass of water to be entrained, which contributes to larger resultant storm surge.

Due to the rotation of the earth, the apparent Coriolis force causes the water to move

to the right of the forcing in the northern hemisphere. The resultant surface currents are

therefore directed at about a 30 degree angle to the right of the wind (Williams et al., 1973).

Each layer of the water acts on the layer below with slightly weaker force due to drag and
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the layer below moves to the right of its respective forcing. This effect is known as the

Ekman spiral, and results in transport in the deep ocean to be nearly 90 degrees to the right

of the wind. In continental shelf areas, the effect is lessened, causing transport closer to 45

degrees right of the wind forcing. In shallow waters, currents throughout the depth tend to

approximately parallel the wind due to the strong effect of bottom friction forcing (Pickard

and Pond, 1983).

Atmospheric pressure exerts a direct but minor effect, however its inclusion is an impor-

tant element of atmospheric forcing of the sea state. Determination of final correct water

elevations must consider this element. Lower pressure physically draws water levels up

in what is called the inverse barometer effect. This effect acts to increase sea level, even

when wind driven transport is dampened by sea ice (Wise et al., 1981). In deep water, an

elevation change of approximately 1 cm can be expected for each millibar of atmospheric

pressure decrease (Anthes, 1982). Given the strength of many storms in the Alaska region

– they can drop to 940 hPa – this consideration should not be overlooked.

Bathymetry has a large effect on the potential surge resulting from a given atmospheric

forcing. Areas with a narrow shelf or otherwise rapid rise to shore produce little surge as

excess water is driven up quickly and can rapidly dissipate. In areas with a large, gently

sloping continental shelf, like the Bering and Chukchi Seas, water piles up and is pushed

upward like a wedge.
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1.3 Motivation

It is the overall objective of this study to delineate case-study atmospheric drivers and link

them to their particular, associated surge impacts for a specific area of the western Alaska

coast. Several research focus questions guide this effort:

1. What storm track is most problematic and why. This area can be affected by storms

moving along several main tracks at different ground speeds and with different wind

profiles. Determining the type of storm system able to cause the greatest impact is of

particular interest.

2. Are there local flooding peculiarities. At a local scale there are barrier island/lagoon

systems. Determining whether water areas behind topography will remain elevated

is important, e.g. for salinity and biological mixing considerations.

3. What are the currents associated with surges. Gaining better understanding of the

surface currents that arise as water mass is displaced by the winds is also important

for erosional and human safety issues.

The focus area is Kotzebue Sound, north of the Bering Strait. This area was selected

for several reasons:

1. Its entire offshore vicinity is a shelf zone which makes it highly susceptible to surge,

a fact demonstrated repeatedly in the past.

2. It presents a funnel shape which can potentially enhance a surge effect.
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3. It has a range of coastal affected groups, including small subsistence villages (e.g.

Shishmaref, Deering), a large hub town (Kotzebue), and industrial inhabitants (Teck

Alaska Inc.), all of whom are exposed to risk from surge activity.

This work will be accomplished using the ADvanced CIRCulation (ADCIRC) coastal

circulation and surge model to test different synoptic situations and examine the resulting

surge. Using the model, data may be obtained for any number of sites; thus results will be

shared with the NOAA National Weather Service Weather Forecast Office (WFO) that is

responsible for this area (the Fairbanks WFO).
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Chapter 2

Methodology

2.1 Overview and theory

Simulations in this study are performed with the ADCIRC Coastal Circulation and Storm

Surge Model. ADCIRC is short for Advanced Circulation Model for Oceanic, Coastal,

and Estuarine Waters. It is a computational fluid dynamics modeling environment that

offers two and three dimensional finite element solution domains. Using an unstructured

grid with finite elements, resolution is flexible over the domain allowing finer resolution

in areas where greater accuracy is required. For this study, the two dimensional depth

integrated (2DDI) option was used.

The model solves the generalized wave-continuity equation (GWCE) formulation of the

depth integrated continuity equation and uses the two dimensional momentum equations to

calculate depth averaged horizontal velocity.

Pre-processing, model setup and grid generation were provided by the Surface Water

Modeling System (SMS) version 10 from Aquaveo. Wind and pressure grid inputs were

constructed using a custom National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) Command

Language (NCL) program. Post-processing and graphics were done with SMS, R and NCL.

Computation is intensive and computing time can be a limiting factor. On a Pentium 4

desktop, a single three day model run at a time step of 5 seconds takes around four hours.

ADCIRC allows for the use of parallel computation by use of domain decomposition. The

input is decomposed into smaller parts and solved in parallel to allow a great increase in



11

performance. Taking advantage of this, once the input fields were established, ADCIRC

was re-compiled on the 2280-processor Sun Opteron cluster “midnight” platform at the

Arctic Region Supercomputing Center. The simulations were then transferred over which

greatly reduced run times because multiple nodes could be used.

ADCIRC-2DDI solves the non-conservative momentum equations and the continuity

equation in the GWCE. The spherical equations are mapped into recitlenear coordinates

using the Carte Parallelogrammatique Projection (CPP).

