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Abstract 
Warming temperatures and prolonged drought periods cause rapid changes of fire frequencies 

and intensities in high-latitude ecosystems. Associated smoke plumes deposit dark particles 

from incomplete combustion on the Greenland ice sheet that reduce albedo but also provide a 

detailed record of paleofire history. Here, we apply an emerging microscopic charcoal 

technique in combination with established black carbon and lead pollution measurements to an 

array of ten ice cores from southern to central Greenland that span recent decades. We found 

that microscopic charcoal deposition is highly variable among sites, with a few records 

suggesting recently increasing fire activity possibly in response to growing fire activity in 

boreal forest ecosystems. This stands in contrast to decreasing trends in black carbon measured 

in the same ice cores, consistent with contributions from industrial fossil fuel emissions. 

Decreasing trends of lead pollution and occurrence of microscopic spheroidal carbonaceous 

particles (SCP), a microfossil tracer of fossil fuel emissions, further support our interpretation 

that black carbon in this region is influenced by industrial emissions during recent decades. We 

conclude that microscopic charcoal analyses in ice may help disentangle biomass burning from 

fossil-fuel emissions during the industrial period and have potential to contribute to better 

understanding of regional high-latitude fire regimes. 
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1 Introduction 
Rapid climate change during recent decades has resulted in pronounced changes of biomass 

burning (Bowman et al., 2009), especially in high latitudes of the Northern Hemisphere (e.g., 

Feurdean et al., 2021; Novenko et al., 2022; Pan et al., 2011; Randerson et al., 2006) where 

surface temperatures are rising twice as fast as the global mean (Dai et al., 2019; Serreze and 

Francis, 2006). Such fires in the boreal-tundra ecotone and adjacent boreal forests may lead to 

further warming via positive feedback mechanisms. For example, the deposition of light 

absorbing black carbon particles on Arctic snow decreases snow surface albedo, leads to earlier 

snowmelt (Stohl et al., 2006), and in turn contributes to further warming and increasing fire 

risks (Pan et al., 2011). Greenland ice cores provide a continental to hemispheric record of past 

climate and environmental dynamics (e.g., Grieman et al., 2018; Legrand et al., 2016; 

McConnell et al., 2018, 2019; Rasmussen et al., 2014; Seierstad et al., 2014; Sigl et al., 2015; 

Vinther et al., 2010) and preserve many different indicators of past biomass burning activity 

(e.g., Kang et al., 2020; Kehrwald et al., 2020; Legrand et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2021; 

Nicewonger et al., 2020; McConnell et al., 2007; Zennaro et al., 2014). However, some burning 

proxies such as black carbon cannot be strictly interpreted as biomass burning indicators during 

the industrial period as they contain an increasingly dominant component from fossil fuel and 

other anthropogenic emissions potentially overshadowing the biomass burning signal 

(McConnel et al., 2007). Microscopic charcoal is a proxy specific to biomass burning that is 

not impacted by industrial emissions (Reese et al., 2013), and recent methodical advancements 

allow for microscopic charcoal measurements at extremely low concentrations in Greenland ice 

(Brugger et al., 2018). The first Greenland ice-core record of microscopic charcoal was derived 

from Summit (Eurocore’89) and while the record does not extend to present, it indicates a 

possible increase in fire activity in the late 20th century (Brugger et al., 2019). Thus, we 

hypothesize that Greenland ice cores reflect the increased fire risks in high-latitude ecosystems 

in recent decades because of a warming and drying climate (e.g., McCarty et al., 2021; Pan et 

al., 2011). Using an array of ice cores from southern and central Greenland, here we investigate 

1) if large-scale fire activity has increased during recent decades in response to warming 

temperatures using a combination of biomass-burning-specific microscopic charcoal and 

established black carbon measurements, and 2) if sites show regionally varying patterns in 

charcoal deposition due to the potentially shorter atmospheric lifetime of these large (micron-

size) particles compared to submicron-sized black carbon. 
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2 Material and methods 
We used an array of ten ice core sites spanning a wide altitudinal (2120m a.s.l. to 3232m a.s.l.), 

latitudinal (62.2°N to 72.4°N), and longitudinal (36.2°W to 46.3°W) gradient across southern 

and central Greenland. The array consists of seven short firn cores that were retrieved in 2003 

and 2004, hereafter referred to as Basin cores 1 to 2 and 4 to 8 (Hanna et al., 2006). Additionally, 

we included the shallow sections of ice cores from ACT11c (unpublished) and ACT11d 

