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Statistical modelling of ground temperature
in mountain permafrost
BY J. BLANCHET AND A. C. DAVISON*

Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, EPFL-FSB-MATHAA-STAT,
Station 8, 1015 Lausanne, Switzerland

Permafrost consists of soil and rocks that remain at 0◦C or below for at least two
consecutive years. In mountains, permafrost ground ice acts like cement, stabilizing rock
walls. Its degradation, following climate warming, may lead to slope instability in high
mountains and damage to infrastructure, so knowledge about its evolution is essential
for risk analysis. In pure solids, heat is transferred by conduction, but permafrost ground
is also subject to non-conductive fluxes, and heat transfers are influenced by factors
such as air temperature and snow cover, so a deterministic scheme cannot fully describe
heat propagation. Current approaches to modelling use numerical models involving heat
conduction schemes and energy balance models, requiring data on quantities such as
relative humidity and radiation. We describe a stochastic treatment of the heat equation,
which adapts to space–time changes in heat transfers driven by factors such as air
temperature and snow cover, without requiring corresponding data, as part of a statistical
model. The flexibility and performance of our approach are illustrated using data from
two boreholes in the Swiss Alps, which show the strong influence of snow cover on
ground temperature and the long-term degradation of permafrost produced by the 2003
heat wave.

Keywords: active layer; heat equation; Markov chain Monte Carlo; permafrost; snow

1. Introduction

Permafrost (or perennially frozen ground) is defined as lithospheric material that
remains at 0◦C or below for at least two consecutive years (Brown & Péwé 1973;
Washburn 1979). It is a common and an important thermal phenomenon in high
mountain areas and high latitudes. The active layer, the top layer of material
that thaws during summer and freezes again during winter, is largely controlled
by climatic conditions and reacts very sensitively to their changes (Slaymaker &
Kelly 2007). The active layer and permafrost thermal state are regarded as
important cryospheric indicators of climate change (Burgess et al. 2000; Harris
et al. 2001), and the degradation of ice-bearing permafrost may lead to adverse
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Figure 1. Study site above Pontresina in the Eastern Swiss Alps with boreholes shown by the red
crosses. Borehole B1 is to the right.

effects such as rock wall instability in mountains (Gruber et al. 2004a; Ravanel
et al. 2010), mass movements and thermokarst formation in less steep terrain or
instability of mountain infrastructure (Phillips et al. 2007).

In view of growing human activity in cold mountain areas, owing to
tourism or hydropower production, better knowledge about the occurrence of
permafrost and its evolution over time is essential. Unlike the retreat of glaciers,
permafrost degradation is largely invisible because it is purely based on ground
temperatures and ground ice is not visible at the surface. A major part of
mountain permafrost research therefore deals with assessing and modelling
ground temperature distributions (Riseborough et al. 2008). Despite much
research on near-surface characteristics of permafrost (Lehning et al. 2002;
Stocker-Mittaz et al. 2002; Juliussen & Humlum 2007), less is known about
its two-dimensional distribution at depth inside mountains. Although ground
temperatures are mostly governed by heat conduction, complex combinations of
convection processes varying in depth and time take place in permafrost (Kane
et al. 2001), and other variables, such as accumulation and ablation of snow
cover and surface temperatures, profoundly influence the subsurface thermal
field. This makes direct application of basic heat conduction theory inadequate
for ground temperature modelling in real-world conditions (Riseborough et al.
2008). Current approaches to this attempt to understand the influence of external
variables on the heat conduction scheme. First approaches of this type took into
account surface temperatures and two-dimensional heat fluxes in case studies
in the Swiss Alps (Wegmann et al. 1998; Gruber et al. 2004b). Systematic
modelling combining a surface energy balance model with a three-dimensional
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ground heat conduction scheme was investigated by Noetzli et al. (2007). Despite
its performance, a drawback of this approach is that additional data such as
air temperature, air pressure or relative humidity are needed to feed the surface
energy balance model.

In this study, we propose a new approach, in which the heat equation remains
the guiding thread of heat propagation into the ground, but considered in a
stochastic rather than a deterministic framework. Its physical parameters and its
boundary conditions, including surface temperature, are unobserved stochastic
variables to be estimated. A major advantage of our approach over existing ones
is that only ground temperature data are required. The stochastic treatment
allows the model to flexibly reproduce the influence of external variables, such as
air temperature or snow cover, on ground temperatures, without requiring such
data. Heat flow is part of a hierarchical Bayesian model used by Brynjarsdóttir &
Berliner (2011) in the context of palaeoclimate reconstruction; see also the
advection–diffusion approach of Wikle (2003) to an ecological problem. Observed
temperatures are assumed to be a noisy version of the temperature reconstructed
below ground. This modelled temperature is assumed to be governed by the heat
equation, whose physical parameters and boundary conditions are stochastic.
This hierarchical framework accounts for the various sources of uncertainty in
the data, the theory and the model specification, but still uses a physically
based model.

Our approach is illustrated by the reconstruction of ground temperature
in permafrost at two adjacent boreholes in the Swiss Alps, which, despite
their proximity, have different thermal properties owing to differences in snow
cover. The data are presented and their main features are discussed in §2.
The hierarchical model is detailed in §3, with technical details given in appendix A
and in the electronic supplementary material. Results for the two boreholes are
given in §4.

2. Data and their properties

(a) Data

The data presented here are obtained from the WSL Institute for Snow and
Avalanche Research (SLF), and are linked to the Swiss permafrost monitoring
network PERMOS. The two adjacent boreholes used in this paper (figure 1)
are at the site Muot da Barba Peider, located near the village of Pontresina
in the Eastern Swiss Alps. The site is equipped with experimental snow-
supporting structures and instrumented boreholes, and has been part of the
SLF permafrost-monitoring network since 1996. Site-specific information was
obtained from M. Phillips (personal communication, 2011), and from Phillips
(2006) and Zenklusen-Mutter et al. (2010). The boreholes are located at the
same elevation (2960 m a.s.l.), only 50 m apart and approximately 30 m below the
top of a northwest-oriented flank ridge. Borehole B1 is situated between snow-
retaining avalanche defence structures and borehole B2 is in undisturbed terrain.
The drilling stratigraphy in the uppermost 6 m at a location between B1 and B2
shows ground ice inside the talus that reaches a depth of about 4 m, with frozen
bedrock below (figure 2).
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Figure 2. Borehole stratigraphy from a location between B1 and B2 (Phillips 2000). Borehole cores
were taken for the uppermost 6 m and the volumetric ice contents of each layer determined in the
laboratory. The thickness and grain size of the talus and fines vary locally and gneiss bedrock is
present from a depth of about 3.5–4.0 m downwards in all boreholes.

Temperatures are measured hourly in the boreholes at 10 different depths
between 0.5 and 17.5 m using YSI 44008 thermistors (Yellow Spring Instruments)
with a calibrated precision of 0.02◦C. Daily mean temperatures are registered
using Campbell CR10X data loggers. The measurements analysed here are daily
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Figure 3. Ground temperature series measured at different depths between 0.5 and 17.5 m in
boreholes (a) B1 and (b) B2 between October 1996 and July 2010. The missing data at B2 in
1999 are owing to a battery failure.

mean temperatures from November 1996 to July 2010 (figure 3). Data from
27 March to 9 July 1999 are missing at all depths in B2 owing to battery
failure. These data, which are among the longest available time series of ground
temperature in the Swiss Alps, were previously analysed by Phillips (2006) and
Zenklusen-Mutter et al. (2010).

(b) Qualitative discussion

We begin with a preliminary qualitative analysis of the data (based on figure 3)
in order to highlight the main specificities of temperature in permafrost.

Near-surface ground temperatures show large yearly fluctuations, mostly
driven by ambient air temperature and solar radiation, whose amplitude
decreases with depth. In deep bedrock layers, temperatures are almost stable
throughout the year, because heat penetration is delayed and attenuated
(Zenklusen-Mutter & Phillips in press). In purely conductive soils, such as
bedrock, this delay depends on their properties and is measured by the thermal
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diffusivity (see equation (3.4)). In near-surface layers, non-conductive processes
such as convection owing to the infiltration of water or air may also occur
(Kane et al. 2001).