The non-conservative, vertically integrated momentum equation in the latitudinal di-

rection is:

∂U
∂ t

+
1

Rcosθ
U

∂U
∂λ

+
1
R
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∂U
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�
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�
ps

p0
+g(ζ −αη)

�
+

1
H

Mλ +
τsλ
ρ0H

− τ∗U (2.1)

and in the longitudinal direction is:

∂V
∂ t

+
1

Rcosθ
U

∂V
∂λ

+
1
R

V
∂U
∂θ

−
�

tanθ
R

U + f
�

U =

− 1
Rcosθ

∂
∂λ

�
ps

p0
+g(ζ −αη)

�
+

1
H

Mθ +
τsλ
ρ0H

− τ∗V (2.2)

where

φ , λ are latitude and longitude

U , V are depth averaged horizontal velocity
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H is total water column

h is bathymetric depth

ζ is free surface elevation

R is radius of Earth

f is Coriolis parameter

ps is atmospheric pressure at free surface

p0 is reference density of water

g is acceleration due to gravity

α is Earth elasticity

Mλ , Mφ is depth-integrated momentum dispersion

EH2 is horizontal eddy viscosity

τsλ , τsφ is applied free surface stress

τ∗ is bottom stress

η is Newtonian tide potential

ADCIRC uses an unstructured, irregular mesh, consisting of triangular elements which

allow the mesh to conform to a varied coastline. The size of mesh elements is allowed to

vary over the domain so that greater detail may be established for areas requiring greater
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resolution. Other static input data fields, such as bathymetry or coastal form, must be

interpolated onto the mesh generated.

The domain of the mesh is bound in part to the coastline, and on the open ocean side a

semi-circular arc is established such that the radial fetch in any ocean direction is roughly

equal from the centrally located point of interest. A coastline was extracted from the inter-

section of the highest recorded water height in northern and western Alaska (4.0 m) with

the bathymetry/topography data, rather than from linear, arc-based coastline data. This

allows incorporation of nominally dry land within the domain, which enables a full surge

runup solution. Tides are forced on the open ocean boundary using the five strongest tidal

constituents for this region as specified in the LeProvost tidal database.

Once the domain is established the mesh must be carefully built. Proper element size

is necessary for correct circulation simulation. If the elements are overly large there is not

enough resolution to accurately determine water elevations. If they are too small the model

is prone to numerical instability which can lead to runaway results. ADCIRC has a range

monitor that traps for excessive water level heights and terminates the run in a controlled

fashion. The nature of the wetting and drying response at the coastline interface is also

specified.

The three primary inputs for surge simulation are bathymetry, wind velocity and atmo-

spheric pressure. Bathymetry is interpolated onto the unstructured mesh and specified in

the same input file describing the mesh. The grid is defined by node locations, node neigh-

bors (elements) and boundaries. Wind velocity is specified on either a regular grid or on
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the unstructured mesh on a specified time interval. The model calculates wind stress from

wind velocity (equation 2.3) using Garratt’s formula (Garratt, 1977) for drag co-efficient

(equation 2.4).

�ws = Cd ·0.001293 ·�U ·U (2.3)

Cd = 0.001 ·(0.75+0.067 ·U) (2.4)

where

ws is the wind stress

U is the 10 meter wind velocity

Cd is the drag coefficient

maximum Cd is 0.0003

Output from the model includes water surface elevation, depth averaged current veloc-

ity, wind velocity, and pressure. Recording stations may be designated at any grid point in

the domain and set to record time series data for water level, current velocity and meteoro-

logical parameters.

2.2 Grid development

Using SMS, the bathymetric/topographic grid was built for the area of interest using data

imported using data from the ETOPO1 Global Relief Model from the National Geophysical
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Data Center (Amante and Eakins, 2009). ETOPO1 offers a resolution of one minute by one

minute for the entire globe, combining data from disparate sources into a seamless dataset.

To properly represent low lying areas potentially vulnerable to surge, measured coastline

data was not used.

Data for the area of interest was extracted using the GEOphysical DAta System (GEO-

DAS) Grid Translator and imported from plain XYZ format text files that use geographic

coordinates with elevation in meters above mean sea level (negative is subaerial). The el-

evation data were reversed in sign so that positive values are depth below mean sea level,

following the ADCIRC convention. The coordinate system was converted to Universal

Transverse Mercator to allow distance calculations directly from the coordinates for use in

unstructured grid creation.

Once the region of interest was selected, the coastline was edited to include only the

relevant boundary. Boundary conditions were set for islands within the domain to allow

transport across these areas. Selecting the encircling coastline segments, the domain was

specified that includes a semicircular arc to enclose the open ocean boundary. Open ocean

boundary nodes at the edge of the domain were set such that tidal components could be

assigned at the nodes to allow tidal forcing to be transmitted into the domain.