(McConnell et al. 2019; Mernild et al. 2015), drilled in 2011, as well as the published 

microscopic charcoal record from the Summit area (Eurocore’89; Brugger et al., 2019). Some 

of the lower-elevation Basin cores in southern Greenland were impacted by melt events as 

indicated by ice lenses, especially the southernmost core from Basin 4. However, these ice 

lenses span at most several centimeters of depth, and thus do not significantly impact the 

decadal-scale trends targeted by this study. Table 1 provides further details on the individual 

ice cores. 

We conducted black carbon measurements using a Single Particle Soot Photometer (SP2) 

(McConnell et al., 2007) and lead measurements among other chemical species using 

Inductively-Coupled Plasma-Mass-Spectrometry (ICP-MS) as part of the continuous ice-core-

analytical system hosted at Desert Research Institute, Nevada (McConnell et al. 2019, 2021). 

We used black carbon as a tracer for fossil fuel and biomass burning (McConnell et al. 2007) 

and lead as an additional proxy for general industrial pollution (i.e., McConnell et al. 2019). 

The chronologies were established using annual layer counting of black carbon, sulfur, sodium, 

calcium, and stable water isotopes. 

For the Basin cores, meltwater samples for microscopic charcoal analyses were collected in 1L 

polyethylene jars as part of the continuous flow analysis. An exotic marker tablet (i.e., 

Lycopodium, batch # 3862 with 9666±671 (1σ) spores per tablet) was added immediately to 

each sample following standard practice (Brugger et al., 2018). For the ACT11c and ACT11d 

cores, ice samples were cut directly from the archived ice cores, melted in 1L polyethylene jars, 

and spiked with the same marker tablet. We extracted microfossils following Brugger et al. 

(2018), including evaporation of the samples at ca. 70 °C to reduce the initial water volume, 

followed by a chemical treatment with acetolysis. We added an additional hydrofluoric acid 

(40% HF) treatment to reduce abundant dust content following the methods in Brugger et al. 

(2019) for Greenland samples. Finally, we mounted the samples in glycerol for optical 

determination of microfossils. Microscopic charcoal analysis was conducted with a light 
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microscope at 40x magnification using established determination criteria (Tinner and Hu, 2003) 

and minimum counting sums of 200 Lycopodium spores plus charcoal fragments and until each 

group consisted of minimum 20 items. (Finsinger and Tinner, 2005). Additionally, we used 

spheroidal carbonaceous particles (SCP) as a specific tracer for fossil fuel emissions (Rose, 

2015). 

Fluxes were calculated using the annual accumulation rate from each site based on ice layer 

counting, with average deposition rates determined by the mean of the samples from each core 

weighted by the number of years represented by individual samples. Because of sampling 

volume constraints, the microfossil samples have differing depth resolutions and record lengths, 

leading to inconsistent temporal overlap between all ten ice cores (Table 1). The annual 

resolution of the black carbon and lead records allowed for evaluation of annual deposition 

between 1990-2000 CE for all sites. We used correlation analyses between sites and proxies to 

establish relationships among the three indicators. 

3 Results 
Microscopic charcoal concentrations are highly variable for all sites and range between ~200 

to 400 fragments L-1 except for Summit (Supplementary figure S1). In three out of four Summit 

samples covering the period post-1950 CE, concentrations are as high as ~1400 fragments L-1. 

This discrepancy between Summit and the lower-elevation sites can be explained by the 

relatively low snow accumulation rate at Summit (~0.2 m y-1) compared to the other sites (~0.4-

1.2 m y-1; see Supplementary figure S4). 