Snow cover strongly influences ground temperatures at high altitudes. Thick
snow cover is a good insulator and decouples ground temperature from conditions
in the atmosphere. Winters with a long delay before thick snow cover is
established have a pronounced cooling effect on the ground, whereas heat is
trapped in the ground in winters with early thick snow cover (Zenklusen-Mutter
et al. 2010). The insulating effect of snow cover explains why temperatures in B1
and B2 differ so much, although they are located only 50 m apart. The defence
structures located close to B1 delay the snow melt there (Phillips 2006), and thus
modify its ground thermal regime (figure 1). Thicker snow cover in winter at
B1 insulates near-surface temperatures better from colder air (e.g. winter 2001–
2002). Similarly, the longer persistence of the snow cover in spring/summer at
B1 better insulates near-surface ground layers from warmer air temperatures.

Despite some differences between B1 and B2, a previous study (Zenklusen-
Mutter et al. 2010) revealed consistent temperature trends for the two boreholes.
Temperatures in near-surface coarse-blocky ground layers show a slight increase
in amplitude; so, at the surface, the maximum temperature tends to increase
in summer and the minimum temperature tends to decrease in winter. This
may be due to the slow decrease in winter snow cover (Zenklusen-Mutter et al.
2010), consistent with Marty (2008) and Marty & Blanchet (in press). An overall
warming trend has been found in deeper bedrock layers, where the annual cycles
are less pronounced. This could indicate changes in the long-term thermal regime,
perhaps as a result of climate warming, or may be the result of heat transfer within
complex topography (Kohl 1999).

This discussion reveals the complexity of ground temperature in permafrost
and motivates development of a flexible model that can adapt to the data,
without being site-specific. The approach we propose is presented in §3. We
develop a model that can reconstruct daily ground temperatures on a regular
grid downwards from the surface, when data are available only at certain depths.
The modelling framework is stochastic and is based on the heat flow equation,
which is deterministic in its traditional use but is here applied in a stochastic
way, bringing extra flexibility to the underlying physical model of heat flow.

3. Hierarchical modelling of ground temperatures

(a) Hierarchical approach

Hierarchical models are very useful for complex and/or high-dimensional
statistical problems. The essential idea is to approach complex problems by
breaking them into a series of simpler parts, corresponding to conditional
probability distributions. The strategy is typically based on the formulation of
three primary statistical models or stages, namely:

— stage 1. Data model: [data | process, q1];
— stage 2. Process model: [process | q2]; and
— stage 3. Parameter model: [q1, q2],
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where the square brackets indicate probability densities and q1 and q2 denote
parameters introduced in the modelling. The stage 1 model specifies the
distribution of the data, in our case, measured ground temperatures, given
the process of interest, i.e. the modelled ground temperatures at all depths, and
parameters that describe the data model. The stage 2 model specifies a model
for the process, conditional on further parameters. Finally, the stage 3 model
assigns prior distributions to all the parameters introduced at other levels. These
distributions can themselves depend on further fixed or random parameters,
called hyperparameters.

The definition of these primary stages allows us to break the initial problem
into easier subproblems. Indeed, we are ultimately interested in learning about the
unknown quantities of interest, i.e. in updating the distributions of the unknown
variables (the process and parameters) given the data. This posterior distribution
is obtained by Bayes’ theorem, expressed as

[process, q1, q2 | data] ∝ [data | process, q1] × [process | q2] × [q1, q2]. (3.1)

The fundamental idea is that the posterior density [process, q1, q2 | data], which
is usually very complex, is decomposed into a product of simpler conditional
distributions defined in the stages above. However, in practice, the posterior
densities are usually too complex to be computed analytically, and Markov chain
Monte Carlo (MCMC) simulation (Gilks et al. 1996; Robert & Casella 2004) is
used to sample from (3.1), which is then estimated using standard techniques.

(b) Notation

We write the observed temperatures as zj ,t , for depth levels j = 1, . . . , n and
times t = 1, . . . , T . In the application of §4, we have n = 10 and T = 5027 days.
Our goal is to reconstruct the unobserved temperature profile, at times and depths
for which no data are available. We let X = {x0, x0 + Dx , . . . , x0 + NDx , x0 + (N +
1)Dx} ≡ {x0, x1, . . . , xN , xN+1} denote the N + 2 equidistant depths of interest, at
a spacing of Dx metres and let T = {1, . . . , T } denote the T times, at a spacing
of Dt = 1 day. In the application of §4, we will take x0 = 0 m, Dx = 0.5 m and
N = 39. We write u(x , t) for the modelled temperature at depths x ∈ X and time
t ∈ T . The process u(x , t) is unobserved; it will be termed a hidden process.
Our goal is to reconstruct it based on the measurements zj ,t . The top- and
bottom-level values, u(x0, t) and u(xN+1, t), are used as boundary conditions and
require special treatment. For simplicity, we sometimes write utop,t ≡ u(x0, t) for
the top-level temperature, ubot,t ≡ u(xN+1, t) for the bottom-level temperature and
ui,t = u(xi , t) (i = 1, . . . , N ) for the temperatures between them.

(c) Stage 1: data model

Let z t denote the n × 1 vector of observations [z1,t , . . . , zn,t]′ and ut the N × 1
vector of hidden temperatures inside the bulk [u1,t , . . . , uN ,t]′; this does not contain
the boundary layers x0 and xN+1. The observed temperature is supposed to be a
noisy version of the modelled one, due, for example, to measurement error. We
assume independent Gaussian errors, that is

zj ,t | ut , s2
z ,j

ind∼ N {u(xi(j), t), s2
z ,j}, (3.2)

Proc. R. Soc. A (2012)
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where i(j) ∈ {1, . . . , N } is the modelled depth nearest to the observed depth j ∈
{1, . . . , n}. The variance sz ,j is expected to be larger for j small (near-surface)
than for j large (deeper in the ground), and is modelled as random (see §3e). We
write the observations at time t in vector form as

z t | ut , s2
z ∼ Nn{Dut , diag(s2

z)}, (3.3)

where s2
z is the n × 1 vector [s2

z ,1, . . . , s2
z ,n]′, diag(s2

z) is an n × n diagonal
matrix with elements s2

z ,1, . . . , s2
z ,n and D is a known n × N matrix that maps

the observed depths, j ∈ {1, . . . , n} to the gridded depths, i ∈ {1, . . . , N }. In the
application of §4, we choose X to contain all observed depths, so D is an
incidence matrix.

(d) Stage 2: process model

To set up the process level, recall that in the continuous case and
under transient conduction, the general equation for heat flow is (Carslaw &
Jaeger 1986)

vu(x , t)
vt

= v

vx

{
d(x , t)

vu(x , t)
vx

}
= vd(x , t)

vx
vu(x , t)

vx
+ d(x , t)

v2u(x , t)
vx2

, (3.4)

with appropriate boundary conditions, where d(x , t) is a spatio-temporal
diffusivity parameter that determines how rapidly the soil at depth x and time t
adjusts its temperature to that of its surroundings: the higher the diffusivity,
the faster the heat is conducted, and thus the more rapidly the temperature
adjusts. Heat flow equations are the basis of all geothermal models (Riseborough
et al. 2008), but are typically used with two important restrictions that make
them less flexible than (3.4). First, a constant diffusion parameter d(x , t) ≡ d
is usually used (Riseborough et al. 2008), so the ground is implicitly assumed
to be homogeneous in space and time, in contradiction both with the borehole
stratigraphy of figure 2 and with the fact that infiltration of water during the snow
melt season, and freezing and thawing of the active layer, change the near-surface
thermal properties (Hinkel 1997). Second, the heat flow equation is almost always
used in a deterministic way. As in Wikle (2003) and Brynjarsdóttir & Berliner
(2011), we will use (3.4) as the basis of a stochastic model in which both u(x , t)
and d(x , t) are unobserved processes.

