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Assessing the consequences 
of recent climate change on World 
Heritage sites in South Greenland
Jørgen Hollesen 1*, Malte Skov Jepsen 1, Martin Stendel 2 & Hans Harmsen 3

In the Arctic region, microbial degradation poses a significant threat to the preservation of 
archaeological deposits, actively consuming irreplaceable cultural and environmental records. In this 
study we assess the potential effects of the last 40 years of climate change on organic archaeological 
deposits within the UNESCO World Heritage area Kujataa in South Greenland. We use the dynamic 
process-oriented model, CoupModel to simulate soil temperatures and soil moisture contents at 
four archaeological sites in the area. The results show that the organic deposits have experienced a 
substantial warming the last 40 years, which combined with decreasing soil moisture contents creates 
a dangerous combination that can accelerate the degradation of organic materials. Currently, there 
are 583 archaeological sites registered within the area. Our findings highlight that the current climatic 
conditions are not conducive to organic preservation. The greatest risk of degradation lies within the 
relatively dry continental inland areas of the study region, where all Norse Viking Age settlements are 
situated. However, even at the "cold" and "wet" outer coast, the combined effects of rising summer 
temperatures and declining soil moisture levels may already be exerting a noticeable impact.

Climate change is influencing archaeological sites and landscapes on a global scale1,2, with a particularly 
significant impact in the Arctic3,4. A growing number of the region’s ancient sites and structures are currently 
deteriorating. Once destroyed, these resources are irreversibly lost. One of the most noteworthy consequences 
of climate change is the increased microbial degradation of organic archaeological deposits due to rising soil 
temperatures and shifting hydrology5–9.

Greenland serves as a good example of what is at stake. Here archaeological sites represent an irreplaceable 
record of exceptionally well-preserved material remains spanning over 4000 years of human history. Individuals 
from past eras, whether they be Paleo-Inuit, Norse, Thule culture Inuit, or European, share a common trait in that 
they all exhibited a propensity to discard their domestic refuse near the front entrances of their dwellings. This 
practice resulted in the creation of trash heaps or middens (Fig. 1). These middens, which are often remarkably 
well-preserved, have proven to be a scientific boon for archaeologists conducting research in Greenland10–14.

Recovered artefacts and organic remains from Greenlandic middens have inspired great excitement. However, 
this excitement goes hand in hand with concern, as more and more evidence suggest that climate change may 
accelerate the decay of middens and their organic contents5,7–9,15. Recently it has been predicted that the majority 
of organic archaeological deposits in the Nuuk fjord area could lose their scientific value within the next 80 years, 
with the most rapid degradation expected to occur in the continental inland areas of the region, where the 
remains from the Norse Western Settlement (Vestribygð) are located6,16.

In South Greenland, approximately 500 km south of the Nuuk fjord, archaeologists are also facing a reality 
where the recovery of well-preserved organic materials is becoming increasingly scarce. Over the past two 
decades, archaeologists working in South Greenland have become acutely aware of the rapid and complete loss 
of previously outstanding organic preservation on a large proportion of Norse farms of the Eastern Settlement. 
Coring surveys carried out by researchers from the Greenland National Museum in South Greenland have 
revealed that the majority of sites seem to be in a state of advanced or complete degradation. To date, no studies 
have been published to track this escalating decay, and there is no direct evidence to corroborate its attribution 
to recent climatic change. Fundamentally, it is very difficult to document and quantify previous or ongoing 
microbial degradation of buried archaeological deposits. For example, at sites without prior or poor excavation 
records, it is challenging to verify whether decay is occurring presently or has occurred at various intervals in the 
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past. Additionally, archaeological sites and materials are often heterogeneous and thus it is difficult to determine 
whether discrepancies between the current state of preservation and that observed in the past stem from climate 
change or other external factors, such as local terrain and depositional variations or material differences. 
Occasionally, comparison with historic data or samples from earlier excavations is possible7,17. However, such 
comparisons require substantial baseline data and necessitate a statistical approach involving the description and 
comparison of many old and new samples18. Unfortunately, such baseline data is often unavailable in Greenland.

This study is a first attempt to quantify the potential effects of recent climate change (1983–2022) on organic 
archaeological deposits within the UNESCO World Heritage site Kujataa in South Greenland. This is done based 
on comprehensive on-site investigations and analyses of local and regional climatic conditions. Furthermore, we 
use a numerical model approach to assess the net effect of recent changes in air temperature and precipitation 
on preservation conditions within archaeological deposits at four well-known sites in the area. As discussed 
above, we lack detailed information on the state of preservation as it may have existed before. Therefore, we use 
our model to answer the following basic question: What would happen to “well-preserved” organic archaeological 
deposits if subjected to the diverse meteorological conditions prevalent in our study area over the past 40 years? 
Based on results from previous degradation studies of organic archaeological materials5,7,9, we focus on the oxic 
degradation of organic deposits that contain important residues of human subsistence and in which various 
types of artefacts and ecofacts are embedded.

Study region and study sites
The UNESCO World Heritage site of Kujataa, situated in the Kujalleq municipality of South Greenland (Fig. 2), is 
renowned as a medieval Norse and later Inuit subarctic agricultural landscape. Kujataa comprises five component 
parts, collectively representing the demographic and administrative core of two farming cultures: a Greenlandic 
Norse agricultural community spanning from the late 10th to mid-15th century and a pastoral Inuit farming 
society from the 1780s to the present19.

