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Abstract

Important natural resources in the Arctic rely heavily on sea ice, making it important to
forecast Arctic sea ice changes. Arctic sea ice forecasting often involves two connected tasks: sea
ice concentration at each pixel and overall sea ice extent. Instead of having two separate models
for two forecasting tasks, in this report, we study how to use multi-task learning techniques
and leverage the connections between ice concentration and ice extent to improve accuracy for
both prediction tasks. Because of the spatiotemporal nature of the data, we designed two novel
multi-task learning models based on CNNs and ConvLSTMs, respectively. We also developed a
custom loss function which trains the models to ignore land pixels when making predictions. Our
experiments show our models can have better accuracies than separate models that predict sea
ice extent and concentration separately, and that our accuracies are better than or comparable
with results in the state-of-the-art studies.
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1 Background

Arctic sea ice is essential to oceanic currents, atmospheric processes, and polar ecosystems.
Historically, Arctic sea ice has exhibited annual fluctuations, reaching minimum concentrations in
September and maximum concentrations in March. Despite this precendent of seasonal fluctuation,
over the past few decades there has been a much larger decline in sea ice during months with
minimum sea ice concentration (SIC). The September Arctic sea ice has disappeared by almost 50%
in the past 40 years. Since 1981, observations show SIC declining at a rate of 13.1% per decade.
In 1980 the September SIC was 7.67 million square kilometers, while the most recent record low to
date was in 2012 at 3.57 million square kilometers [28]. These declines in sea ice intensified starting
in September of 2002. With new summer lows followed by insufficient winter recovery, sea ice has
only declined faster especially as global warming increases causes yearly temperature extremes in
the atmosphere and ocean. On current trends, there are possibilities of an ice-free September for
the Arctic Ocean as early as mid-21st century [4, 27].

Declining sea ice extent will have extreme consequences for various stakeholders. On the regional
scale, estuaries and wildlife in the Arctic will suffer due to a lack of sea ice. Wildlife such as polar
bears, arctic foxes, walruses, and many other species rely heavily on ice for their livelihoods. This
direct effect on Arctic estuaries and wildlife creates a chain of events that eventually affects humans
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as well, specifically when it comes to food supply [29]. Another impact of melting sea ice is the
opening of more direct shipping routes between Asia, Europe, and North America. However, these
time saving routes also pose many other dangers. Ocean that has now become open by the loss of
sea ice is unexplored, meaning it could be dangerous for crews to sail across these routes. Along
with these routes being dangerous for humans to cross, they could also be homes of ecosystems that
have been protected by large amounts of sea ice. Uncovering large areas of the ocean that have
been protected by ice for hundreds of years poses great danger to these once-protected ecosystems.

On a global scale, the decline in sea ice will also affect the atmosphere and climate as a whole.
The Arctic is known as the world’s refrigerator, helping to cool our atmosphere and prevent rapid
warming [29]. Sea ice contributes to this phenomenon due to its high albedo. Albedo is the amount
of radiation from a light source that is reflected by an object’s surface. Objects with lighter
colored surfaces and high latent heat values (requires more energy to heat) have higher albedos.
Sea ice, being a high-albedo surface, naturally reflects solar radiation from the sun back into the
atmosphere [19,32]. This aspect of sea ice is essential to the Arctic and our climate. However, as sea
ice has declined, there is less ice to reflect solar radiation back into the atmosphere, causing warmer
Arctic temperatures and altering global climatic patterns, specifically by creating heat waves.

While the Arctic may experience heatwaves, other parts of the world will in turn experience the
polar vortex. The polar vortex contains cold air in the northern hemisphere by a jet stream with
extremely strong winds [37]. As the polar vortex weakens, this cold air can move south and affect
other areas of the world with extreme cold temperatures. These cold temperatures pose threats to
various human activities, especially agriculture.

The consequences of melting Arctic sea ice are extremely detrimental not only to the Arctic but
also the rest of the world. When such extreme changes occur in an important part of our world’s
climate, many different snowball effects occur. Because of these dangers, it is extremely pertinent
to study the changes in SIC to learn more about what is causing them and what the future holds
for the climate.