Discussions with other ADCIRC modellers indicate that it is optimal to include deep

ocean in the model domain (B. Blanton 2010, personal communication). With this in mind

the domain was created to include as much open water as possible without including land

on the far side of the Chukchi Sea.
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The generation of the mesh took several factors into account. A calculation was per-

formed to determine the shallow water wave wavelength. This value formed a starting point

for an element size grid. This grid was then scaled as a function of the distance from the

shoreline. A limit was placed on minimum possible size of any element. This served to

limit numerical instability problems caused by overly small elements. Finally, internal con-

sistency was verified by ensuring there were no abrupt changes between adjacent elements,

and a mesh of elevation data was generated based on the size grid using a technique called

scalar paving.

Scalar paving fills the domain with triangular elements using a three step procedure:

first, equilateral triangles based on the vertices of the domain are created; second, over-

lapping regions are removed; and third, iteration until the desired element size is approxi-

mated. When the paving is complete the elements are checked for quality. Elements with

very small or very large interior angles are said to be of low quality and are tagged for

adjustment. Based on the tagged elements the mesh was then manually manipulated until

element quality was satisfactory. The resultant mesh can be seen in figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1. Unstructured finite element grid used in ADCIRC
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The resolution of the ETOPO1 data set was not sufficient to represent certain topograph-

ical features deemed critical to the proper assessment of surge response. This required a

second round of manual manipulation to ensure that they were well represented. This was

necessary, for example, with the higher elevations (up to 20 m) found in the isthmus lead-

ing to the Baldwin Peninsula which is otherwise below the ETOPO1 spatial resolution.

Without editing the automated smoothing process resulted in an assignment of very low re-

lief in the isthmus which, during domain testing, resulted in unrealistic flooding across the

isthmus and onto the peninsula itself. Editing of the elevation of these geographic features

was performed manually using U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topographic quadrangles

as a reference.

2.3 Model forcing

2.3.1 Wind and pressure field

ADCIRC requires two meteorological parameters as input: winds at 10 m above ground

and atmospheric pressure. These data fields were generated using the following procedure.

A program was developed using NCAR Command Language (NCL) to generate the

necessary wind and pressure input files using idealized scenarios. The program takes as in-

put the starting central pressure, pressure tendency, storm center starting position, heading

and speed and creates a field of pressure stored in an array. From the central pressure to the

background pressure, a spline fit was created to ramp the pressure down quickly near the

storm’s center and slowly towards the outer radius (see figure 2.2). This pressure field was
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applied to an array of the size necessary to force the model. Each timestep the program

moves the storm according to the set heading and speed, modifying the pressure field to

have the spline gradient fit the new central pressure.

Figure 2.2. Spline curve of radial pressure variation. Percent of increase from storm central
pressure to background pressure as a function of radial distance from the storm center in
kilometers.

Using the quasi-geostrophic approximation 10 m vector wind components are gener-

ated for each time step using the pressure field. For the purposes of this study inputs were

considered to be on a synoptic scale, so surface roughness and other local effects control-

ling wind were ignored. The resulting wind and pressure data were then fed directly into

the ADCIRC model.
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2.3.2 Storm track specification

Wind and pressure fields were dynamically specified along seven different “common”

storm tracks. The storm tracks are summarized in table 2.1 and shown in figures 2.3 and

2.4. These storm tracks represent the most commonly observed paths of storms in western

Alaska north of the Aleutian Islands.

The most common storm track pattern takes storms from the western North Pacific

north-northwestward towards the Aleutian Islands. These often get their start off the east

coast of Japan over the warm Kuroshio current or as Asian east coast baroclinic lows.

Tropical cyclone remnants can also follow this path. While most storms proceed east to the

Gulf of Alaska or the eastern North Pacific, another track takes some systems north into

the Bering Sea (Rodionov et al., 2007). In the fall, the contrast of the cold pool of air over

Siberia and the warmer air over the ocean provides energy to keep the storm going. On

occasion the juxtaposition of a strong upper level trough can provide significant support to

allow “explosive” re-energizing of a storm.

Powerful storms are also possible on the Arctic Ocean coast, for example the October

1963 (Hume and Schalk, 1967) and August 2000 cyclones (Lynch et al., 2003). These sys-

tems formed along the arctic front in Siberia, before moving northeast to the East Siberian

Sea and intensifying due to convection. These storms typically then move into the central

Arctic Ocean, but can be guided eastward by upper level steering.

For each track, two pressure patterns were considered: “moderate” and “strong”. The

moderate scenario dictated a constant pressure gradient throughout the storm’s lifetime hav-
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ing a geopotential height difference of 180 m and maximum winds around 15 m s−1, while

the strong scenario had a deepening pressure starting with a geopotential height difference

of 120 m and decreasing by 60 m each day, with maximum winds approaching 30 m s−1.

For each track and pressure scheme two storm ground track speeds were considered:

20 km/h and 30 km/h. The pressure pattern and ground track speeds are summarized in

table 2.2. All storms were set to idle in place with constant central pressure for the first 24

hours in order to allow for tides and initial wind field setup to ramp up and become stable.