From 2021 to 2023, field work was conducted at four archaeological sites in the area (Fig. 2 and Supplementary 
Table S1). The sites were selected to represent archaeological deposits that have been exposed to the diverse 
climatic conditions encountered in the study region (Supplementary Fig. S1). Three of the sites—Qaqortukulooq 
(NKAH 4427), Igaliku (NKAH 2252), and Qassiarsuk (NKAH 2230) are located within Kujataa and rank among 
some of the most significant Norse sites in South Greenland. The fourth site, Kangermiutsiat (NKAH 2116), 
lies outside the UNESCO area and exemplifies a typical Inuit winter settlement situated on the outer coast. At 
all sites, the archaeological deposits lie within the uppermost section of the subsoil, covered by a 5–10 cm thick 
upper organic topsoil layer of turf.

Figure 1.   Archaeological middens are often remarkably well-preserved in Greenland. The midden at Kangeq 
(a), close to Nuuk in West Greenland, contains organic artefacts including animal bones, wood (b) and bird 
feathers (c). Most of the midden was accumulated by the Thule culture Inuits (1300 EC–present), but layers 
from the Saqqaq (2500–800 BC) and Dorset (300 BC–600 AD) cultures are also present (Photos: Jørgen 
Hollesen, National Museum of Denmark).
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Results
Characteristics of the archaeological deposits
To evaluate the current state of preservation, small soil pits were excavated in midden deposits at each of the 
four study sites. At the three Norse sites, Qaqortukulooq, Igaliku, and Qassiarsuk, the state of preservation was 
extremely poor. No preserved organic artefacts were discovered, and only the very last remnants of bones could 
be identified as reddish-colored markings in the soil. At the fourth study site, the coastal Inuit site Kangermiutsiat, 
the state of preservation was slightly better, with the presence of wood, skin and bone artefacts. However, the 
wood and bone artefacts were in a poor state of preservation (Supplementary Table S1).

Measurements of porosity, loss on ignition (LOI), and oxygen consumption were carried out on soil samples 
obtained from each of the soil pits (Fig. 3). In combination, these three parameters provide an indication of the 
quality of the organic content and its degradability. With relatively low porosities and LOI and very low oxygen 
consumption rates (Fig. 3), the results contribute further evidence that the organic archaeological deposits at the 
three Norse sites are highly degraded and in a very poor state of preservation. At Kangermiutsiat, the organic 
deposits have a higher organic content (Fig. 3b) and are more reactive (Fig. 3c) when compared to the other 
three sites.

Figure 2.   Study site locations. The four study sites (red dots) are located in or close to the component parts of 
the UNESCO World Heritage area Kujataa in South Greenland (grey areas). Automated monitoring stations 
were installed at the sites. In addition, data from two official meteorological stations was used (black dots). 
Figure was generated by Jørgen Hollesen and is based on a Landsat satellite image obtained with Google Earth 
Pro v7.3.6 (https://​earth.​google.​com/).

Figure 3.   Characteristics of the archaeological deposits. Observed values of porosity (a), organic content (b) 
and oxygen consumption rates (c) at the sites Kangermiutsiat (blue circles), Qaqortukulooq (green diamonds), 
Igaliku (yellow triangles) and Qassiarsuk (red squares). Horozontal bars show ± 1 s.d.

https://earth.google.com/
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Environmental conditions at the study sites
To investigate environmental conditions, automated monitoring stations were installed at each of the four study 
sites in August 2021 and measurements were conducted until July 2023. In 2022, the mean annual air temperature 
varied between 1.4 and 2.1 °C at the four study sites, with a noticeable rise in seasonal variation when going from 
the outer coast to the inner fjord (Fig. 4a). The mean summer temperature at the outer coast site, Kangermiutsiat 
(Fig. 4a), was 2–3 °C lower than at the other sites, with the maximum mean diurnal temperature reaching only 
8.4 °C compared to between 14.6 and 16.7 °C at the three other sites. The overall trends in air temperature were 
also mirrored in soil temperatures. This is expressed in Fig. 4b where the average temperature for each day during 
summer has been added to calculate the sum of Thawing Degree Days (TDD) at depths of 0.25 m and 0.50 m. As 
can be seen in Fig. 4b the total amount of TDD is almost 50% lower at the outer coast compared to further inland.

We also observed a significant difference in the amount of rain falling during the frost-free period, with inland 
sites receiving substantially less rainfall than at the outer coast (Fig. 4c). Soil moisture contents were measured 
at the three inner fjord sites (Qaqortukulooq, Igaliku, and Qassiarsuk). With the percentage of water-filled pore 
spaces ranging between 40 and 80% during the summer period, the measurements indicate that soil moisture 
contents in the upper 0.5 m of the soils were well below water saturation at all three sites (Supplementary Fig. S2).

Climatic changes from 1980 to 2023
To analyze variations in air temperatures and precipitation from 1980 to 2023, we employed data from Danish 
Meteorological Institute’s (DMI) official weather stations in Qaqortoq (outer coast) and Narsarsuaq (inner 
fjord) (Fig. 2)20. Prior to this, we evaluated the compatibility between our own observations at each study site 

Figure 4.   Meteorological conditions at the five study sites in 2022. (a) The mean air temperatures for the whole 
year (squares), the summer (triangles) and the winter (circles). The vertical color bars show the amplitude from 
the coldest to the warmest mean daily temperature registered during the year. (b) Sum of thawing degree days 
(TDD) for the summer period (June to August) in 0.25 m depth (triangles) and 0.50 m depth (circles). (c) The 
sum of precipitation during the summer period.



5

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:9732  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-60397-9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

and observations from the nearest of the two weather stations, and in all cases discovered highly significant 
correlations (Supplementary Figs. S3 and S4).