2 Related Works

2.1 Sea Ice Prediction Methods

Accurate predictions of Arctic sea ice extent and concentration have proven difficult, and the
acceleration of climate change has further exacerbated this challenge [34]. Numerical, statistical,
and machine learning methods have been used to make sea ice predictions, but there is still room
for more accurate methods to be explored. Regression techniques have provided adequate sea ice
predictions results for up to 7 month lead times, using sea ice data [20] or additional predictors [15].
Wang et al. used vector autoregression, involving a multivariate time series model, to predict
daily summertime sea ice at an intraseasonal timescale of 20-60 days. Reasonable accuracies were
achieved in this study using past sea ice as the sole predictor [36]. All of these methods have
been able to capture general trends in Arctic sea ice, but a more efficient and accurate method for
predicting is necessary for applicability.

Deep learning techniques have become useful in climate modeling, especially for incorporating
complex data sources. According to recent studies, deep learning models are better suited than
statistical or numerical methods to capture the complex interactions between environmental pre-
dictors which impact ice concentrations [31], [24], [3], [22]. However, deep learning techniques still
have room for improvement when it comes to accurately modeling both sea ice concentrations and
sea ice extent.
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2.2 Multi-task Learning Models

Similar to this study, other studies have predicted sea ice using models similar to CNN and
ConvLSTM. Chi et al. (2017) used two deep learning models, a multilayer perceptron and a
long-short term memory model, to predict monthly 2015 Arctic sea ice concentrations [7]. Sea
ice concentration for the preceding 12 months was the only input variable used for their models,
but this study achieved an RMSE of 8.89% using LSTM for 2015 sea ice concentrations at 25km
x 25km resolution. Kim et al. (2020) trained a convolutional neural network (CNN) as well as
random forests to make one month-ahead monthly ice predictions. Monthly meteorological and
past ice values were used as predictors. The CNN had the best performance, with an overall RMSE
of 5.76% for predictions of Arctic sea ice from 2000-2017 [23]. Liu et al. (2021) compared the
performance of CNN and ConvLSTM models in predicting Arctic sea ice concentrations at the
daily scale for 2018. The spatial domain was divided into 20 sub-grids, and the two previous days
were used to predict the next day’s ice concentrations. The CNN had an average RMSE of 8.058%,
and the ConvLSTM had an improved 6.942% RMSE for 2018 sea ice [25]. These studies highlight
the promise of deep learning models for producing accurate ice predictions at a high spatiotemporal
resolution.

This study builds upon the importance of using deep learning techniques in Arctic sea ice
prediction by creating a more complex architecture while implementing multi-task models and a
custom loss function to improve accuracy. With these unique approaches, this study’s models are
able to produce more accurate predictions with comparable or lower sea ice extent and concentration
RMSE values than previous studies.

3 Data

This study uses sea ice, atmospheric, and meteorological data from 1979 through 2020 covering
the Arctic Ocean and adjacent land areas.

Sea ice concentration data was provided by the National Snow and Ice Data Center and ob-
tained from the Nimbus-7 SSMR and DMSP SSM/I-SSMIS passive microwave data version 1
(http://nsidc.org/data/NSIDC-0051) [6]. This dataset is generated daily in the polar stereographic
projection using a grid box of 25 km x 25 km dating from October 1978 to present time. The dataset
of sea ice concentration produces an uncertainty of about +-5% in the Arctic winter when sea ice
tends to reach its peak in concentration levels. During summer months, this uncertainty increases
to about +-15% as there are more melt ponds present which can skew data collection [6]. This
concentration data was considered to be the ground truth during modeling.

Due to the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF)’s reliability and
consistency in independent observations over other global reanalysis products, atmospheric and me-
teorological variables were obtained from ECMWF’s ERA-5 global reanalysis product (https://cds.
climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp!/home) [5, 9]. ERA-5 was produced using 4D-Var data assimila-
tion in CY41R2 of ECMWF’s Integrated Forecast System (IFS). With these systems, 137 hybrid
sigma/pressure (model) levels in the vertical were used with top level at 0.01 hPa [5]. In this study
salinity was excluded as it was not observed in the year 2019. Information on these atmospheric
variables along with sea ice concentration are listed in Table 3.1.