In this paper, storms are referred to by abbreviations representing the strength and track

speed, as per table 2.2.

Table 2.1. Storm track starting position and headings. Track name, latitude and longitude
coordinate and heading in degrees clockwise from north.

Track Latitude Longitude Heading

AE1 72N 170E 270

AE2 70N 170E 270

AW1 72N 140W 90

AW2 70N 140W 90

BS1 60N 172E 40

BS2 60N 176W 20

SEC 74N 170E 125
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Figure 2.3. Map of storm tracks AE1, AE2, BS1, BS2 and SEC.
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Figure 2.4. Map of storm tracks AW1 and AW2.
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Table 2.2. Storm intensity and track speed by type

Storm type Storm intensity Track speed

MS moderate 20 km/h

MF moderate 30 km/h

SS strong 20 km/h

SF strong 30 km/h

Winds and pressure were input on a regular grid on a three hour time step. ADCIRC

uses the equation 2.3 to calculate wind stress, and interpolates the wind stress and pressure

data onto the irregular mesh and to the model time step.

2.4 Model operation

A number of parameters are set to be constant for all simulations performed. The coordinate

system was set to spherical. All simulations begin with a cold start, where the model is

not given any information about the state of water previous to the start time. The bottom

friction term was set to varying quadratic, which means the frictional iteration between the

ocean and the bottom are not constant but based on the elevation mesh and so varies with

depth. Gravity was set to 9.81 m s−2, which in turn specifies that other units are metric.

Wetting and drying was enabled, allowing persistently dry areas to be treated as such and

flooding to occur on areas otherwise above water. The GWCE weighting factor, τ0, was set

to 0.01. This factor weighs the relative contribution of the primitive and wave portions of

the GWCE.
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Five tidal constituents were forced along the open ocean boundary, K1, M2, N2, O1,

and S2. These constituents make up the majority of the tidal signal. Tides are generally

weak in the area of study; see table 2.3 for tidal constituent amplitudes.

Table 2.3. Tidal constituents used and their amplitudes at Red Dog Dock. Amplitudes are
one-half of the range of tidal constituents and are specified in meters. From NOAA Tides
and Currents.

Name Type Amplitude

M2 princial lunar 0.074

K1 luni-solar declinational 0.021

N2 elliptical lunar 0.018

O1 principal lunar declinational 0.010

S2 principal solar 0.014

Selection of an appropriate time step is critical to the operation of any finite element

model. Too short and runs consume unnecessary amounts of CPU time; too coarse and

model runs can suffer from numerical instabilities. A convenient metric to guide time step

selection is the Courant number, which is defined as

C =
∆t
√

gh
∆x

(2.5)

where

g is the acceleration due to gravity

h is the nodal depth
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∆t is the time step

∆x is the nodal spacing

A starting point that optimizes both model stability and accuracy of results stipulates

that the Courant number should not exceed unity (Westerink et al., 2008). Proceeding from

this, through trial and error a time step of five seconds was decided upon for all experiments

with assistance from Brian Blanton (2010, personal communication).

Initial model testing runs revealed a number of modifications that needed to be made.

Element size was increased and timestep decreased to prevent instability. The run time was

increased to allow for storms to reach their peak and begin a decline within the allotted

time.

Simulations were performed on nodes at the Arctic Region Supercomputer Center

(ARSC). An individual simulation run of 7 days with a time step of five seconds took

approximately four hours to compute. Multiple, simultaneous simulations were possible

across multiple nodes; true multi-threading was not enabled for this project.

2.5 Observational comparison

For comparison of modeled results to real world storm surge in the area, six minute water

level data was obtained for the NOAA National Ocean Service water level recording station

at Red Dog Dock. For consistency with the model data set, the mean sea level datum was

used. Data for June 30, 2004 (the start of operation of the station) to December 31, 2009

were studied. Dates where storm surge (verified tide gauge water level measurement minus
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predicted tide level) exceeded 1 m were found and each date or cluster of contiguous dates

were treated as events. Daily composite charts from the NCEP/NCAR Reanalysis (Kalnay

et al., 1996) were analyzed to assess the meteorological pattern for each event.



28

Chapter 3

Results

Refer to figure 3.1 for place names in the Kotzebue Sound area. For the purposes of this

section, upsound refers to movement in the direction of Kotzebue. The wind direction

convention is a meteorological one, where directions refer to where the wind is blowing

from. Storm types refer to designations given in table 2.2.

Figure 3.1. Map of Kotzebue Sound region. Recording stations are located adjacent to
marked settlements. Blue line indicates open ocean boundary of ADCIRC grid.
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3.1 Model results

3.1.1 Track AE1: North coast, eastward propagation, 70N

In the first scenario, AE1, a storm passes along the north arctic coast in an eastward di-

rection starting from the East Siberian Sea at 72N 170E. As a low pressure system in the

Northern Hemisphere, winds around the storm are counterclockwise. As the storm center

crosses over the middle of the Chukchi Sea its wind pattern is lined up such that the wind

is southwesterly, in the direction of Lisburne Peninsula, and then veer to point southeast, in

the direction of inner Kotzebue Sound.