The data from the two meteorological stations show that the mean annual air temperature has risen by 1.5 °C 
at the outer coast and 1.7 °C in the inner fjord when comparing the means for 1981–2000 and 2001–2020 (Sup-
plementary Fig. S4). The most significant increase occurred during the winter, with 2.4 °C in Qaqortoq and 2.9 °C 
in Narsarsuaq, while summer temperatures have increased by 0.9 °C in both areas.

A noticeable decline in precipitation rates has also been observed during the same period. In Qaqortoq, the 
mean for 1981–2000 was 977 mm compared to 863 mm for the period 2001–2020, and in Narsarsuaq, it was 
665 mm compared to 557 mm (Supplementary Fig. S5). Precipitation rates have also decreased during the sum-
mer period at both locations. Particularly in Narsarsuaq, in the inner fjord, where the total precipitation from 
June to August decreased from 199 to 145 mm (27%).

Representativeness of study sites
The representativeness of the study sites in terms of mean annual and mean summer air temperatures and sum 
of precipitation was assessed for the period 2001–2020 using data from the regional model HIRHAM5 at a 
horizontal resolution of 0.44° × 0.44°, driven by the global coupled model EC-Earth321 (Fig. 5 and Supplementary 
Fig. S6) in a CMIP6 setup22. The mean summer temperatures at the four study sites represented 72% of the ice-
free land below 100 m.a.s.l., where 85% of the archaeological sites in the area are located (Supplementary Fig. S7). 
In relation to the sum of precipitation during the summer, the four study sites represented 63% of the area. Of 
the areas that were not represented by our study sites 96% were colder, 4% warmer, 28% drier and 62% wetter.

Future climate projections
HIRHAM5 was also run for future conditions following the SSP5-8.5 scenario which is a high-emissions scenario 
suggesting the likely outcome if society does not make concerted efforts to cut greenhouse gas emissions23. The 
results demonstrate that both mean annual and mean summer air temperatures at our study sites could increase 
by more than 4 °C by the end of the twenty-first century (Supplementary Figs. S8 and S9). At the same time the 
precipitation rates are projected to increase with 10–20% at three out of the four sites, however, at Qaqortukulooq 
a minor decrease in precipitation rates is projected during the summer.

Modelling current conditions within the archaeological deposits
Soil temperatures, soil moisture contents, and the degradation of organic carbon (OC) over the past four decades 
were simulated at each of the study sites using the well-established heat-and-water flow model, the CoupModel24. 
This model has been previously used for similar purposes in other regions of Greenland6,15,25. In this study, the 
model configuration was based on experiences from previous investigations in the Nuuk area6, with some modifi-
cations implemented to tailor the model to the specific conditions of the new study sites (see “Methods” section).

The model was first calibrated for each site based on one year of measured soil temperatures and water 
contents (January 1 to December 31, 2022) (Supplementary Figs. S10 and S11). Subsequently, the model was 
tested using measurements of soil temperatures and water contents from January 1, 2023 to July 30, 2023. 
High R-squared values (0.35 to 0.95) and low mean differences (− 1.27 to 0.83 °C) for both the calibration 
and test runs show that the model can accurately represent temperatures in the upper part of the soil where 

Figure 5.   Representativeness of the four study sites in relation to: (a) mean air temperatures for the summer 
(June, July and August) from 2001 to 2020 and (b) mean sums of precipitation during the summer period from 
2001 to 2020.
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archaeological deposits are found (Supplementary Table S2). The largest discrepancy between simulated and 
observed temperatures occurs during the winter period, which can be attributed to uncertainties related to 
snow cover. However, when focusing solely on the frost-free period, when most microbial degradation occurs, 
the model performs very well. This is illustrated in Fig. 6a where observed and modeled TDD are compared.

With low mean errors (Supplementary Table S3) the model also performs well in terms of describing the 
absolute soil moisture content, especially during the frost-free period (Fig. 6b and Supplementary Fig.S11). 
However, as evident from the relatively low r-squared values, the model is less adept at capturing day-to-day 
variations in soil moisture content (Supplementary Table S3).

Modelling recent changes
The model setup was used to examine how changes in air temperatures and precipitation rates over the past 
40 years have influenced soil temperatures and soil moisture contents at the four study sites. The findings 
demonstrate that recent warming has increased the amount of TDD by 128–201 °C at a depth of 0.25 m and by 
133–202 °C at a depth of 0.5 m, when comparing the 1983–2000 and 2001–2020 means (Fig. 7a). Simultaneously, 
the duration of the frost-free period has expanded by 13–22 days at a depth of 0.25 m (Supplementary Fig. S12). 
The results also reveal that the diminishing amount of rainfall during the summer resulted in a reduction in soil 
moisture content. At all four sites, soil moisture content is currently more than 20% below saturation during the 
summertime (Fig. 7b and Supplementary Fig. S13).

We utilized a carbon degradation module within the CoupModel to investigate how the recent changes in soil 
temperatures and soil moisture content may have influenced the degradation of OC. Because of the poor state 
of organic preservation at three out of four of the study sites and the possibility that significant portions of the 
organic material may have already been degraded in 1983, the simulations were conducted based on the following 
question: What would occur to well-preserved organic archaeological deposits if they were exposed to the varying 
climatic conditions found at our study sites? The results reveal that 25–39% of the original slow OC pool (holding 
the archaeological OC fraction) in 0.25 m is lost between 1983 and 2022 (Fig. 8a). The most rapid degradation 
appears to occur in the middle part of the fjord system (Qaqortukulooq and Igaliku), whereas the degradation is 
noticeable lower at the outer coast (Kangermiutsiat) and in the very inner part of the fjord (Qassiarsuk). To 
quantify the net effect of recent changes in air temperature and precipitation, a "no climate change" scenario 
was also run in the model, assuming that the meteorological conditions from 1983 to 1992 persisted until 2023 
(Fig. 8b). When comparing the two sets of model data the result show that the changes in climate from 1993 to 
2023 potentially may have caused additional 4.3–8.3% of the total initial OC pool to decay which corresponds 
to 11.1–32.7% increase in the loss from 1983 to 2023. The largest net effect of recent changes in air temperature 
and precipitation is seen at Kangermiutsiat and Qassiarsuk.