We use an implicit finite difference scheme to discretize (3.4), with a backward
difference for the derivative in time and a second-order central difference
evaluated at time t + 1 for the derivative in space. Writing di,t ≡ d(xi , t) and with
the notation of §3b, this gives for i ∈ {1, . . . , N } and t ∈ {1, . . . , T − 1} the equation

ui,t+1 − ui,t

Dt
= di+1,t+1 − di−1,t+1

2Dx

ui+1,t+1 − ui−1,t+1

2Dx

+ di,t+1
ui+1,t+1 − 2ui,t+1 + ui−1,t+1

D2
x

. (3.5)

We use the implicit scheme rather than the explicit scheme of Wikle (2003)
because the former is always numerically stable and does not require an upper
bound for d; this choice has very little influence on the computation of u(x , t) for
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the values of d for which the explicit scheme is well-defined. Equation (3.5) can
be rearranged as

ui,t = Dt

D2
x

{
−

(
di,t+1 + di+1,t+1 − di−1,t+1

4

)
ui+1,t+1 + (1 + 2di,t+1)ui,t+1

−
(

di,t+1 − di+1,t+1 − di−1,t+1

4

)
ui−1,t+1

}
,

which can be rewritten in vector form as

ut = Gt+1(d)ut+1 + GB
t+1(d)u

B
t+1, t ∈ {1, . . . , T − 1},

yielding

ut+1 = Gt+1(d)−1{ut − GB
t+1(d)u

B
t+1}, t ∈ {1, . . . , T − 1}, (3.6)

where Gt+1(d) is an asymmetric tridiagonal N × N matrix with tridiagonal
elements depending on d0,t+1, . . . , dN+1,t+1. The N × 2 matrix GB

t+1(d) consists
of zeros except in the top-left and bottom-right elements, which involve
d0,t+1, d1,t+1, dN ,t+1, dN+1,t+1, and uB

t+1 is the 2 × 1 vector [utop,t+1, ubot,t+1]′. Thus,
only the non-zero elements in the vector GB

t+1(d)u
B
t+1 are the first and last, which,

respectively, involve utop,t+1 and ubot,t+1 and specify the edge effects.
Some differences with the process model of Wikle (2003) are noteworthy. First,

unlike in the explicit scheme of Wikle (2003), updating of ut+1 in (3.6) requires
the inversion of a tridiagonal N × N matrix. However, such inversion has been
extensively studied and many formulae exist (Meurant 1992); we used the R
function Solve.tridiag from package limSolve. Second, the matrices Gt(d)
and GB

t (d) are time-dependent. In the most general case, T − 1 such matrices
must be computed. However, given the model we use for d (see §3e), many fewer
such matrices are needed. Finally and most importantly, ut (t = 2, . . . , T ) is here
fully determined given the diffusivity d, the upper and lower boundary conditions
utop,t , ubot,t (t = 2, . . . , T ) and the ui,1 (i = 1, . . . , N ), as we can write

ut =
{

t∏
l=2

G−1
l (d)

}
u1 −

t∑
k=2

{
t∏

l=k

G−1
l (d)

}
GB

k (d)uB
k , t ≥ 2, (3.7)

where u1 is the N × 1 vector [u1,1, . . . , uN ,1]′. This is not the case in Wikle (2003),
where an additional error term appears in (3.6). Thus, here the deterministic
heat equation receives a stochastic treatment, because its solution (3.7) involves
stochastic terms, whereas in Wikle (2003) the heat equation is itself treated as
stochastic. Our assumption greatly reduces the number of variables that must
be simulated but may lead to a loss of flexibility. However, here the boundary
conditions uB

t (t = 1, . . . , T ) and u1 are random processes, whereas they are fixed
by Wikle (2003); this re-injects flexibility into our modelling. Stochastic boundary
conditions in deterministic boundary value problems are also used in Wikle et al.
(2003). As will be shown in §4, our overall hierarchical model turns out to be
reasonable. We return to the model of Wikle (2003) in §5.

It follows from (3.7) that ut (t = 2, . . . , T ) can be written as ut =
f (u1,uB

2 , . . . ,uB
t , d), where the function f is deterministic. Thus, given the initial

condition, the upper and lower boundary conditions and the estimated diffusivity,
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the unobserved temperatures ut can be computed for t = 2, . . . , T ; this enables
us to ‘fill in’ the missing data for B2, which of course have an unconditional
probability distribution owing to the randomness of u1, etc. The data model
(3.3) is given by

z1 | u1, s2
z ∼ Nn{Du1, diag(s2

z)},
and

z t | u1,uB
2 , . . . ,uB

t , s2
z ∼ Nn{Df (u1,uB

2 , . . . ,uB
t , d), diag(s2

z)}, t = 2, . . . , T .

For the boundary conditions, we assume that the upper temperature, utop,t , is
driven by a seasonal cycle owing to its dependence on the ambient air, whereas the
bottom temperature (ubot,t) is decorrelated from the ambient air and is modelled
as white noise:

utop,t | mtop, ctop,t , dtop,t , s2
utop

∼ N {mtop + ctop,t cos(ut) + dtop,t sin(ut), s2
utop

}, (3.8)

and

ubot,t | mbot,t , s2
ubot

∼ N (mbot,t , s2
ubot

). (3.9)

Zenklusen-Mutter et al. (2010) used similar equations in a frequentist framework.
Both (3.8) and (3.9) allow trends, but in different ways. Consistent with
Zenklusen-Mutter et al. (2010) (see also §2b), we assume a trend in the amplitude
and periodicity of the cycles at the upper boundary, and a possible overall trend
at the bottom boundary. The parameters mtop, ctop,t , dtop,t , sutop , mbot,t and subot
are stochastic variables defined in §3e.

The first-day temperature in the bulk, ui,1 (i = 1, . . . , N ), is also a boundary
condition. We take

ui,1 | mui,1 , s2
ui,1

∼ N (mui,1 , s2
ui,1

), (3.10)

where mui,1 and sui,1 are stochastic parameters defined in the parameter model.

(e) Stage 3: parameter model

The data parameters are the parameters s2
z ,j of (3.2). For computational

convenience and to ensure positivity, we let

s2
zj ∼ IG(ãs2

zj
, b̃s2

zj
),

where IG(a, b) denotes the inverse gamma distribution with shape parameter
a > 0 and scale parameter b > 0. We use a tilde to denote hyperparameters, such
as ãs2

zj
and b̃s2

zj
, for which we do not specify probability distributions; their values

and those of other hyperparameters are fixed to the values in table 1.
The process parameters are di,t , mtop, ctop,t , dtop,t , sutop , mbot,t and subot . The

first parameter (di,t) represents the diffusivity of the layer at depth xi metres
and time t days. It measures how quickly heat diffuses. As the diffusivity is
quite difficult to estimate, we do not define di,t as N × T parameters, but rather
use a simpler model. The stratigraphy of the boreholes shown in figure 2 shows
roughly four ground layers, at increasing depths: coarse scree from 0 to 1.6 m,
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Table 1. Fixed hyperparameters. i(j) is the level in X corresponding to the jth observed
depth. Spline(xi) denotes the value at depth xi of a spline interpolating the first-day observed
temperatures, zj ,1, j = 1, . . . , n.