Similarly, microscopic charcoal depositional flux is highly variable and shows no clear 

temporal trend between sites, suggesting that different source regions of forest fire emissions 

contribute to the signal at individual sites (Figure 1). However, the microscopic charcoal flux 

values are elevated in the topmost samples from Basin cores 2 (300,000 fragments m-2 y-1), 4 

(100,000 fragments m-2 y-1), 5 (200,000 fragments m-2 y-1), 7 (260,000 fragments m-2 y-1), and 

8 (180,000 fragments m-2 y-1) for the period 2000-2003 CE. Also, ACT11d suggests a two-fold 

increase of microscopic charcoal influx to >200,000 fragments m-2 y-1 in the topmost sample 

compared to the previous 60 years of the record. ACT11c and Basin 6 only consist of three and 

four samples covering the period 2000-2011 CE and 1985-2003 CE, respectively. However, 

microscopic charcoal fluxes in these recent samples are similarly high compared to the nearby 

ACT11d site. Thus, most of the individual microscopic charcoal records point to increased fire 
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activity in the recent decades compared to the second half of the 20th century (Figure 1), with 

the exception of Basin 1 where the two samples suggest declining fire activity towards present 

with counts of ~6,000 fragments m-2 y-1 and below detection limits (0 fragments were found 

in a water equivalent sample volume of 366 g). 

Decadal values of black carbon fluxes for most sites are ~0.25-0.5 ng m-2 y-1 except for the two 

neighboring sites ACT11c and ACT11d where black carbon fluxes reach up to 1 and 2 ng m-2 

y-1, respectively (Figure 1). Black carbon deposition is relatively constant at Basin 1, 2, 6, 7, 

and 8, but decreases to present in Basin cores 4 and 5, ACT11c, ACT11d, and Summit (Figure 

1). Black carbon fluxes for individual years reach up to 4.5 ng m-2 y-1 in 1977 CE in the ACT11c 

core and 2.5 ng m-2 y-1 in 1967 CE in Basin core 5 (Supplementary figures S2-S11). In the 

Summit record, major peaks in black carbon influx in 1951 and 1976/1984 CE correlate with 

increased microscopic charcoal influx during 1950-1955 CE and 1970-1989 CE, respectively. 

Similarly, the years with highest peaks of black carbon in the Basin 2 and Basin 6 records 

correlate with enhanced charcoal influx in the corresponding sample period. 

Decadal lead fluxes are around ~0.025 ng m-2 y-1 at Basin 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, and Summit and up to 

0.1 ng m-2 y-1 at Basin 4, Basin 5, ACT11c and ACT11d (Figure 1), indicating that a larger 

amount of lead pollution reaches the more southerly sites. All ten lead records decrease to 

present, suggesting that overall industrial pollution has decreased in recent decades. Single finds 

of SCP were present in at least one microfossil sample from the ice core sites ACT11c, 

ACT11d, Summit, Basin 1, 2, 5, and 6, despite the relatively small ice sample volumes 

(Supplementary figures S2-S11), suggesting that micron-size pollution particles from fossil fuel 

combustion reached the remote Greenland ice sheet, though the sparse SCP finds preclude 

evaluation of temporal trends 

The spatial distribution of microscopic charcoal, black carbon, and lead influx (Figure 2) 

suggests that sites with higher microscopic charcoal influx generally receive more black carbon 

and lead. The neighboring low-elevation sites in East Greenland, including Basin 6, Basin 7 

and ACT11c sites have influx values of ~200,000 microscopic fragments m-2 y-1, black carbon 

fluxes of ~0.4 to 1.3 ng m-2 y-1, and are among the cores with higher lead values. Likewise, the 

ice cores sites with lower influx of microscopic charcoal generally have lower deposition of 

black carbon and lead (Figure 2). While black carbon and lead deposition are significantly 

correlated (p-level<0.01; Figure 3), the correlation of microscopic charcoal with black carbon 

(Figure 3) or with lead is not significant (p-level>0.1). 
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4 Discussion 
Traditional microscopic charcoal records from lake sediments reflect fire activity in a maximum 

area of few hundred kilometers due to the relatively short atmospheric lifetime of these larger 

particles (Adolf et al., 2018). However, the Arctic biome closest to the ice core sites is generally 

characterized by low fire activity although it experienced wildfires recently (Evangeliou et al., 

2019; McCarty et al., 2021). Therefore, most microscopic charcoal found in Greenland ice cores 

probably derives from the numerous large forest fires in the boreal forest belt— climatically 

restricted to ca. 42° to 71° N and over 1000 km from our ice core sites (Pfadenhauer and Klötzli, 

2015), suggesting that at least some microscopic charcoal particles can be transported over long 

distances.  