Discussion
We investigated four different archaeological sites situated along a 90-km transect extending from the western 
outer coast to the eastern inland ice sheet in South Greenland (Fig. 2 and Supplementary Fig. S1). Along this 
transect, we observed a pronounced difference in both the state of preservation and the climatic conditions 
(Figs. 3 and 4). At the coastal Inuit site of Kangermiutsiat, characterized by the lowest temperatures and the 
highest summer precipitation, the state of preservation was superior to that at the warmer and drier Norse 
sites located further inland. These results align with previous studies demonstrating that organic preservation 
is generally promoted by cold and very wet conditions5,26. However, it is important to note that Inuit and Norse 
deposits originate from different types of refuse and are thus not directly comparable. Moreover, as the Inuit 
deposits at Kangermiutsiat are later than those found at the Norse sites (Supplementary Table S1), the disparity 
in preservation status might also be age-related, meaning that Norse deposits have been exposed to decay for a 
much longer period.

Figure 6.   Linear regressions between simulated and observed data for the sites Kangermiutsiat (blue), 
Qaqortukulooq (green), Igaliku (yellow) and Qassiarsuk (red. (a) Observed versus modelled sum of thawing 
degree days (TDD). (b) mean simulated and mean observed soil water contents. Results are shown for 0.05 m 
depth (triangles), 0.25 m depth (squares) and 0.50 m depth (circles). Filled symbols represent values for the 
frost-free period during the calibration period from 1. January 2022 to 31. December 2022 and open symbols 
for the frost-free period during the test period from 1. January 2023 to 30. July 2023.
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Our analyses of local and regional climatic conditions reveal that air temperatures at our study sites have 
risen by 1.5–1.7 °C since 1983, a rate more than twice the pace of global annual temperature increase since 1981 
(0.18 °C per decade)27. Although the most significant temperature increase has occurred during the winter 
months (2.4–2.9 °C), summer air temperatures have also risen by nearly 1.0 °C. Simultaneously, the overall 
amount of precipitation during the summer has declined by more than 25%. We employed the CoupModel 
to examine how these recent changes may have impacted soil temperatures and soil moisture content at our 
research sites. The findings demonstrate that the recent warming may have increased the quantity of TDD by 
15–25% at both 0.25 m and 0.5 m depths (Fig. 7a), extending the duration of the frost-free period by 13–22 days, 
when comparing the 1983–2000 and 2001–2020 averages. (Supplementary Fig. S12). Additionally, the decrease 
in rainfall has resulted in a decline in soil moisture content during the summer season (Fig. 7b). Oxygen is a 
key controlling factor for the degradation of buried archaeological materials28. The concentration of oxygen is 
higher, and the supply of oxygen is much faster in air-filled soil pores compared to water-filled pores29. This is 
one of the primary reasons why draining of waterlogged archaeological deposits can lead to significant changes 
and rapid deterioration of organic materials30. Furthermore, fluctuating water levels and shifts between wet and 
dry conditions may also act to cause further degradation31. Past studies suggest that oxygen becomes accessible if 

Figure 7.   Modelled 10-year means of: (a) The sum of TDD during the summer period. (b) the percentage of 
time the soil moisture content is more than 10 Vol.% below saturation during July and August (100% = 62 days). 
The data represents the conditions in 0.25 m at Kangermiutsiat (blue), Qaqortukulooq (green), Igaliku (yellow) 
and Qassiarsuk (red). Vertical bars show ± 1 s.d.

Figure 8.   Modelled loss of OC from 1983 to 2022 in 0.25 m depth at Kangermiutsiat (blue), Qaqortukulooq 
(green), Igaliku (yellow) and Qassiarsuk (red). (a) Based on the meteorological condition observed from 1980 
to 2023. (b) based on a "no climate change" scenario assuming that the meteorological conditions from 1983 to 
1992 persisted until 2023.
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the soil moisture content falls below saturation by more than 10–15%28. As shown in Fig. 7b and Supplementary 
Fig. S12, this threshold is consistently exceeded at all four sites during July and August at a depth of 0.25 m. For 
two of the sites (Qaqortukulooq and Igaliku), this has been the case throughout the entire period from 1983 to 
2023, while for the other two sites (Kangermiutsiat and Qassiarsuk), conditions have gradually become drier.

The model was used to investigate how the changes in thermal and hydrological conditions may have affected 
the degradation of OC (Fig. 8). When assuming that the archaeological deposits at the four sites were equally 
well preserved in 1983, the model findings suggest that 25–39% of the archaeological OC at a depth of 0.25 m has 
been lost from 1983 to 2022. The spatial variation in the simulated loss of OC is closely linked to soil temperatures 
and soil moisture levels (Fig. 7). Therefore, the greatest simulated loss occurs at the two warmest and driest sites, 
Qaqortukulooq and Igaliku. In comparison to a scenario where meteorological conditions from 1983 to 1992 
persisted until 2023, the results indicate that the recent changes in air temperature and precipitation may have 
enhanced the overall loss of OC from 1983 to 2023 by 11.1–32.7%. The model results suggest that recent changes 
might have had the most significant overall effect at the coastal site of Kangermiutsiat and at the most inland site 
of Qassiarsuk. At these two locations, the decrease in precipitation experienced from 2002 to 2021 has caused soil 
moisture to decrease and cross the threshold between anoxic and oxic conditions described earlier (Fig. 7b). For 
the other two sites (Qaqortukulooq and Igaliku), soil moisture levels are already below this threshold regardless 
of whether recent climate change is considered.