ãs2
zj

= 2.000146, b̃s2
zj

= 0.12102(1 − xi(j)/20), j = 1, . . . , n

m̃mdk
= −2.5, t̃mdk

= 0.25, k = 0, . . . , K
ãs2

dk
= 2.146, b̃s2

dk
= 0.12102, k = 0, . . . , K

m̃mtop = −1.4, t̃mtop = 0.2
m̃ctop,1 = 2.2, t̃ctop,1 = 0.2, t̃ctop,2 = 0.04
m̃dtop,1 = −1.2, t̃dtop,1 = 0.2, t̃dtop,2 = 0.04
ãs2

utop
= 2.000146, b̃s2

utop
= 0.12102

m̃mbot,1 = −1.3, t̃mbot,2 = 0.01, t̃mbot,1 = 0.2
ãs2

ubot
= 2.000146, b̃s2

ubot
= 0.012102

m̃mui,1
= spline(xi), t̃mui,1

= 0.2

ãs2
ui,1

= 2.000146, b̃s2
ui,1

= 0.12102(1 − xi/25)

silt and moisture from 1.6 to 2.2 m, clay and silt with ice lenses from 2.2 to
3.5 m, and bedrock below. It is thus natural to define different diffusivities for
these layers. Without additional assumptions, this would give us 4 × T diffusivity
parameters, which is still very large, but as the whole borehole core is frozen
except in summer in the active layer, we make the crude assumption that all
frozen layers have same diffusivity, irrespective of the depth, as if they were all
made of the same material. The active layer is unfrozen in summer and the
different ground materials therein may have different thermal properties, and
thus correspond to different diffusivity parameters. Ideally, therefore, di,t should
take different values for positive and negative u. However, this would greatly
complicate the simulation procedure because the full conditional distributions
(see the electronic supplementary material) could not be computed analytically
for the boundary conditions. Complex Metropolis–Hastings steps would be
necessary in the algorithm, making the simulation slow and potentially unstable.
We thus make the simplifying assumption that only the K first layers of the
ground in summer can be driven by different diffusivities. This leads us to set

di,t =
{

d0, t /∈ Ts or l(xi) > K ,
dl(xi), t ∈ Ts and l(xi) ≤ K ,

where Ts denotes the summer days, taken in §4 to be the months July–October.
The term l(x) represents the ground type at depth x : l(x) = 1 if 0 ≤ x ≤ 1.5 m,
l(x) = 2 if 1.5 < x ≤ 2.5 m, l(x) = 3 if 2.5 < x ≤ 3.5 m and l(x) = 4 if x > 3.5 m.
Hence, d0 represents the diffusivity in frozen ground whatever the depth, and
d1, d2, d3 are the diffusivities in the upper three ground types of the active layer
in summer. As the active layer thickness does not exceed 3 m, K = 2 or 3 seems
to be a natural choice. In §4, we will consider the choices K = 0, 1, 2, 3, leading to
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four different models. The coefficients (d0, . . . , dK ) are positive random variables,
and for computational convenience, we let

dk | mdk , s2
dk

∼ log N (mdk , s2
dk

), k = 0, . . . , K ,

where mdk and s2
dk

(k = 0, . . . , K ) are random hyperparameters, defined as

mdk ∼ N (m̃mdk
, t̃2

mdk
), s2

dk
∼ IG(ãs2

dk
, b̃s2

dk
), k = 0, . . . , K ,

with hyperparameters m̃mdk
, t̃mdk

, ãsdk
and b̃sdk

.
The parameters of utop,t in (3.8) are specified as

mtop ∼ N (m̃mtop , t̃2
mtop

),

ctop,1 ∼ N (m̃ctop,1 , t̃2
ctop,1

),

ctop,t | ctop,t−1 ∼ N (ctop,t−1, t̃2
ctop,2

), t ≥ 2,

dtop,1 ∼ N (m̃dtop,1 , t̃2
dtop,1

),

dtop,t | dtop,t−1 ∼ N (dtop,t−1, t̃2
dtop,2

), t ≥ 2

and
s2

utop
∼ IG(ãs2

utop
, b̃s2

utop
).

Thus, ctop,t and dtop,t are random walks, allowing a large flexibility in the
amplitude and periodicity of the cycles near the surface, as shown in figure 3.
The parameters of ubot,t in (3.9) are given by

mbot,1 ∼ N (m̃mbot,1 , t̃2
mbot,1

),

mbot,t ∼ N (mbot,t−1, t̃2
mbot,2

), t ≥ 2

and
s2

ubot
∼ IG(ãs2

ubot
, b̃s2

ubot
).

Hence, mbot,t is a random walk, which provides flexibility in the estimation
of the temporal trend in the bottom boundary, if any. The parameters of ui,1
(i = 1, . . . , N ) in (3.10) are defined as

mui,1 ∼ N (m̃mui,1
, t̃2

mui,1
), s2

ui,1
∼ IG(ãs2

ui,1
, b̃s2

ui,1
).

(f ) Hyperparameters

The values of the hyperparameters (given in table 1) are all relatively
uninformative. Those related to d are based on knowledge about the geophysics
of boreholes and are somewhat more informative. A limited sensitivity analysis
to this choice of values, provided at the end of §4, nevertheless suggests that the
output is not heavily dependent on these choices.

The choice of parameters ãs2
zj

and b̃s2
zj

(j = 1, . . . , n) is inspired from

Brynjarsdóttir & Berliner (2011). These parameters model the standard error,
szj , between observed and modelled temperature. Owing to the smaller variability
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of ground temperatures at depth, we expect this error to decrease deeper in the
boreholes. For this reason, we held ãs2

zj
fixed and let b̃s2

zj
be a decreasing function

of depth (table 1). The standard deviation of the measurement error szj then lies
between 0.15◦C and 0.70◦C at 0.5 m and between 0.05◦C and 0.25◦C at 17.5 m
with probability 95 per cent.

The parameters m̃mdk
and t̃2

mdk
(k = 1, . . . , K ) are set equal at all depths

k (table 1). With 95 per cent probability, the median emdk of the diffusion
parameter dk lies between 0.05 and 0.13 m2 per day, i.e. between 1.4 × 10−5

and 3.6 × 10−5 m2 s−1. For comparison, the thermal diffusivities of copper, iron,
quartz, air and water are, respectively, 0.4, 0.08, 0.005, 0.06 and 0.0005 m2 per
day. The chosen values of ãs2

dk
and b̃s2

dk
are such that when mdk = m̃mdk

the s.d. of

dk , [{exp(s2
dk

) − 1} exp(2mdk + s2
dk

)]1/2, lies between 0.01 and 0.07 m2 per day with
probability 95 per cent.

The parameters m̃mtop , m̃ctop and m̃dtop are obtained by fitting a linear model of
the form (3.8) to all observed depths j and extrapolating each coefficient to depth
x0 = 0 m using a smoothing spline. Similarly, m̃mbot is obtained by computing the
temperature means at all observed depths j and extrapolating them to depth
xN+1 = 20 m using a smoothing spline. Parameters ãs2

utop
and b̃s2

utop
describe the

model standard error sutop in the top layer. With the chosen values, sutop lies
between 0.15◦C and 0.70◦C with probability 95 per cent. As we expect the model
standard error to be smaller in the bottom layer, we choose ãs2

ubot
and b̃s2

ubot
so

that the model standard error in the bottom layer is between 0.04◦C and 0.22◦C
with probability 95 per cent.

The parameters m̃mui,1
(i = 1, . . . , N ) are obtained by fitting a spline to the first-

day temperatures for all observed depths j and interpolating them to all modelled
depths i. With the chosen values of ãs2

ui,1
and b̃s2

ui,1
, the first-day standard error

decreases at depth. With probability 95 per cent, it lies between 0.15◦C and
0.70◦C at x1 = 0.5 m and between 0.07◦C and 0.33◦C at xN = 19.5 m.

(g) Inference

As explained in §3a, we wish to make inference about the hidden processes
using their posterior distribution, but this is too complex to be computed
analytically (see appendix A). Fortunately, MCMC methods can be used to
simulate indirectly from it (Gilks et al. 1996; Robert & Casella 2004). The
approach is described in appendix A and in the electronic supplementary material.
The correctness of our algorithm was validated using simulated artificial data.

4. Results

We applied our hierarchical model separately to the data for the boreholes B1
and B2 described in §2. For both boreholes, we used x0 = 0 m, xN+1 = 20 m and
Dx = 0.5 m, so ground temperatures can be predicted on a 0.5 m grid between the
surface and a depth of 20 m. This rather fine grid barely affects the number of
stochastic variables in our model, because it affects only the N × 1 vector u1.
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The value Dx = 0.5 m was chosen based on a bias–variance tradeoff: increasing Dx
would give a rougher reconstruction of temperature profiles, and decreasing Dx
would give a finer reconstruction but could lead to numerical problems when
inverting the N × N matrices Gt(d). We consider four variants of the model of
§2, depending on the value of K in the definition of the diffusivity di,t of (A 1):

M0: the diffusivity does not change in unfrozen ground: di,t = d0 for all
i = 1, . . . , N and t = 1, . . . , T ; equivalently K = 0.
M1, M2 and M3: the diffusivity is different in the K = 1, 2, 3 upper layers
of the active layer in summer.

We compare the results obtained for the four models with the two boreholes. We
also compare the predicted parameters in the two boreholes to assess the influence
of the avalanche structure near B1.