Pronounced year-to-year variability in fire activity and transport are likely more important than 

longer-term trends across the boreal biome in determining deposition of charcoal on the ice 

sheet. Our finding is in agreement with findings from local sediment charcoal records across 

high-latitude ecosystems in North America (Hoecker et al., 2020), and consistent with 

FLEXPART emission sensitivity modelling (e.g., McConnell et al., 2019) indicating that low-

elevation sites such as used in this study are sensitive to smaller geographical areas than high-

elevation sites. Nevertheless, some of the charcoal records contain peak values in the topmost 

samples, suggesting that overall boreal forest fire activity or fire frequencies probably increased 

during recent decades (Hoecker et al. 2020). 

Black carbon deposition shows a decreasing trend overall, similar to longer published black 

carbon records from Arctic ice cores (e.g., Bauer et al., 2013; Du et al. 2020; Kang et al., 2020; 

McConnell et al., 2007; Osmont et al. 2019) but contrasting with microscopic charcoal counts 

that increase towards present. Basin 1, where fluxes for both tracers decline in the topmost 

samples, is the exception. Since black carbon deposition may include significant contributions 

from fossil fuel emissions (Bond et al., 2013, McConnell et al. 2007), it probably is not 

representative solely of biomass burning during this period (i.e., industrial period) in contrast 

to microscopic charcoal that derives only from biomass burning. Thus, the decreasing black 

carbon trends are likely driven by decreasing fossil fuel emissions across North America and 

Europe during recent decades (e.g., Du et al., 2020; Hoesly et al., 2018). Single finds of SCP 

also suggest that fossil fuel pollution continues to impact the Greenland ice sheet during this 

period (e.g., Hicks and Isaksson, 2006; Rose, 2015). In parallel to black carbon, decreasing lead 

deposition since 1970 CE provides further evidence that the black carbon signal may be 
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influenced by industrial pollution rather than forest fires in agreement with other pollution 

indicators derived from Arctic ice cores (Geng et al., 2014; McConnell and Edwards, 2008).  

However, some black carbon records from ice cores within the Alaskan and Canadian boreal 

forests suggest regionally increasing black carbon deposition after the 1980s and 2000s, 

respectively, which has been attributed partly to increasing forest fire activity (Neff et al., 2012; 

Sierra‐Hernández et al., 2022), and may be reflecting similar wild-fire dominated sources from 

within the boreal forest biome as captured in our remote microscopic charcoal records.  

The large black carbon deposition in individual years, and corresponding enhanced charcoal 

deposition of the same decade suggests that larger fire events may have increased transport 

efficiency for smoke plumes, and together with beneficial atmospheric conditions, may have 

resulted in proportionally larger microscopic charcoal deposition as well as black carbon 

(Thomas et al., 2017). Similarly, previous vanillic acid-based fire records, a specific tracer for 

conifer combustion, suggest massive, short burning periods rather than long-term trends in fire 

activity (McConnell et al. 2007).   

Our array of ice cores suggests a strong spatial gradient with high deposition in low-elevation 

East Greenland for all three impurities– microscopic charcoal, black carbon, and lead. 

Significant deposition of black particles on the Greenland ice sheet may ultimately result in 

changes of the snow surface albedo (Cordero et al. 2022; Doherty et al. 2010; Kang et al., 2020; 

Stohl, 2006) and induce feedback mechanisms with warming climate that in turn may result in 

more frequent high-latitude forest fires (Bond et al., 2013).  

5 Conclusions 
Large particles emitted from biomass burning such as microscopic charcoal are not transported 

as far as the submicron-size fire tracers typically used in ice cores, meaning that the 

microscopic-charcoal records in the array likely provide paleoinformation on regional high-

latitude fire activity immediately west of Greenland.  