It is very difficult to determine at which point in time organic degradation has occurred. In the absence of 
a "preservation baseline" from 1983 for comparison, it is impossible to validate whether the poor preservation 
status observed at our Norse study sites stems from factors that emerged prior to or following 1983, possibly even 
centuries ago. Therefore, the results presented above should not be perceived as an attempt to simulate the actual 
site-specific degradation. Instead, they serve as a contribution to the broader assessment of significant climatic 
factors that we believe are very closely tied into the preservation potential in the region. These external climate 
driven pressures related to soil temperature and moisture content are not the sole determining factors but work 
in conjunction with a broad range of influences that include terrain type, soil quality, relative degree of annual 
solar exposure, overlying vegetation and other animal and human derived interferences.

Regardless of whether our study sites were well-preserved in 1983, the findings highlight that the current 
climatic conditions in Kujataa and South Greenland are not conducive to organic preservation. The model simu-
lations suggest that the greatest risk of degradation lies within the relatively dry continental inland areas of the 
study region, where all Norse Viking Age settlements are situated. Consequently, the prospect of discovering well-
preserved organic remains from the Norse appears to be diminishing, if not already lost. Furthermore, even at 
the "cold" and "wet" outer coast, the combined effects of rising summer temperatures and declining soil moisture 
levels may already be exerting a noticeable impact. As a result, if precipitation rates remain low in the coming 
years, archaeological deposits at coastal Inuit sites like Kangermiutsiat could also rapidly lose their scientific value.

In terms of temperature and precipitation, our study sites encompass most of the ice-free land below 100 m 
elevation (Fig. 5 and Supplementary Fig. S6), where 85% of the registered archaeological sites in the region are 
located (Supplementary Fig. S7). Based on this observation, we anticipate that the majority of archaeological 
sites in the region are exposed to climatic conditions that are comparable to those we have described. However, 
it is important to note that our model does not incorporate local factors such as topography (slope and aspect), 
which can significantly influence soil moisture content and the amount of incoming solar radiation32. Addition-
ally, we have not included sites located at high altitudes or near glaciers or the inland ice. Consequently, there 
may be areas within Kujataa and South Greenland in general where the degradation of organic archaeological 
materials is expected to be less pronounced.

We employed the most up-to-date version of the EC-Earth3 and HIRHAM5 models and found that air 
temperatures within our study area under the SSP5-8.5 scenario could rise by more than 4 °C by the end of the 
twenty-first century (Supplementary Figs. S8 and S9). Additionally, precipitation rates are projected to increase 
by approximately 10–20% from 2017 to 2100. However, the timing and annual distribution of precipitation may 
also alter, resulting in longer dry spells during the summer and more intense rainfall events. Simultaneously, 
evapotranspiration and runoff are expected to rise, causing the amount of water that infiltrates into the ground to 
remain the same as today. As a result, the prospects for an improvement in preservation conditions appear bleak.

The CMIP6 ensemble consists of a large number of combinations of global and regional climate models. 
For Greenland, these models differ in the strength of the Atlantic meridional overturning circulation (AMOC), 
the near-surface part of which is commonly known as the Gulf Stream. The AMOC variability for present-day 
climate is well within the observational uncertainties, while future changes are found to be halfway between 
models with virtually no change and models that show a substantial decrease of the AMOC over the course of 
the twenty-first century21. So, depending on the model, preservation conditions could worsen slower, but also 
considerably faster than in the case of the model combination considered here.

Conclusion
The designation of Kujataa as a World Heritage Site in 2018 is a significant recognition of South Greenland’s 
unique and diverse geographic and cultural assets. However, it also presents a formidable challenge to conserva-
tion in a region undergoing rapid climate change. Over the past 40 years, the area has experienced a substantial 
warming trend, that when coupled with less precipitation, creates a dangerous combination with the potential 
to accelerate the degradation of organic materials, even at sites on the relatively "cold" and "wet" outer coast. 
Currently, there are 583 archaeological sites registered within Kujataa. Our findings underscore the possibility 
that the organic deposits at many of these sites may already be degraded and that we are facing a future where 
this problem will only intensify.
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Within archaeology and cultural heritage management, the primary aim is to leave as much archaeological 
material as possible undisturbed in the ground, also known as in situ preservation33. One of the main justifica-
tions for in situ preservation of archaeology is to preserve cultural heritage for future generations of archaeolo-
gists who, with their improved methodologies and expanded knowledge, can extract greater value from the mate-
rial. However, this approach becomes irrelevant if the cultural heritage is allowed to deteriorate to the point where 
the remains cease to exist. As exemplified in this study, it is challenging to detect ongoing microbial degradation 
of buried deposits, and as a result, we may lose valuable cultural assets without even realizing it. The sad reality 
is that in South Greenland, we will eventually have to come to terms with the irreversible loss of archaeological 
materials within our lifetime. However, in many other parts of Greenland and the Arctic, where the climate is 
still cold and wet, there is time to address the issue. But the longer we delay, these challenges will become more 
difficult to manage. Robust efforts for strategic salvage archaeology combined with a comprehensive inventory 
and conservation of the backlog of archaeological materials currently residing in labs and museums outside of 
Greenland could be one approach for compensating for this inevitable loss. Excavations in remote regions are, 
however, expensive and time consuming and thus we also need to consider alternate methods for obtaining 
and storing data. This necessitates exploring alternative methods for data acquisition and storage. Fortunately, 
studies have shown that DNA extracted from soil cores34 and small bone fragments14 can offer valuable insights 
into past cultures and their livelihoods. Therefore, soil samples and cores, even from degrading sites, can be a 
valuable resource for future studies, holding the key to unlocking a wealth of information about Greenland’s 
past inhabitants.