In total, our hierarchical models have about 10 000 stochastic variables, each
of which is generated at each iteration of the MCMC algorithm. For each model
and each borehole, the MCMC simulation was run for 30 000 iterations, taking
about 30 h. Assessing convergence of MCMC algorithms is awkward, particularly
in high-dimensional models. We used standard graphical tools (e.g. trace plots,
running mean plots and autocorrelation plots) and the Geweke diagnostic to
assess convergence of certain of the model parameters (Geweke 1992). These
assessments suggested convergence of the chains after a burn-in period of 10 000
iterations. This rather slow convergence is mainly owing to the diffusivity
parameters d1, d2, d3 in the unfrozen active layer, which are quite difficult to
estimate. We based inference on the final 20 000 iterations.

Selection among the four models can be performed using the deviance
information criterion (Spiegelhalter et al. 2002). If w denotes the model
parameters, then the deviance D(w) = −2�(w) is defined as twice the negative
log-likelihood and the deviance information criterion (DIC) is

DIC = 2D̄ − D(w̄) = D̄ + pD,

where D̄ is the posterior mean of the deviance over the retained MCMC
steps, D(w̄) is the deviance evaluated at the posterior mean w̄ of w, and
pD = D̄ − D(w̄) is considered to be the effective number of parameters. DIC
is a penalized likelihood criterion: the posterior mean deviance D̄ decreases
when the model complexity increases, but is offset by an increase in pD.
Models with smaller DIC are typically preferred to models with larger DIC,
although Spiegelhalter et al. (2002) emphasize that DIC should not be used as
a strict criterion for model selection, but rather to screen candidate models for
further consideration.

The values of DIC for models M0–M3 are given in table 2. The improvement
between M0 and the other models is clear: DIC is at least 677 units larger under
M0 at B1 and 834 at B2. Differences between models M1, M2 and M3 are smaller,
but still non-negligible. The lowest DIC is found for model M2 at B1 and model
M3 at B2, and the second lowest is M3 for B1 and M1 for B2. The difference with
between the lowest and second lowest DIC is 199 units at B1 and 66 units at B2.
Figure 3 suggests that the maximum active layer thickness is between 1 and 2 m
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Table 2. Model comparison in boreholes B1 and B2. First row shows difference in DIC values with
respect to the lowest DIC. Second row shows difference in L criteria with respect to the lowest L.
Both DIC and L select models M2 at B1 and M3 at B2.

B1–M0 B1–M1 B1–M2 B1–M3 B2–M0 B2–M1 B2–M2 B2–M3

DIC 996.26 319.03 0 199.37 1150.13 66.50 316.25 0
L 0.81 0.09 0 0.01 3.97 0.14 0.08 0

Table 3. Posterior mean and posterior s.d. (square metre per day) of the diffusivity coefficients for
boreholes B1 and B2 under models M0–M3. Coefficients of the selected models are in bold.

d0 d1 d2 d3

B1
M0 0.134 (0.004) — — —
M1 0.138 (0.005) 0.081 (0.006) — —
M2 0.138 (0.005) 0.094 (0.006) 0.188 (0.018) —
M3 0.137 (0.005) 0.091 (0.005) 0.162 (0.01) 0.151 (0.013)

B2
M0 0.139 (0.004) — — —
M1 0.147 (0.008) 0.044 (0.004) — —
M2 0.148 (0.006) 0.065 (0.011) 0.214 (0.056) —
M3 0.147 (0.006) 0.059 (0.009) 0.178 (0.041) 0.121 (0.021)

at B1 and between 2 and 3 m at B2. This corresponds, respectively, to the second
and third upper layers of the ground, so it is not surprising that K = 2 (i.e. model
M2) at B1 and K = 3 (i.e. model M3) at B2 give the lowest DIC.

As a complement to DIC, we also computed the L criterion introduced in
Laud & Ibrahim (1995) as a posterior predictive check for model selection. This
measures model performance by accounting for both how the predictions match
the data and for their variability. Better models should have lower values of L.
The computed values of L for models M0–M3 (given in table 3) confirm the poorer
fit of model M0, particularly for borehole B2. Both DIC and L suggest that model
M1 is best for borehole B1 and model M3 is best for B2.

A better understanding of the differences among the estimated models, and
hence of the differences in DIC and L, is provided by the estimated diffusivity
coefficients dk , whose posterior means and standard deviations are given in
table 3. The diffusivity d0 is fairly constant in both boreholes, irrespective of
the model. This was expected because the boreholes are only 50 m apart and the
frozen ground at them has similar thermal properties. Defining d0 with (model
M0) or without (models M1–M3) the summer days does not seem to influence it
much. Whatever the model, d1 in the 0–1.5 m layer in summer is much lower than
the diffusivity elsewhere, consistent with figure 2. This layer is composed of coarse
talus and contains air-filled voids, providing good thermal insulation (Gruber &
Hoelzel 2008). However, d1 seems to be slightly larger at B1 than at B2, perhaps
because snow persists longer at B1 in spring and early summer. This makes the
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near-surface coarse talus at B1 wetter in summer, leading to higher diffusivity.
For both M2 and M3, the highest diffusivity in both boreholes is found at depths
of 1.5–2.5 m (d2), consistent with figure 2. This layer is composed of finer particles
of silt and clay through which heat can propagate faster. However, estimation of
d2 at B2 is quite uncertain, perhaps because the 1.5–2.5 m layer at B2 is in the
transition zone, i.e. is sometimes frozen and sometimes unfrozen in summer (see
also figure 7), which might make the estimation of a single d2 more difficult. The
larger uncertainty of d2 under M2 at B2 might explain why, according to table 2,
M1 is preferred to M2 at B2. Finally, the diffusivity at 2.5–3.5 m depth (d3 in
M3) is very similar to that of the frozen ground (d0) at B1, because this layer is
also frozen in summer. This explains why, according to table 2, d3 = d0 is selected
(i.e. model M2).

Although the DIC and L values in table 2 seem to eliminate model M0 for both
boreholes, the choice between models M1, M2 and M3 remains open. A closer
look at the other variables shows rather similar results for the three models, so
for conciseness we report the results only under the models that DIC would select,
i.e. M2 for B1 and M3 for B2. This also corresponds to the models we would a
priori have chosen given our knowledge about the stratigraphy (figure 2).

Figure 4 shows summaries of some boundary parameters at B1 and B2 under
these models. Our modelling nicely reproduces the different scenarios of heat
penetration into the top ground, utop, without requiring the use of snow cover or
air temperature data. For example, the quite warm winter 2000–2001 and the very
cold winter 2001–2002 both appear clearly, because the time-varying stochastic
variables ctop,t and dtop,t in (3.8) allow us to model utop with great flexibility.
The time-varying wave amplitude in the top is (c2

top,t + d2
top,t)

1/2 and the phase
is arctan(ctop,t/dtop,t) modulo 2p. The ‘zero-curtain effect’ (Outcalt et al. 1990),
when temperatures remain close to 0◦C for a while, is also visible. This happens in
autumn because the freezing of moisture in the active layer releases latent energy,
and again in spring when air temperature increases, because large amounts of
energy are needed to thaw ground ice. The autumn and spring zero-curtains can
last from several days to several weeks. This variability is reproduced in the
posterior mean of utop in figure 4, although a simple model of conductive heat
was used. In particular, the long zero-curtain of autumn 2001 is nicely found. It
is produced by the variables ctop,t and dtop,t which are simulated by the MCMC
in such a way they produce an almost constant amplitude and a large phase
(figure 4e,f ). Once the ground is frozen, it starts to cool more or less quickly,
depending on air temperature and snow cover. This is also well represented by
our model, through the variables ctop,t and dtop,t . For example, the fast cooling in
December 2001 and the slow cooling in December 2003 are both found. Finally,
the large differences in near-surface temperatures in summer at B1 and B2 appear
clearly. Surface temperatures stay close to 0◦C in summer at B1 owing to the
longer persistence of snow.