Incorporating microscopic charcoal as a specific burning tracer for biomass burning gives new 

insights into the burning sources of fire records from Greenland ice cores during the industrial 

period. Microscopic charcoal shares a common spatial pattern with black carbon (i.e., a South 

to North gradient) but temporal trends over the past decades are different. Previous black carbon 

studies suggest that fossil fuel contributions to black carbon have been decreasing over the past 

decades. Thus, we hypothesize that decreasing emission of black carbon from fossil-fuel 
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burning offset increasing emissions from biomass burning in recent decades, while the biomass-

burning specific microscopic charcoal fluxes suggest rising fire activity in the source regions 

immediately west of Greenland. This is in agreement with remote sensing information showing 

prolonged fire seasons in response to climate warming and drying during recent decades. More 

widely distributed multiproxy biomass burning records that include charcoal and encompassing 

longer timespans are needed to monitor the geographic distribution of high-latitude forest fires 

and their impacts. Such information on Greenland snow impurities is crucial to understand 

feedback mechanisms of climate warming, forest fires, and Greenland ice sheet melting 

processes. 
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8 Figures and tables 
Table 1. Details on ice core sites used for this study. 

(Code) Site Drilling 
year 

Location 
 

Altitude 
(m a.s.l.) 

Core length 
(m) 

Age 
(Year CE) 

Publication Microfossil 
samples 

Sample volume 
range (average) (g) 

(d) ACT11d  2011 66.5°N 
46.3°W 2120 35.31 1950-2011 Mernild et al. 

(2015) 7 1729-7299 (3856) 

(c) ACT11c  2011 66.3°N 
40.7°W 2077 20.36 2000-2011 Unpublished 3 2591-4317 (3704) 

(S) Summit 
Eurocore’89  1989 72.4°N 

37.4°W 3232 18.97 1950-1989 Brugger et al. 
(2018) 4 1090-2357 (1848) 

(1) Basin 1 2004 71.5°N 
42.3°W 2971 20,3 1976-2004 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 5 233-613 (399) 

(2) Basin 2 2003 68.2°N 
44.5°W 2224 17 1980-2003 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 3 345-753 (590) 

(4) Basin 4 2004 62.2°N 
46.2°W 2350 24 1973-2004 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 4 401-864 (665) 

(5) Basin 5 2003 63.6°N 
46.2°W 2520 24 1964-2003 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 5 205-830 (641) 

(6) Basin 6 2003 66.6°N 
41.4°W 2467 24,5 1983-2003 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 5 304-742 (584) 

(7) Basin 7 2003 67.3°N 
40.2°W 2508 24,7 1983-2003 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 3 220-831 (529) 

(8) Basin 8 2003 69.5°N 
36.2°W 3015 30,2 1957-2003 Hanna et al. 

(2006) 8 288-555 (459) 
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Figure 1. Comparison of 1950 to 2011 CE charcoal influx (grey bars) with black carbon (orange line) and lead 
(black line). Black carbon and lead values are averaged to the resolution of the charcoal records. 
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Figure 2. Deposition of charcoal, black carbon, and lead in Greenland. Shown are averages of charcoal influx over 
the entire length of the records weighted by the number of years contributing to each sample, and averages of black 
carbon and lead yearly influx for the common period 1990 to 2000 CE. See Table 1 for site codes. 
 

 
Figure 3. Correlation of black carbon deposition with microscopic charcoal (orange) and lead (black) among ice 
core sites. Shown are averages of charcoal influx over the entire length of the records and averages of black carbon 
as well as lead yearly influx for the period 1990 to 2000 CE. See Table 1 for site codes. 
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9 Supplementary figures 

  
Figure S1. Charcoal concentrations in an array of shallow ice cores from Greenland (grey bars) from 1950 to 2011 
CE. Blue line indicates snow accumulation in water equivalent for each sample. 
 

 
Figure S2. ACT11d detailed record. 
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Figure S3. ACT11c detailed record. 
 

 
Figure S4. Summit detailed record. 
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Figure S5. Basin 1 detailed record. 
 

 
Figure S6. Basin 2 detailed record. 
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Figure S7. Basin 4 detailed record. 
 

 
Figure S8. Basin 5 detailed record. 
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Figure S9. Basin 6 detailed record. 
 

 
Figure S10. Basin 7 detailed record. 
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Figure S11. Basin 8 detailed record. 
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