Finally, we would stress that this process of change taking place above and below the ground is part of a larger 
narrative of dramatic shifting human relationships with the environment in the Anthropocene. The changes 
we are experiencing at this moment in time are important and can help inform and raise awareness around 
the consequences of the loss of heritage and what it will mean to future generations. While we may not be able 
to stop this process, through small interventions and policies of curated decay35 we can educate and empower 
local communities in their efforts to preserve and retain knowledge of the past, while speaking to the realities 
of an uncertain future.

Methods
Characteristics of the archaeological deposits
Soil pits were made at the study sites to investigate the state of preservation and to obtain soil samples for meas-
uring the physical and chemical properties, as well as the degradability of the archaeological deposits. Measure-
ments of porosity and loss on ignition were conducted on a total of 11 volume specific soil samples (100 cm3) 
taken in 0.05, 0.25 and 0.50 m depth at each of the four sites. The degradation potential of the archaeological 
deposits was investigated using the oxygen consumption method36. Measurements were made on triplicates from 
the 11 depth-specific samples from the four sites at 5 °C. The collected soil bulk samples were homogenized 
manually (stones, larger bones, and wooden fragments were first removed) and triplicates were extracted and 
used for measurements of O2 consumption. The triplicates were placed in vials, which were sealed using a disc of 
transparent plastic commercial oxygen barrier film (EscalTM), a silicone gasket and a screw cap with an aperture. 
Oxygen sensor foil (SF-PSt5-1223-01, PreSens) was glued to the inside of the oxygen barrier film, and the OxoD-
ish® readers were placed on top of the vials. The decrease of headspace O2 concentrations with time was measured 
for each sample using SDR SensorDish® readers (PreSens Precision Sensing GmbH, Regensburg, Germany).

Investigating environmental and present meteorological conditions
To investigate environmental conditions, automated monitoring stations were installed in August 2021 at each 
study site. Measurements were carried until July 2023. An overview of those environmental parameters moni-
tored, and the equipment used is given in Supplementary Table S5. Furthermore, we used data from two official 
weather stations in Qaqortoq and Narsarsuaq20 to analyze variations in air temperatures and precipitation from 
1980 to 2023 and as input in our numerical model.

Modelling of site‑specific conditions
In Hollesen et al.6, a new model set-up was developed in the one-dimensional numerical heat and water flow 
model, the CoupModel24, and used to simulate the effect of future climate change on the degradation of OC in 
similar types of archaeological deposits as studied here. We used the model configuration from this study with 
some modifications implemented to tailor the model to the specific conditions of the new study sites.

The model employed a 5.0-m-deep profile divided into 64 layers. The upper 0.5 m (11 layers) were considered 
to represent organic soil. The soil below 0.5 m was assumed to resemble the entisol/cryosols typically found in 
this region of Greenland. Surface temperature was calculated using an equation proposed by Brunt24 based on 
the air temperature. When the ground was snow-covered, surface temperature was adjusted using a weighting 
factor that took into account the thermal conductivities of the upper soil layer and snow density, along with the 
thickness of each layer. The model assumed that precipitation consisted solely of snow when air temperatures 
were below 0.5 °C. Water uptake by plants and soil evaporation were treated as a single flow from the uppermost 
soil layers. The distribution of water uptake among soil layers was determined using measured depth-specific 
root distribution, default values for potential transpiration rates (4 mm/day), and a growing season of 120 days. 
Water retention capacities and hydraulic conductivities were estimated from the measured porosity and organic 
content using the Mualem and Brooks & Corey equation24. The heat capacity (hc) and thermal conductivity (kh) 
were calculated as functions of soil solids and soil moisture. For unfrozen conditions, values were calibrated 
for each layer based on measured values from similar types of archaeological deposits6. For frozen conditions, 
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default values for organic soils were employed. For layers beneath the archaeological deposits, values of hc and 
kh were based on default values for mineral soils.

Mean daily air temperatures, relative humidity, and precipitation rates were employed as meteorological input 
to the model. From January 1, 1980, to August 31, 2021, we utilized data from the nearest of the two official 
weather stations in Qaqortoq and Narsarsuaq. From September 1, 2021, to July 31, 2023, site-specific data col-
lected via our monitoring stations were employed. The simulations commenced on January 1, 1980. However, 
to preclude any initial instability from affecting soil temperatures and soil moisture contents, the initial three 
years of simulations were regarded as a "warm-up" period and were not used. The model configuration was then 
employed to simulate the environmental conditions at the sites from 1983 to 2022 to identify changes in the 
thermal and hydrological conditions within the archaeological layers.