Figure 4 shows that temperature at 20 m depth (ubot) is much more stable
than at the surface, because the warming and cooling produced by ambient air
are attenuated with depth. Hence, low amplitude waves are found, driven by
the time-varying variables mtop,t modelled as a random walk (see (3.9)). An
almost linear increasing trend seems to affect the bottom temperatures up to
year 2003 at B1 and year 2005 at B2. This was also noticed by Zenklusen-Mutter
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Figure 4. Posterior mean of the boundary conditions: (a) utop at B1; (b) ubot at B1; (c) utop at
B2; (d) ubot at B2; (e) wave amplitude at the surface at B2 and (f ) wave phase at the surface
at B2. The posterior s.d. is shown in grey.

et al. (2010), although the source of this heating affecting deep depths (ubot)
rather than the near-surface (utop) remains unclear. Furthermore, despite large
differences in summer at the surface, temperatures at depth in B1 and B2 were
very similar before 2003, but since 2005 a shift of 0.15◦C has appeared owing to
the warming that occurred at B2 during 2003 and 2004.

Figures 5 and 6 show the posterior mean of the modelled temperature u at
the four first depths of B1 and B2 where data are available. This can serve as
model validation. For legibility, we show only the estimated temperature for years
2000–2007, which include the coldest winter 2001–2002 and the warmest summer
2003. The predicted temperature u fits the negative ground temperatures very
well but fails to capture the largest positive peaks in summer, in particular at
B2 (figure 6) where summer temperatures are much higher. For comparison,
figures 5 and 6 also show the ground temperature predicted by the simplest
model M0, in which the active layer is treated like the rest of the permafrost
body. The less good fit of M0 is clearly visible for the positive temperatures,
particularly at B2, whereas negative temperatures are similarly well fitted. The
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Table 4. Posterior mean and posterior s.d. (in parentheses) of s2
z ,j , j = 1, . . . , n for the selected

models at B1 and B2.

s2
z ,1 s2

z ,2 s2
z ,3 s2

z ,4 s2
z ,5 s2

z ,6 s2
z ,7 s2

z ,8 s2
z ,9 s2

z ,10

B1–M2 0.140 0.089 0.066 0.058 0.051 0.041 0.034 0.025 0.014 0.007
(0.048) (0.044) (0.038) (0.034) (0.030) (0.023) (0.018) (0.014) (0.009) (0.005)

B2–M3 0.529 0.154 0.084 0.054 0.044 0.034 0.027 0.021 0.012 0.006
(0.048) (0.039) (0.030) (0.027) (0.024) (0.019) (0.015) (0.012) (0.007) (0.003)

poorer overall performance of M0 is consistent with table 2. Using different
diffusivities in the unfrozen, active layer seems to help in modelling the positive
peaks, although it remains unsatisfactory for the highest ones. We return to this
in §5. Temperatures at deeper depths are very well fitted at both boreholes, as
confirmed by the error parameters s2

z ,j (j = 1, . . . , n) of (3.2), given in table 4.
As expected, s2

j ,n decreases with depth. In the active layer (j = 1, 2, 3), it is
higher at B2 than at B1, owing to the worse fits to the positive temperatures
(figures 5 and 6).

A closer look at the differences of the modelled temperature u between B1
and B2 reveals that large differences are experienced in early spring. The spring
surface temperature at B2, although negative, is about 2◦C warmer than at B1,
with a maximum difference of 3◦C in spring 2005. This is also true in deeper
ground: in spring, B2 is about 0.5◦C warmer than B1 at 5 m depth, 0.2◦C warmer
at 1 m and 0.15◦C warmer below 15 m. This is due to the shorter persistence of
snow cover at B2. Similarly, B2 is colder than B1 in mid-winter because its thinner
snow cover makes the outflow of heat easier.

However, this affects only the top 5 m: in mid-winter B2 is about 0.5◦C colder
than B1 at the surface (rising to 1◦C in January 2005); but at 5 m, B1 and
B2 have same temperature in mid-winter (again, except in January 2005). This
nicely illustrates the insulating effect of snow cover on ground temperature that
influences the temporal development of the active layer. The depth of penetration
of the 0◦C isotherm (i.e. the active layer depth) at B1 and B2 is shown in figure 7.
This can be seen as the temporal thermal border of the active layer: the upper
part is unfrozen, whereas the lower part is frozen. This figure was obtained by
interpolating the modelled temperature u linearly between the two depths closest
to 0◦C. As expected, the 0◦C isotherm penetrates more deeply at B2 than at B1.
The active layer thickness, namely the maximum seasonal depth of penetration
of the 0◦C isotherm into the ground (Burn 1998), is given in table 5. It was
about 0.7–1.0 m deep at B1 and about 1.7–2.2 m deep at B2 before the heat
wave of summer 2003, which produced a deeper penetration of the 0◦C isotherm:
during that summer, the active layer was about 1.7 m deep at B1 and 3 m deep
at B2. Summer 2003 was the hottest summer on record in Europe since at least
1540 (Beniston 2004); the heat wave began in June and continued until mid-
August, raising summer temperatures 20–30% higher than the seasonal average.
In Switzerland, previous records for summer maximum temperatures, observed
in the late 1940s and early 1950s, were broken in many locations. Figure 7 shows
that this produced not only a deepening of the active layer in summer 2003, but it
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Figure 5. Data (blue) and posterior mean of the modelled temperature ui in B1 at the highest four
depths (a) 0.5 m, (b) 1 m, (c) 2 m and (d) 3 m, for which data are available, for the selected model
M2 (pink) and the simplified model M0 (black).
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Figure 6. Data (blue) and posterior mean of the modelled temperature ui at B2 at the highest four
depths (a) 0.5 m, (b) 1 m, (c) 2 m and (d) 3 m, for which data are available, for the selected model
M3 (pink) and the simplified model M0 (black).
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Table 5. Active layer thickness (m) at B1 and B2.

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

B1 0.77 0.92 0.97 0.72 0.78 0.87 1.73 1.27 1.08 1.25 1.27 1.31 1.28
B2 1.70 2.07 2.04 2.03 2.18 1.89 2.97 2.64 2.25 2.33 2.50 2.32 2.57

also modified the ground durably. Seven years later, the active layer is still about
40 cm deeper at B1 and B2 than before summer 2003. This long-term degradation
illustrates that how permafrost reacts sensitively to changes in air temperature,
and in particular how a few weeks of extreme heat can have long-term effects.
Given that such events are likely to occur more frequently in the future (Beniston
2004), these results can help to project how permafrost is likely to be affected by
climate change.

The previous results were obtained using the hyperparameter values in table 1.
We carried out a limited analysis of the sensitivity of our results to these
values. Because the estimation is computationally demanding, we focus on the
most difficult borehole, B2, and the most complex model, M3. As shown in
table 1, the hyperparameters form five groups, corresponding to the model noise,
the diffusion parameters, the top layer boundary conditions, the bottom layer
boundary conditions and the first-day temperature. The noise model is expected
to be insensitive to the prior, so we restricted our sensitivity analysis to the four
other groups, performing four further MCMC runs for model M3 at borehole
B2. In each of these, all the parameters of just one of the four groups were
changed by multiplying their standard deviations by a factor 10, with the other
hyperparameters unchanged. In order to speed up the convergence of the MCMC
runs, we initialized all chains with the final iteration of the chain corresponding to
the results described earlier. The three chains were run for 20 000 iterations, and
the last 10 000 of these were used for inference. In all cases, the results showed very
good agreement of the posterior densities with those obtained above, confirming
that the results are not sensitive to the choice of hyperparameters.
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5. Conclusion and discussion

We have proposed a physically based hierarchical model for ground temperature
in permafrost, driven by a stochastic treatment of the heat equation, and designed
to flexibly accommodate the local characteristics of ground temperatures,
resulting for example from snow accumulation. However, ground temperatures
are the only data needed for the model; no additional information about
air temperature or snow cover is needed. The model can reconstruct ground
temperatures at depth in boreholes with different thermal properties. The results
obtained turned out to be very satisfactory in frozen ground, but the highest
positive temperatures in the near-surface layers tend to be underestimated.