MS and MF storms produced a noticeable surge in eastern parts of Kotzebue Sound, in

excess of double the tidal signal for both storm ground track speeds. It was apparent from

the winds, however, that there is enough distance from the storm such that, when the winds

shift to northwesterly that the wind speed is already past peak, decreasing the duration of

winds in the upsound direction and so reducing surge response. SS storms generated a

much greater surge (peak water level shown in figure 3.2), measuring around 1.0 m in the

Kotzebue area (figure 3.3) and 1.3 m near Deering for the 20 km/h storm.
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Figure 3.2. Winds and water elevation for track AE1 SS at 84 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.3. Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track AE1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

In contrast, the faster SF storm showed a noticeably weaker surge, producing water

elevations closer to 0.6 m around Kotzebue.

Flooding of the otherwise dry areas of the Kobuk and Selawik river deltas occurred

for all events (figure 3.4). The Kobuk delta saw flooding of magnitudes similar to those

observed near Kotzebue, however peaking around 24 hours later. Unlike Kotzebue, in this

case there was no tide signal evident and the high waters took much longer to dissipate.

That is, west of the Baldwin Peninsula the waters returned to pre-flood levels 36 hours

after reaching a peak, east of the peninsula it took nearly 72 hours.
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Figure 3.4. Time series of elevation in the Kobuk delta for track AE1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

Outer areas of the sound saw less surge. On the southern Lisburne Peninsula, water

levels at Kivalina rose to less than 0.4 m before the wind shift (figure 3.5). On the outer

Seward Peninsula coast, water levels at Shishmaref reached 0.4 m at most (figure 3.6).
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Figure 3.5. Time series of water elevation at Kivalina for track AE1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.
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Figure 3.6. Time series of water elevation at Shishmaref for track AE1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

3.1.2 Track AE2: North coast, eastward propagation, 68N

The second storm track, AE2, is similar to the first except starting at 2 degrees more

southerly latitude. Wind directions were more sharply meridional with this track, start-

ing south-southwesterly becoming north-northwesterly.

Owing to the more southerly winds, the outer Lisburne Peninsula coast saw higher wa-

ter than in AE1 before the wind shift, followed by a weak negative surge. Peak water level

is shown in figure 3.7. Despite somewhat stronger wind speeds, eastern Kotzebue Sound

had lower water levels (figure 3.8), owing to the lack of an extended zonal component to

the forcing. The southern portion of the sound however saw much higher water; Deering

reported 1.8 m at the highest (figure 3.9), as contrasted with the 1.3 m maximum for AE1.
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Figure 3.7. Winds and water elevation for track AE2 SS at 96 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.8. Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track AE2. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.
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Figure 3.9. Time series of water elevation at Deering for track AE2. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

3.1.3 Track AW1: North coast, westward propagation, 70N

Track AW1 follows the opposite direction of the first two scenarios. Starting at 72N 140W,

north of the US-Canada border in the Beaufort Sea, the storm heads in a westerly direction

along the line of latitude.

As the storm begins east of Chukchi Sea winds are northwesterly, before backing to

southwesterly between hour 40 and 96 as the storm passes north of Kotzebue Sound for

the slow storms; between hour 30 and 70 for the fast storms. Peak water level is shown in

figure 3.10. At Kotzebue this is during the wind shift (figure 3.11), reaching 1.1 m (SS).

On the southern Lisburne Peninsula, Kivalina and Red Dog Dock saw higher surge than

with storms starting in the west (0.7 m compared to 0.4 m for SS at Kivalina; figure 3.12).
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Figure 3.10. Winds and water elevation for track AW1 SS at 84 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.11. Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track AW1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.
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Figure 3.12. Time series of water elevation at Kivalina for track AW1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

Areas of the Kobuk Delta flooded starting early in storms’ life cycles, staying below

0.3 m until ramping up to a peak of 0.8 m for SS at hour 96, and 0.5 m for other storms

(figure 3.13). The peak flooding in Hotham Inlet lagged behind the peak water level at

Kotzebue by 24 hours.
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Figure 3.13. Time series of water elevation in the Kobuk delta for track AW1. Elevation in
meters relative to mean sea level.

3.1.4 Track AW2: North coast, westward propagation, 68N

Track AW2 follows a westerly path from the Beaufort Sea similar to AW1, but at 2 degrees

more southerly latitude.