We also used a carbon degradation module in the CoupModel to investigate potential consequences of 
recent climatic changes on the degradation of OC. The module is described in detail in Hollesen et al.6 but the 
overall concept is: The total pool of OC is divided into three subpools; a fast (5%), a slow (50%) and a passive 
pool (45%). The turnover times for each of the pools (under drained conditions at 5 °C) corresponded to 1, 50 
and > 4000 years respectively. The archaeological fraction of OC is considered to be in the slow pool. The absolute 
loss of carbon is calculated for each soil layer and adjusted to the simulated depth-specific temperatures and soil 
moisture assuming that the degradation rate is limited by high and very low water contents.

Climate projections
To obtain a regional overview of recent and expected future variation in temperature and precipitation in the area 
we used the HIRHAM5 driven with the EC-Earth3 model21. The model was run for two periods: 1971–2014 and 
2015–2100, representing present‐day and future conditions following the SSP5-8.5 scenarios. SSP5-8.5 is a high 
emissions scenario with a global warming of 4.4 °C23. We used the data to calculate yearly and summer means/
sums of air temperature and precipitation for the periods 2001–2020 and 2081–2100 in order investigate the 
recent and expected future spatial variation of these two parameters. HIRHAM5 data has a resolution of appr. 
5.5 × 5.5 km2. However, we interpolated the data to 1 × 1 km2 resolution using ArcGIS Spline tool with tension 
setting of 5 (weight) and 8 (points).

The raster cells from the HIRHAM5 interpolated dataset of temperature and precipitation was analyzed to 
determine number of cells represented by the study site cells. Here we only focused on land areas that are below 
100 m.a.s.l which were selected according to the Digital Height Model of Greenland37. A polygon was established 
delineating all land between 0 and 100 m.a.s.l. in the area. Then an overlay analysis was conducted, selecting all 
interpolated HIRHAM5 cells with > 50% of cell area within the polygon. HIRHAM5 cell values were sampled 
for the four study sites. For both air temperature and precipitation, the lowest and highest values sampled were 
set to define the lower and upper boundaries for a range search where the number of interpolated HIRHAM5 
cells with values within the range were counted.

To assess the representativeness of our study sites to sites in relation to the total number of archaeological 
sites in the study area, we used spatial data from the Greenland national database of cultural heritage monuments 
and properties ‘Nunniffit’. The study sites were set to represent other sites located below 100 m.a.s.l. With the 
polygon of land below 100 m.a.s.l. an overlay analysis was conducted to classify sites located below 100 m.a.s.l. 
The number of sites located below 100 m.a.s.l. was then compared to the total number of sites in the area.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current study are available from the corresponding 
author on reasonable request.

Received: 28 February 2024; Accepted: 23 April 2024

References
	 1.	 Sesana, E., Gagnon, A. S., Ciantelli, C., Cassar, J. & Hughes, J. J. Climate change impacts on cultural heritage: A literature review. 

WIREs Clim. Chang. 1, e710 (2021).
	 2.	 Hollesen, J. Climate change and the loss of archaeological sites and landscapes: A global perspective. Antiquity 96, 1382–1395 

(2022).
	 3.	 Hollesen, J. et al. Climate change and the deteriorating archaeological and environmental archives of the Arctic. Antiquity 92, 

573–586 (2018).
	 4.	 Nicu, I. C. & Fatorić, S. Climate change impacts on immovable cultural heritage in polar regions: A systematic bibliometric review. 

WIREs Clim. Chang. 14, e822 (2023).
	 5.	 Hollesen, J., Matthiesen, H., Møller, A. B., Westergaard-Nielsen, A. & Elberling, B. Climate change and the loss of organic 

archaeological deposits in the Arctic. Sci. Rep. 6, 28690 (2016).
	 6.	 Hollesen, J. et al. Predicting the loss of organic archaeological deposits at a regional scale in Greenland. Sci. Rep. 9, 9097 (2019).
	 7.	 Matthiesen, H., Jensen, J. B., Gregory, D., Hollesen, J. & Elberling, B. Degradation of archaeological wood under freezing and 

thawing conditions: Effects of permafrost and climate change. Archaeometry 56(3), 479–495 (2013).
	 8.	 Pedersen, N. B. et al. Fungal attack on archaeological wooden artefacts in the Arctic: Implications in a changing climate. Sci. Rep. 

10, 14577 (2020).
	 9.	 Matthiesen, H., Høier Eriksen, A. M., Hollesen, J. & Collins, M. Bone degradation at five Arctic archaeological sites: Quantifying 

the importance of burial environment and bone characteristics. J. Archaeol. Sci. 125, 105296 (2021).
	10.	 Seersholm, F. V. et al. DNA evidence of bowhead whale exploitation by Greenlandic Paleo-Inuit 4000 years ago. Nat. Commun. 7, 

13389 (2016).
	11.	 Berglund, J. The farm beneath the sand. In Vikings: The North Atlantic Saga (eds Fitzhugh, W. W. & Ward, E. I.) 295–303 

(Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000).
	12.	 Rasmussen, M. et al. Ancient human genome sequence of an extinct Palaeo-Eskimo. Nature 463, 757–762 (2010).



11

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:9732  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-60397-9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	13.	 Grønnow, B. Qeqertasussuk: The archaeology of a frozen saqqaq site in Disko Bugt, West Greenland. In Threads of Arctic Prehistory: 
Papers in Honour of William Taylor Vol. 149 (ed. Morrison David, P.J.-L.) 197–238 (Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1994).

	14.	 Seersholm, F. V. et al. Ancient DNA provides insights into 4000 years of resource economy across Greenland. Nat. Hum. Behav. 6, 
1723–1730 (2022).

	15.	 Hollesen, J., Matthiesen, H., Moller, A. B. & Elberling, B. Permafrost thawing in organic Arctic soils accelerated by ground heat 
production. Nat. Clim. Change 5, 574–578 (2015).