A reason for this underestimation might be that non-conductive processes, such
as water and vapour flux, occur in unfrozen ground (Kane et al. 2001), but the
heat equation (3.4) used in our model assumes pure conduction. Although our
stochastic model adds flexibility and efficiency compared with a deterministic
treatment, it is probably too simple to account for the large variability of
temperature when vapour and water flux become predominant. In principle, their
influence can be accommodated using a more general version of (3.4) including
the freezing–thawing of water and the convective effect of water flow (Johnsson &
Lundin 1991; Scherler et al. 2010); but to apply it, in practice, we would need
measurements of water and vapour flux, at least in the near-surface layers.

A second improvement of the model, which would not require any additional
data, might be to account for the incorrectness of the purely conductive heat
equation (3.4) directly in the model. This could be performed by adding an error
term corresponding to model misspecification in the discretization (3.7), as in
Wikle (2003). The heat u in the bulk would thus not be fully determined by
the boundary conditions as in (3.7) but would still be stochastic conditional
on the boundary conditions, unlike in the present model. This might provide
the flexibility needed to accommodate non-conductive heat transfer. However, u
would then have to be simulated in the MCMC procedure alongside the other
existing variables, drastically increasing the number of parameters and slowing
down the estimation procedure, which is already quite intensive. First attempts
in this direction raised some identifiability issues, but we intend to pursue
it further.

The authors thank Noel Cressie, Marcia Phillips, Jacques Rappaz and referees for helpful
comments. This research was funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation and by the CCES
project EXTREMES (http://www.cces.ethz.ch/projects/hazri/EXTREMES). The data belong to
the SLF permafrost measurement network and PERMOS. The site at Muot da Barba Peider is
instrumented by Canton Graubünden.

Appendix A. Markov chain Monte Carlo simulation inference

Below we detail the procedure used to estimate the unknown processes of our
hierarchical model. The target is the posterior density of the hidden processes
given the data, which we write as

[u1,uB
1 , . . . ,uB

T , mtop, ctop,dtop, su2
top,mbot,s2

ubot
,mu1 ,s2

u1
, d,md, s2

d, s2
z |z1, . . . , zT ]
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∝
n∏

j=1

[zj ,1|u1, s2
z ,j ]

T∏
t=2

n∏
j=1

[zj ,t |u1,uB
2 , . . . ,uB

t , d, s2
z ,j ] (A 1)

×
{

T∏
t=1

[utop,t |mtop, ctop,t , dtop,t , s2
utop

][ubot,t |mbot,t , s2
ubot

]
}

(A 2)

×
N∏

i=1

[ui,1|mui,1 , s2
ui,1

][mtop][ctop,1][dtop,1][mbot,1]

×
{

T∏
t=2

[ctop,t |ctop,t−1][dtop,t |dtop,t−1][mbot,t |mbot,t−1]
}

[s2
utop

][s2
ubot

] (A 3)

×
{

N∏
i=1

[mui,1][s2
ui,1

]
} {

3∏
k=0

[dk |mdk , s2
dk

][mdk ][s2
dk

]
}

(A 4)

with straightforward notation for the n × 1 vectors mu1 , s2
u1

, s2
z , the T × 1

vectors ctop, dtop and the K × 1 vectors d, md, s2
d. Line (A 1) is the data model,

(A 2) is the process model, and (A 3) and (A 4) are the parameter models.
Computing the posterior requires the normalizing constant for the posterior

density. This is too complex for analytical solution, but MCMC sampling can
be used to approximate the posterior. The idea is to construct a Markov
chain that has the posterior distribution as its equilibrium distribution. More
precisely, let w1, . . . , wr be the r unknown variables in the hierarchical model.
Starting from initial samples w(0)

1 , . . . , w(0)
r , MCMC approaches are based on

iteratively simulating new samples w(q)
1 , . . . , w(q)

r using the previous samples
w(q−1)

1 , . . . , w(q−1)
r . After q0 burn-in iterations, realizations of the Markov chain

{w(q0+1)
1 , . . . , w(q0+1)

r }, {w(q0+2)
1 , . . . , w(q0+2)

r }, . . . are viewed as simulations from the
posterior distribution. Monte Carlo estimation techniques can be applied to these
samples to estimate the unknown densities of w1, . . . , wr . The Gibbs sampler
algorithm produces a Markov chain with the posterior distribution at equilibrium
(Robert & Casella 2004). At each iteration, new simulations are drawn from
the full conditional distributions: at iteration (q), it generates the new sample
according to

w(q)
1 ∼ [w1|w(q−1)

2 , . . . , w(q−1)
r ],

w(q)
2 ∼ [w2|w(q)

1 , w(q−1)
3 , . . . , w(q−1)

r ],
...

w(q)
r ∼ [wr |w(q)

1 , . . . , w(q)
r−1].

The Gibbs sampler requires that all full conditional distributions can be
sampled exactly. Variables for which this is not possible can be sampled using
a Metropolis–Hastings step. The detailed algorithm is given in the electronic
supplementary material.

Proc. R. Soc. A (2012)

 on April 19, 2012rspa.royalsocietypublishing.orgDownloaded from 

http://rspa.royalsocietypublishing.org/


1494 J. Blanchet and A. C. Davison

References

Beniston, M. 2004 The 2003 heat wave in Europe: a shape of things to come? An analysis
based on Swiss climatological data and model simulations. Geophys. Res. Lett. 31, L02202.
(doi:10.1029/2003GL018857)

Brown, R. J. E. & Péwé, T. L. 1973 Distribution of permafrost in North America and its relationship
to the environment: a review, 1963–1973. In Proc. 2nd Int. Conf. on Permafrost, Yakutsk,
Siberia, USSR, 13–28 July 1973, pp. 71–100. Washington, DC: National Academy of Sciences.

Brynjarsdóttir, J. & Berliner, L. M. 2011 Bayesian hierarchical modeling for temperature
reconstruction from geothermal data. Ann. Appl. Stat. 5, 1328–1359. (doi:10.1214/10-AOAS452)

Burgess, M. M., Smith, S. L., Brown, J., Romanovsky, V. & Hinkel, K. 2000 Global terrestrial
network for permafrost (GTNet-P): permafrost monitoring contributing to global climate
observations, geological survey of Canada. Curr. Res. E14, 10.

Burn, C. R. 1998 The active layer: two contrasting definitions. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 9,
411–416. (doi:10.1002/(SICI)1099-1530(199810/12)9:4<411::AID-PPP292>3.0.CO;2-6)

Carslaw, H. S. & Jaeger, J. C. 1986 Conduction of heat in solids. Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press.

Geweke, J. 1992 Evaluating the accuracy of sampling-based approaches to the calculation of
posterior moments. In Bayesian statistics (eds J. M. Bernardo, J. O. Berger, A. P. Dawid &
A. F. M. Smith), pp. 169–193. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press.

Gilks, W. R., Richardson, S. & Spiegelhalter, D. J. (eds) 1996 Markov chain Monte Carlo in
practice. New York, NY: Chapman and Hall.

Gruber, S. & Hoelzel, M. 2008 The cooling effect of coarse blocks revisited: a modeling study
of a purely conductive mechanism. In 9th Int. Conf. on Permafrost, Institute of Northern
Engineering, Fairbanks, University of Alaska, 29 June–3 July 2008 (eds D. L. Kane & K. M.
Hinkel), pp. 557–561. Fairbanks, AK: US Permafrost Association.