Winds were more meridional in this scenario than in AW1, starting north-northwesterly

and backing to south-southwesterly. This prevented water from reaching deeper within the

sound, but caused more pronounced surge along the Lisburne Peninsula coast (peak shown

in figure 3.14). Kobuk Delta and Deering both saw elevations 0.2 m lower than AW1 in

strong storms, and nearly equal elevations in moderate storms. Meanwhile Kivalina, Red

Dog and Point Hope saw higher higher elevations in all circumstances. For SS storms,

Kivalina and Red Dog reached 1.1 m and 1.2 m respectively (figure 3.15), versus 0.7 m

and 0.8 m for the same scenarios with track AW1.
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Figure 3.14. Winds and water elevation for track AW2 SS at 96 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.15. Time series of water elevation at Kivalina for track AW2. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

3.1.5 Track BS1: Bering Sea, northeast propagation

The next two storms start in the Bering Sea, a more common path for storms affecting the

Alaskan west coast. BS1 begins at 60N 172E in the far western Bering Sea and tracks a

northwestern course through the Bering Strait into the Chukchi Sea.

Winds begin south-southeasterly, veering to west-northwesterly between hour 60 and

110 for slow storms; between hour 42 and 84 for fast storms. Winds peak near the end

of the rotation. This appears to take full advantage of the funneling effect of the sound,

with upsound winds causing high surge in many areas of the eastern end of the sound

(peak shown in figure 3.16). At Kotzebue the water level reached a peak of 2.4 m at the

highest (figure 3.17), while at Deering it reached 2.6 m. Outer areas saw roughly half
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of this amount, but still significant surge with up to 1.0 m at Red Dog port and 0.9 m at

Shishmaref.

The much higher surge for SS and SF for this track may be due in part to storm reaching

the area of interest later in the storm life cycle when the storm has intensified. Surge for

MS and MF are more comparable in magnitude to those of the previous tracks.
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Figure 3.16. Winds and water elevation for track BS1 SS at 126 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.17. Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track BS1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

The delta region east of Baldwin Peninsula flooded quickly after waters at Kotzebue

peaked and winds reached a westerly direction. The Kobuk delta went from dry to 1.7 m

(SS) within 10 hours (figure 3.18). Dissipation of flood waters was again relatively slow.
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Figure 3.18. Time series of water elevation in the Kobuk delta for track BS1. Elevation in
meters relative to mean sea level.

With nearly southerly winds for the before the wind shift, Deering saw water levels

drop over 1 m before peaking at 2.6 m following the wind shift (figure 3.19).
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Figure 3.19. Time series of water elevation at Deering for track BS1. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.
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3.1.6 Track BS2: Bering Sea, north-northeast propagation

Track BS2 starts in the central Bering Sea at 60N 176W and tracks in a more northerly

direction that the previous storm at 20◦ east of north.

Winds begin east-southeasterly and veered around to nearly westerly. The easterly

winds pulled water out of the sound, leading to negative surges in the eastern end of the

sound (figure 3.20). Kotzebue reached −0.6 m while Deering reached −1.1 m. Following

the wind shift, the sound rebounded to an even greater positive surge (figure 3.21), with the

aforementioned sites reaching 2.0 m and 1.9 m respectively (figures 3.22 and 3.23).
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Figure 3.20. Winds and water elevation for track BS2 SS at 66 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.21. Winds and water elevation for track BS2 SS at 108 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.22. Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track BS2. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.
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Figure 3.23. Time series of water elevation at Deering for track BS2. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

3.1.7 Track SEC: cross Chukchi Sea, southeast propagation

Finally track SEC starts in the East Siberian Sea at 74N 170E in the high arctic and

dives southeasterly through the central and southern Chukchi Sea intersecting the Lisburne

Peninsula and onward into Interior Alaska.

Wind speeds reach a first peak while the winds are south-southwesterly, reach a min-

imum during the wind shift before a second, stronger peak after the wind reaches north-

northeasterly. The center of the storm passes close to the domain so the wind shift is faster

than that seen in other tracks.

Kotzebue Sound had a positive surge in areas followed by a more widespread and

stronger negative surge (peak of negative surge show in figure 3.24). At Kotzebue there
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is a moderate positive surge before the wind shift, followed by a strong negative surge (fig-

ure 3.25). For SF the water level falls below −1.7 m, causing the model to call the area

dry. The area recovers back to tidal levels within 24 hours. A similar pattern is seen on

the northern side of the sound with Kivalina and Red Dog reaching 0.5 m and 0.6 m before

falling to −1.2 m and −1.4 m respectively for the same storm scenario.
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Figure 3.24. Winds and water elevation for track SEC SS at 102 hours. Color filled contours
are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level with areas in gray indicating dry
land within the domain. Vectors are 10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid.
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Figure 3.25. Time series of water elevation at Kotzebue for track SEC. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level. Gap indicates model considered the recording station node to be
dry.

The southern coast of the sound showed very little impact from the storm. Neither

Deering nor Shishmaref showed water levels differing from tidal range by more than 0.2 m.

Currents around the entrance to Hotham Inlet show eddy circulation in addition to the

larger scale flow. At hour 78, winds slacken following the positive surge (figure 3.26).