	16.	 Fenger-Nielsen, R. et al. Arctic archaeological sites threatened by climate change: A regional multi-threat assessment of sites in 
south-west Greenland. Archaeometry 62, 1280–1297 (2020).

	17.	 Boethius, A. et al. Quantifying archaeo-organic degradation: A multiproxy approach to understand the accelerated deterioration 
of the ancient organic cultural heritage at the Swedish Mesolithic site Ageröd. PLOS ONE 15, e0239588 (2020).

	18.	 Matthiesen, H. Detecting and quantifying ongoing decay of organic archaeological remains: A discussion of different approaches. 
Q. Int. 368, 43–50 (2015).

	19.	 Vésteinsson, O. Kujataa: A Subarctic Farming Landscape in Greenland. A Nomination to UNESCO’s World Heritage List, 265 (2016).
	20.	 Jensen, C. D. Weather Observations from Greenland 1958–2023: Observational Data with Description (Danish Meteorological 

Institute, 2023).
	21.	 Döscher, R. et al. The EC-Earth3 Earth system model for the coupled model intercomparison project 6. Geosci. Model Dev. 15, 

2973–3020 (2022).
	22.	 Eyring, V. et al. Overview of the coupled model intercomparison project phase 6 (CMIP6) experimental design and organization. 

Geosci. Model Dev. 9, 1937–1958 (2016).
	23.	 IPCC. Summary for Policymakers. in Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis: Working Group I Contribution to the Sixth 

Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 3–32 (Cambridge University Press, 2023).
	24.	 Jansson, P. E. & Karlberg, L. Coupled Heat and Mass Transfer Model for Soil-Plant-Atmosphere Systems. Report No. 3087, 

(RoyalInstitute of Technology, Dept of civil and Environmental Engineering Stockholm, 2004).
	25.	 Hollesen, J., Matthiesen, H. & Elberling, B. The impact of climate change on an archaeological site in the arctic. Archaeometry 

59(6), 1175–1189 (2017).
	26.	 Hollesen, J. & Matthiesen, H. The influence of soil moisture, temperature and oxygen on the oxic decay of organic archaeological 

deposits. Archaeometry 57, 362–377 (2015).
	27.	 NOAA National Centers for Environmental Information. Monthly Global Climate Report for Annual 2022, published online 

January 2023. (2023). https://​www.​ncei.​noaa.​gov/​access/​monit​oring/​month​ly-​report/​global/​202213. Accessed 28 Feb 2024.
	28.	 Matthiesen, H., Hollesen, J., Dunlop, R., Seither, A. & de Beer, J. In situ measurements of oxygen dynamics in unsaturated 

archaeological deposits. Archaeometry 57, 1078–1094 (2015).
	29.	 Elberling, B. Seasonal trends of Soil CO2 dynamics in a soil subject to freezing. J. Hydrol. 276, 159–175 (2003).
	30.	 Milner, N. et al. From riches to rags: Organic deterioration at Star Carr. J. Archaeol. Sci. 38, 2818–2832 (2011).
	31.	 Kendall, C., Eriksen, A. M. H., Kontopoulos, I., Collins, M. J. & Turner-Walker, G. Diagenesis of archaeological bone and tooth. 

Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol. 491, 21–37 (2018).
	32.	 Aguilar, C., Herrero, J. & Polo, M. J. Topographic effects on solar radiation distribution in mountainous watersheds and their 

influence on reference evapotranspiration estimates at watershed scale. Hydrol. Earth Syst. Sci. 14, 2479–2494 (2010).
	33.	 Council_of_Europe. European Convention on the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage (Revised) (European Treaty Series 143). 

(1992).
	34.	 Hebsgaard, M. B. et al. The farm beneath the sand: An archaeological case study on ancient ‘dirt’ DNA. Antiquity 83, 430–444 

(2009).
	35.	 DeSilvey, C. Curated Decay. (University of Minnesota Press, 2017).
	36.	 Matthiesen, H. A novel method to determine oxidation rates of heritage materials in vitro and in situ. Stud. Conserv. 52, 271–280 

(2007).
	37.	 Styrelsen for Dataforsyning og Infrastruktur. Digital Height Model Greenland. https://​dataf​orsyn​ingen.​dk/​data/​4780.

Acknowledgements
We gratefully acknowledge the financial support from Carlsberg Foundation (grant number CF18-1106). Fur-
thermore, we would like to thank the Activating Arctic Heritage Project (AAH) and all project members.

Author contributions
J.H. and H.H. initiated the collaboration project and defined the sampling design; J.H., M.S.J. and H.H. collected 
data and performed fieldwork activities; M.S. was responsible for model climate data; J.H. and M.S.J. carried out 
the data processing and analyses; J.H. wrote the paper with input from all co-authors. All authors have read and 
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1038/​s41598-​024-​60397-9.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to J.H.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/access/monitoring/monthly-report/global/202213
https://dataforsyningen.dk/data/4780
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-60397-9
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-60397-9
www.nature.com/reprints


12

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:9732  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-60397-9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2024

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Assessing the consequences of recent climate change on World Heritage sites in South Greenland
	Study region and study sites
	Results
	Characteristics of the archaeological deposits
	Environmental conditions at the study sites
	Climatic changes from 1980 to 2023
	Representativeness of study sites
	Future climate projections
	Modelling current conditions within the archaeological deposits
	Modelling recent changes

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Methods
	Characteristics of the archaeological deposits
	Investigating environmental and present meteorological conditions
	Modelling of site-specific conditions
	Climate projections

	References
	Acknowledgements


