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The Oregon Glaciers Institute is using citizen science to 
document the retreating ice sheets before they disappear.

by Tom Hallberg

Measuring Ice

Mount Hood’s 
glaciers sleep 
well insulated 
beneath winter 
snow.  Jon 
Ellinger / TLT 
Photography



aquatic invertebrates need that cold water to survive, and the state’s 
$8 billion agricultural sector draws from those !ows to last until 
harvest season. Oregonians who’ve never set foot on a glacier are 
inextricably tied to them.

“It’s not purely academic, it’s not purely environmentalistic,” 
Carlson says of the institute’s research. “It’s got a real economic 
reason, too.”

 "e results show the threat of glacial loss is increasing. Ten 
glaciers on Mount Hood have consistent data that spans from 1981 
to 2023. From 1981 to 2015, they retreated at a rate of 0.81% per 
year, a concerning but, perhaps, not alarming trend. According to 
a paper by institute scientists published in !e Cryosphere, a scien-
ti#c journal dedicated to frozen water and landscapes, that rate 
increased to 2.1% from 2015 to 2023. "e rate of loss on Hood’s 
seven largest glaciers was 3.5 times faster from 2000 to 2023 than 
in the 20th century.

Perhaps the biggest takeaway from the institute’s research beyond 
the increased rate of loss is that anthropogenic climate change is to 
blame. Winter precipitation from 2013 to 2023 was relatively the 
same as from 1895 to 1924, according to their paper, but tempera-
tures during the summer melt season were 1.7 to 1.8 degrees Celsius 
higher. And that’s just on Mount Hood. Oregon’s southern glaciers 
on the "ree Sisters are likely to disappear completely in coming 
decades, according to an institute report in the Mazama Bulletin.

Surprisingly, Carlson is still hopeful. He must be to continue in 
this work. If humans reverse the warming of the planet, Oregon’s 
glaciers could gain mass again, undoing decades of loss. He #nds 
solace knowing carbon-neutral energy is now cheaper than fossil 
fuels. “We can do this if we want to,” he says. “"e solution is well 
within our grasp if we just want to reach out and take it.”

Societal change requires people to care about and feel connected 
to the issue. To that end, the institute has released its newest citi-
zen science initiative, the Glacier Tracker app. Anyone traveling in 
Oregon’s mountains can download the app and be geolocated to the 
same spots Boyer and the researchers have taken reference photos 
from. "ey can then add to the growing compendium of images 
used to monitor the glaciers, which will be available to the public 
on the institute’s website.

Boyer’s photos created the possibility of a comparative, before-
and-a$er study. With the Glacier Tracker app, his images become 
the start of a body of work, point A in a lineage of data that will 
inform the understanding of policymakers, water users and recre-
ators across the state. Like with its previous citizen science initia-
tives, the Oregon Glacier Institute isn’t doing research for the sake of 
information or data. According to Megan "ayne, a geographer who 
developed the Glacier Tracker app, the aim is to galvanize users: 
“Step one is to pay a%ention. But step two is what are we going to 
do about it?” ❆
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