Water is moving out of the inlet however, in spite of a component of the wind pushing in

the opposite direction, due to imbalance of water levels (figure 3.27). At hour 102 winds

pull water away from the inlet, but the entrance is too small to allow enough water through

causing a negative surge west of the inlet (figures 3.28 and 3.29).
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Figure 3.26. Winds and water elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 78. Color
filled contours are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level. Vectors are 10 m
wind velocity displayed on a constant grid. Blue line indicates wet/dry boundary. Brown
line indicates domain extent.

Figure 3.27. Water current and elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 78.
Color filled contours are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level. Vectors are
depth-averaged current velocity displayed on a constant grid. Blue line indicates wet/dry
boundary. Brown line indicates domain extent.
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Figure 3.28. Winds and water elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 102.
Color filled contours are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level. Vectors are
10 m wind velocity displayed on a constant grid. Blue line indicates wet/dry boundary.
Brown line indicates domain extent.

Figure 3.29. Water current and elevation in Hotham Inlet entrance for SEC at hour 102.
Color filled contours are water elevation in meters relative to mean sea level. Vectors are
depth-averaged current velocity displayed on a constant grid. Blue line indicates wet/dry
boundary. Brown line indicates domain extent.
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3.2 Comparisons with real world data

Six minute water level data were obtained from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric

Administration (NOAA) National Ocean Service (NOS) water level recording station at

the Red Dock Port facility. Using the residual data eleven positive surge events (verified

tide gauge measurement minus predicted tide level) exceeding 1 m were identified. The

weather pattern on these dates was analyzed by plotting sea level pressure daily composite

charts from the NCEP/NCAR Reanalysis (Kalnay et al., 1996).

The storms that generated these events may be generally grouped as follows: nine

moved northeast from the Bering Sea, one moved east along the arctic coast and one

remained stationary in the central Bering Sea. Storm ground track speeds of the non-

stationary storms varied from 400 km to 800 km per day, or between 15 km/h and 35 km/h.

From October 19 through 21, 2004, a low pressure system moved northeastward through

the Bering Sea following a track in between BS1 and BS2 of this study. The storm center

moved approximately 500 km from October 18 to 19, and then moved just 100 km per day

in a clockwise arc around the end of the Siberian Peninsula. Water levels reached 1.5 m.

On December 26, 2004, a low followed a track similar to BS1 of this study. From

December 25 to 26 the storm traveled 800 km from Kamchatka to the Chukchi Sea, al-

though elongation of the low pressure feature acted to confound an accurate assessment of

track speed. A high pressure ridge was set up southwest-northeast across Alaska at around

1035 hPa. The presence of this high pressure in proximity to the low increases the pressure

gradient between the two and thus increasing wind speeds. Water levels reached 1.97 m,
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the highest level ever recorded by the gauge.

On January 3 and 4, 2005 a storm transited through the western Bering and across

the Siberian Peninsula and north up the date line. From January 2 to 3, the storm travelled

500 km before going 1000 km north from January 3 to 4. The maximum water level reached

1.4 m.

On August 7 and 8, 2005, a low pressure complex with centers in western Bering and

Eastern Siberian seas and a 1025 hPa high in the Gulf of Alaska set up. The two lows moved

northward 800 km per day, leaving a similar pattern both days. The resulting pressure

gradient caused a surge reaching 1.4 m.

On September 23 and 24, 2005, a low set up near the end of the Siberian Peninsula,

moving northwest around 400 km per day along a track similar to BS1. Ridges of high pres-

sure were present in the Gulf of Alaska and northern Beaufort Sea. Water levels reached

1.5 m.

On February 19 and 20, 2006, a storm moved across the Siberian Peninsula to north of

Barrow approximately 600 km per day. A 1040 hPa ridge had its axis northwest through

British Columbia. The resulting water level reached 1.1 m.

On December 1 and 2, 2006, a low transited from near St. Lawrence Island north-

northwestwards to the East Siberian Sea at approximately 600 km per day, while high pres-

sure built over Alaska reaching 1035 hPa on December 2. Water levels reached 1.1 m. This

event had no direct analogue in the storm track categories employed in this study.

On September 10, 2007, a stationary low was in the central Bering Sea while a ridge
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was in place centered on 140W. Water level reached 1 m. This event also had no direct

analog in the storm tracks considered.

On January 20 and 21, 2008, a low made its way north along the 180th meridian at

700 km per day while a 1030 hPa ridge was set up over Alaska and Western Canada. Water

level reached 1.4 m.

On December 15, 2008, strong high pressure (1045 hPa+) centered in the Yukon ex-

panded westward into Alaska, as a weak low at 72N moved eastward across the Arctic

coast. The storm ground track speed averaged 500 km per day. This was similar to track

AE1 of this study. Water level reached 0.9 m with a surge just over 1 m.

On September 1, 2009, a low transiting eastern Siberia in a northeastward reached the

Chukchi Sea, moving at 400 km per day. Water level reached 1.1 m.

Storms showing a consistent track and track speed similar to idealized tracks considered

in the model simulations showed a largely symmetric time series. The January 2008 storm

was an example of this, with both the rise and fall of water taking around 30 hours (see

figure 3.30). This compares favorably with the pattern seen in the model time series of Red

Dog for storm SS on track BS2, which shows a similar symmetric pattern (figure 3.31).



