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Consent Item Briefing for PWSRCAC Board of Directors – January 2014 

 
ACTION ITEM 
 Sponsor:  Alan Sorum 

 Project number and name or topic:  8551 Columbia Glacier Iceberg 
Monitoring 

 
1. Description of agenda item: In FY13, W.T. Pfeffer Geophysical Consults, LLC 
started research sponsored by PWSRCAC that focused on understanding present and 
future retreat and iceberg production of Columbia Glacier, with a look at downfjord 
transport of icebergs across the Heather Island Moraine Shoal.  
 
Forecasts of future retreat and calving have been summarized in three reports to the 
Council that indicate approximately 50 cubic kilometers of ice are likely to be 
discharged by the Glacier over the next 20 to 30 years. These forecasts are based on a 
basal topography model that is constrained by limited radar and depth sounding. 
 
During 2012, NASA greatly expanded ice radar observations in the fjord with its 
IceBridge Mission. This recently acquired data reveals a previously unmapped 
submarine basin that has bed depths approaching 200 meters below sea level and an 
ice cap that could be up to 800 meters thick. NASA data does not show if a rock shelf 
located downstream of the Glacier is continuous across the channel and could 
potentially block its ice production. The NASA observations suggest this basin could 
prolong Columbia Glacier’s retreat, but there is not enough data available to determine 
this. 
 
The Board is being asked to approve a change order to the existing Pfeffer contract to 
employ ground-based or low altitude ice-penetrating radar to measure the geometry of 
the downstream margin of this basin in greater detail. The primary goal of the effort 
will be to document the width of the marine-based channel and extent of the rock shelf 
or sill. Once the measurements are complete, Pfeffer will determine if a modification of 
previous estimates of retreat for the east branch need to be modified. This contract 
will also extend time-lapse photography at Heather Island through the end of this 
fiscal year and provide funds to process and analyze the data generated.  
 
2. Why is this item important to PWSRCAC: Icebergs generated by Columbia 
Glacier pose a navigational risk to vessels transiting the Sound to the Valdez Marine 
Terminal. A number of major shipping causalities are directly linked to the Glacier’s 
icebergs. The USCG has been suggesting that the Council consider performing a Formal 
Safety Assessment of the iceberg issue, which is a very expensive process. Developing 
a better assessment of the Columbia Glacier retreat and future production of icebergs 
that reach and impact the shipping channels needs to be completed to establish the 
ongoing risk environment before other ice risk related projects are prioritized and 
started.  
 
3. Previous actions taken by the Board on this item:  
Meeting Date Action 
Board 7/23/12 Approved a sole source contract with W.T. Pfeffer Geophysical 

Consultants in the amount of $80,000 for project 8551.  
XCOM 2/6/13 Approved the report titled “Future Iceberg Discharge from Columbia 

Glacier, Alaska” Submitted by W. T. Pfeffer Geophysical Consultants, 
LLC for distribution.  
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XCOM  12/3/13 Approved the report titled “Report No. 2 to Prince William Sound 
Regional Citizens’ Advisory Council: Future Iceberg Discharge from 
Columbia Glacier, Alaska” by W.T. Pfeffer, Geophysical Consultants 
for distribution.  

 
4. Summary of policy, issues, support or opposition: None noted. 
 
 
5. Committee Recommendation: This project was supported by the POVTS 
Committee for inclusion in the FY13 long ranging planning and budget. A copy of the 
Pfeffer proposal and scope of work was provided to the Committee and no objections 
have been noted. 
 
6. Relationship to LRP and Budget: Project 8551 Columbia Glacier Iceberg 
Monitoring is in the approved FY2013 budget and annual work plan. 
 
 FY2013 Budget:  $50,000 
  
7. Action Requested of the Board of Directors: Authorize a change order in the 
amount of $50,000 to the sole source contract 855.13.01 with W.T Pfeffer Geophysical 
Consultants, LLC to conduct additional mapping of the east branch of Columbia 
Glacier.  
 
8. Alternatives: None recommended. 
 
9. Attachments: Pfeffer proposal dated December 18, 2013.   