Gruber, S., Hoelzle, M. & Haeberli, W. 2004a Permafrost thaw and destabilization of Alpine rock
walls in the hot summer of 2003. Geophys. Res. Lett. 31, L13504. (doi:10.1029/2004GL020051)

Gruber, S., King, L., Kohl, T., Herz, T., Haeberli, W. & Hoelzle, M. 2004b Interpretation of
geothermal profiles perturbed by topography: the Alpine permafrost boreholes at Stockhorn
Plateau, Switzerland. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 15, 349–357. (doi:10.1002/ppp.503)

Harris, C., Haeberli, W., Mühll, D. V. & King, L. 2001 Permafrost monitoring in the high mountains
of Europe: the PACE Project in its global context. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 12, 3–11.
(doi:10.1002/ppp.377)

Hinkel, K. M. 1997 Estimating seasonal values of thermal diffusivity in thawed and frozen
soils using temperature time series. Cold Regions Sci. Technol. 26, 1–15. (doi:10.1016/
S0165-232X(97)00004-9)

Johnsson, H. & Lundin, L.-C. 1991 Surface runoff and soil water percolation as affected by snow
and soil frost. J. Hydrol. 122, 141–159. (doi:10.1016/0022-1694(91)90177-J)

Juliussen, H. & Humlum, O. 2007 Towards a TTOP ground temperature model for
mountainous terrain in central-eastern Norway. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 18, 161–184.
(doi:10.1002/ppp.586)

Kane, D. L., Hinkel, K. M., Goering, D. J., Hinzman, L. D. & Outcalt, S. I. 2001 Non-
conductive heat transfer associated with frozen soils. Global Planet. Change 29, 275–292.
(doi:10.1016/S0921-8181(01)00095-9)

Kohl, T. 1999 Transient thermal effects below complex topographies. Tectonophysics 306, 311–324.
(doi:10.1016/S0040-1951(99)00063-3)

Laud, P. W. & Ibrahim, J. G. 1995 Predictive model selection. J. R. Stat. Soc. B Methodol. 57,
247–262.

Lehning, M., Bartelt, P., Brown, R. L., Fierz, C. & Satyawali, P. 2002 A physical SNOWPACK
model for the Swiss avalanche warning services. III: meteorological boundary conditions,
thin layer formation and evaluation. Cold Regions Sci. Technol. 35, 169–184. (doi:10.1016/
S0165-232X(02)00072-1)

Marty, C. 2008 Regime shift of snow days in Switzerland. Geophys. Res. Lett. 35, L12501.
(doi:10.1029/2008GL033998)

Proc. R. Soc. A (2012)

 on April 19, 2012rspa.royalsocietypublishing.orgDownloaded from 

http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1029/2003GL018857
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1214/10-AOAS452
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/(SICI)1099-1530(199810/12)9:4<411::AID-PPP292>3.0.CO;2-6
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1029/2004GL020051
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/ppp.503
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/ppp.377
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/S0165-232X(97)00004-9
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/S0165-232X(97)00004-9
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/0022-1694(91)90177-J
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/ppp.586
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/S0921-8181(01)00095-9
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/S0040-1951(99)00063-3
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/S0165-232X(02)00072-1
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/S0165-232X(02)00072-1
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1029/2008GL033998
http://rspa.royalsocietypublishing.org/


Statistical modelling of permafrost 1495

Marty, C. & Blanchet, J. In press. Long-term changes in annual maximum snow depth and snowfall
in Switzerland based on extreme value statistics. Clim. Change (doi:10.1007/s10584-011-0159-9)

Meurant, G. 1992 A review on the inverse of symmetric tridiagonal and block tridiagonal matrices.
SIAM J. Matrix Anal. Appl. 13, 707–728. (doi:10.1137/0613045)

Noetzli, J., Gruber, S., Kohl, T., Salzmann, N. & Haeberli, W. 2007 Three-dimensional distribution
and evolution of permafrost temperatures in idealized high-mountain topography. J. Geophys.
Res. 112, F02S13. (doi:10.1029/2006JF000545)

Outcalt, S. I., Nelson, F. E. & Hinkel, K. M. 1990 The zero-curtain effect: heat and mass transfer
across an isothermal region in freezing soils. Water Res. Res. 26, 1509–1516.

Phillips, M. 2000 Influences of snow-supporting structures on the thermal regime of the ground in
Alpine permafrost terrain. PhD thesis, Davos, Eidg. Institut für Schnee-und Lawinenforschung,
Davos, Switzerland.

Phillips, M. 2006 Avalanche defence strategies and monitoring of two sites in mountain
permafrost terrain, Pontresina, Eastern Swiss Alps. Nat. Hazards 39, 353–379. (doi:10.1007/
s11069-005-6126-x)

Phillips, M., Ladner, F., Müller, M., Sambeth, U., Sorg, J. & Teysseire, P. 2007 Monitoring and
reconstruction of a chairlift midway station in creeping permafrost terrain, Grächen, Swiss Alps.
Cold Regions Sci. Technol. 47, 32–42. (doi:10.1016/j.coldregions.2006.08.014)

Ravanel, L., Allignol, F., Deline, P., Gruber, S. & Ravello, M. 2010 Rock falls in the Mont-Blanc
massif in 2007 and 2008. Landslides 7, 493–501. (doi:10.1007/s10346-010-0206-z)

Riseborough, D., Shiklomanov, N., Etzelmüller, B., Gruber, S. & Marchenko, S. 2008
Recent advances in permafrost modelling. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 19, 137–156.
(doi:10.1002/ppp.615)

Robert, C. P. & Casella, G. 2004 Monte Carlo statistical methods, 2nd edn. New York, NY: Springer.
Scherler, M., Hauck, C., Hoelzle, M., Stähli, M. & Völksch, I. 2010 Meltwater infiltration into the

frozen active layer at an Alpine permafrost site. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 21, 325–334.
(doi:10.1002/ppp.694)

Slaymaker, O. & Kelly, R. 2007 The cryosphere and global environmental change. Environmental
Systems and Global Change Series. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing.

Spiegelhalter, D. J., Best, N. G., Carlin, B. P. & Van Der Linde, A. 2002 Bayesian measures of
model complexity and fit (with discussion). J. R. Stat. Soc. B Stat. Methodol. 64, 583–639.
(doi:10.1111/1467-9868.00353)

Stocker-Mittaz, C., Hoelzle, M. & Haeberli, W. 2002 Modelling Alpine permafrost distribution
based on energy-balance data: a first step. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 13, 271–282.
(doi:10.1002/ppp.426)

Washburn, A. 1979 Geocryology: a survey of periglacial processes and environments. London, UK:
Edward Arnold Ltd.

Wegmann, M., Gudmundsson, G. H. & Haeberli, W. 1998 Permafrost changes in rock walls and
the retreat of Alpine glaciers: a thermal modelling approach. Permafrost Periglacial Process. 9,
23–33. (doi:10.1002/(SICI)1099-1530(199801/03)9:1<23::AID-PPP274>3.0.CO;2-Y)

Wikle, C. K. 2003 Hierarchical Bayesian models for predicting the spread of ecological processes.
Ecology 84, 1382–1394. (doi:10.1890/0012-9658(2003)084[1382:HBMFPT]2.0.CO;2)

Wikle, C. K., Berliner, L. M. & Milliff, R. F. 2003 Hierarchical Bayesian approach to boundary
value problems with stochastic boundary conditions. Mon. Weather Rev. 131, 1051–1062.
(doi:10.1175/1520-0493(2003)131<1051:HBATBV>2.0.CO;2)

Zenklusen-Mutter, E. & Phillips, M. In press. Active layer development in 10 boreholes in Alpine
permafrost terrain. Permafrost Periglacial Process.

Zenklusen-Mutter, E., Blanchet, J. & Phillips, M. 2010 Analysis of ground temperature trends in
Alpine permafrost using generalized least squares. J. Geophys. Res. Earth Surf. 115, F04009.

Proc. R. Soc. A (2012)

 on April 19, 2012rspa.royalsocietypublishing.orgDownloaded from 

http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1007/s10584-011-0159-9
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1137/0613045
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1029/2006JF000545
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1007/s11069-005-6126-x
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1007/s11069-005-6126-x
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/j.coldregions.2006.08.014
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1007/s10346-010-0206-z
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/ppp.615
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/ppp.694
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1111/1467-9868.00353
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/ppp.426
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1002/(SICI)1099-1530(199801/03)9:1<23::AID-PPP274>3.0.CO;2-Y
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1890/0012-9658(2003)084[1382:HBMFPT]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1175/1520-0493(2003)131<1051:HBATBV>2.0.CO;2
http://rspa.royalsocietypublishing.org/

	Statistical modelling of ground temperature in mountain permafrost
	Introduction
	Data and their properties
	Data
	Qualitative discussion

	Hierarchical modelling of ground temperatures
	Hierarchical approach
	Notation
	Stage 1: data model
	Stage 2: process model
	Stage 3: parameter model
	Hyperparameters
	Inference

	Results
	Conclusion and discussion
	References