61

Date (GMT)

E
le

va
tio

n 
(m

)

01/19/2008 01/20/2008 01/21/2008 01/22/2008

0.
0

1.
0

2.
0

Figure 3.30. Observed water elevation at Red Dog Dock during January 2008 storm. Ex-
pressed in meters relative to mean sea level.
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Figure 3.31. Time series of water elevation at Red Dog for track BS2. Elevation in meters
relative to mean sea level.

The form of time series is dependent on the track and track speed however, which
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remains constant in the idealized storms but can vary considerably in observed storms.

The October 2004 storm, for example, first followed a track similar BS2 and at a speed

similar to slower storms considered. After October 19, the storm slowed to 100 km per day

while undergoing cyclolysis near the Bering Strait. The continued proximity of the storm

to Kotzebue Sound kept water levels elevated for an extended period following the peak,

creating a positive skew to the time series (figure 3.32).
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Figure 3.32. Observed water elevation at Red Dog Dock during October 2004 storm. Ex-
pressed in meters relative to mean sea level.

This review of observed events indicates two things: the tracks and storm propagation

speeds used in this study were reasonable analogues to real tracks, and the magnitudes and

forms of the modeled surge responses were realistic when compared to real events. This

indicates that this modelling approach, even using idealized storm presentations, forms a

useful tool for assessing possible surge responses.
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Chapter 4

Conclusions

4.1 Discussion

This study has suggested the usefulness of applying this sort of surge model to learn about

water set up, set down and associated induced current responses on the Alaskan coast. The

approach allows detailed examination of the local effects caused by atmospheric synoptic

drivers, providing an understanding of how surge affects particular areas.

In Hotham Inlet east of Baldwin Peninsula, at least some flooding was seen for all storm

tracks. This is of note because the body of water has very little possible fetch. All but a

small entrance to the inlet is blocked by the peninsula, leaving a maximum potential fetch

of only 10 km. The timings of peak water elevations lag behind those on the other side of

Baldwin Peninsula in Kotzebue Sound by 24 hours. This suggests that water is transported

into the inlet only after enough has been driven into eastern Kotzebue Sound. This excess

water then drains through the narrow entrance in to the inlet, resulting in the delayed timing

of the peak.

The flooding of Hotham Inlet has a potentially large impact on the ecosystem there.

Communication between the inlet and the sound is limited by the narrow passage and small

tidal forcing. This allows the waters of the inlet to reach a brackish state, a result of fresh

water input from the Kobuk and Selawik rivers diluting the saline water. The inconnu

for example, a freshwater fish in the region, overwinters in Hotham Inlet, but it unable to

survive in the marine waters of Kotzebue Sound (Hander et al., 2008). Thus flushing the
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inlet with marine water would be detrimental to this fish.

The surge-driven current velocities through the narrow entrance were such that it could

act to prevent the natural closing of the passage due to sedimentation from the Noatak

River.

There is a noticeable difference in surge magnitude between storms of differing ground

track speed for all tracks. Simply put, the slower a storm moves through the area, the more

time winds have to apply forcing to the water running up the surge height. This effect is

amplified by storms that continue to intensify while affecting the region.

4.2 Limitations

A few simplifications were made in the implementation of this study. Storms were treated

as symmetrical, which is typically rare for an extra-tropical cyclone for reasons of topog-

raphy, differential temperatures, and dynamics. Track speed is likewise not uniform over a

storm lifetime as treated in this study, but instead varies with the stage of storm develop-

ment and the strength of upper level atmospheric forcing.

The grid domain was limited in extent. The Bering Strait was not within the domain

limiting the accounting for tunneling of winds and currents through the narrow straight.

The open ocean boundary was placed as far from the center of Kotzebue Sound as possible,

but this meant that the boundary was close to the Eurasian landmass, limiting the model’s

ability to contend with the actual forcing of fetch on the ocean past this boundary.

Despite these limitations, the model was still very useful in studying the effects of surge

on Kotzebue Sound. The observational comparison suggests that the results are reasonable.
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4.3 Future work

Running ADCIRC using more realistic atmospheric forcing could potentially yield better

results by more explicitly accounting for the structure of the atmospheric forcing parame-

ters.

Accounting for the influence of sea ice, specifically distance to the pack edge, could be

useful as this northerly area on average has sea ice for a large portion of the year, includ-

ing the late fall/early winter when there are still strong storms entering the area. Adding

information about pack ice, perhaps as a surrogate land boundary in incorporating it in the

model environment, could act to more realistically limit surge response when the pack ice

is close to shore.
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Appendix A

stormgen.ncl

stormgen.ncl is an NCL program developed to generate wind and pressure input on a reg-
ular grid using idealized storm scenarios for use in circulation and surge models.
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Appendix B

fort.15

The fort.15 file is input data for the ADCIRC model that contains most of the parameters
required to run the model.
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