The inclusion of each atmospheric and meteorological variable was based on their physical
impact on sea ice trends. Air temperature is the main driver of changes in sea ice, and record
low sea ice extents during recent melting seasons have been associated with warmer atmospheric
temperatures [30]. The inclusion of sea surface temperature and 2 meter air temperature in the
dataset provide comprehensive information regarding oceanic and atmospheric heat relevant for
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Feature Source Units Range

Sea Ice Concentration NSIDC % per pixel 0-100
Surface Pressure ERA5 Pa 40000-110000
10m Wind Speed ERA5 m/s 0-40

Near-Surface Humidity ERA5 kg/kg 0-0.1
2m Air Temperature ERA5 K 200-350
Shortwave Radiation ERA5 W/m2 0-1500
Longwave Radiation ERA5 W/m2 0-300

Rain Rate ERA5 mm/day 0-800
Snow Rate ERA5 mm/day 0-200

Sea Surface Temperature ERA5 K 200-350

Table 3.1: Input Features for CNN and ConvLSTM models. All features are monthly-averaged and one-month lagged.

sea ice. Studies have also shown that Arctic circulation and wind patterns have seasonally varying
relationships with sea ice [10, 17]. For example, poleward winds specifically play a key role in
transporting heat to the Arctic, which contributes to ice melt [2,21,35]. Precipitation trends are also
connected to sea ice patterns. In recent years, earlier rainfalls during spring have triggered earlier
snowmelt and, via feedback loops, earlier Arctic ice melt [11, 26]. The complexity of atmospheric,
oceanic, and sea ice interactions is illustrated in [16, 18], which highlights the pathway by which
regional differences in atmospheric pressure facilitate increased Arctic humidity, which in turn
enables higher levels of longwave radiation to reach the sea surface, leading to earlier melting of
sea ice. Thus, each predictor impacts Arctic sea ice through complex physical interactions in the
ocean and atmosphere.

3.1 Data Exploration

To begin our background research, we created climatologies and anomalies to visualize and
analyze the dataset. We calculated the average sea ice extent for each month from 1979 through
2018, shown in Fig. 3.1. With this data, we were then able to calculate anomalies in specific years
to identify years where sea ice extent was substantially lower than the average of all of the years of
data used. In performing anomaly calculations of sea ice, we were able to see that 2012 had record
low sea ice extent values (Fig. 3.2). Although the anomalies only reach a 6% difference from the
monthly averages, it must be noted that the monthly averages were calculated over a 40 year time
period where sea ice extent has changed dramatically. Knowing this, we can better identify the
extremes that such anomaly values indicate.

With this information, we were able to further analyze which variables could have the largest
impact on sea ice extent. One variable that seems to correlate the most with low sea ice extent
is T2m values (Fig. 3.3). Along with related research that shows the affects of temperature on
SIE [30], Figure 3.3 shows much higher temperatures 2 meters above sea surface level occurring
in summer months, which can be correlated to the decline in SIE in September. This correlation,
however, is not as evident in other variables such as sea surface temperature (SST). Although SST
does correlate with the changes in our climate and can affect sea ice extent, it does not have as
strong of an impact as other factors such as T2m.

Time series analysis was conducted to provide baseline models for comparison with our deep
learning results. By using Seasonal Autoregressive Integrated Moving Average (SARIMA), we were
able to build a forecasting model based on time series seasonality of sea ice concentration. Our
model predicted future average sea ice concentration, but the results were not promising. Not only
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Figure 3.1: Monthly averaged sea ice extent values from 1979-2018 were averaged together grouping by month to create a 40 year climatology representing
sea ice extent percentage values. These values were further used in calculating sea ice extent anomalies.

Figure 3.2: Plot of anomalies created by averaging monthly values of sea ice concentration from 1979-2018 and subtracting those values from the average
monthly sea ice extent values for 2012 resulting in 12 total anomaly values measured by percentage of sea ice concentration.

did the model produce negative values, but it also strongly underestimated the Arctics freezing
seasons.

Along with using SARIMA, we forecasted sea ice extent using a Vector Autoregression (VAR)
model. This statistical model captures the fluctuations and changes in data over time. VAR
proved to be fairly accurate in comparison to SARIMA. Results showed a basic understanding of
the changes in sea ice extent averages through seasons but seemed to struggle when calculating
maximums and minimums in the time series (Fig. 3.4).

The purpose of doing this analysis prior to implementing deep learning techniques was to get an
understanding of the data we were working with. By plotting changes in the data and running the
data through time series analysis, we were able to understand seasonal changes in the data and gain
knowledge that would be useful in further analyzing results produced in the deep learning models.
Knowing seasonality changes along with the basic structure of the data proved to be essential in
troubleshooting our later deep learning work.
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Figure 3.3: Plot of anomalies created by averaging monthly values of T2m from 1979-2018 and subtracting those values from the average monthly T2m values
for 2012 resulting in 12 total anomaly values.

After completing the time series analysis we were able to implement deep learning techniques
in our data, building neural networks in order to predict future sea ice extent.

3.2 Data Preprocessing

All variables were averaged from a daily resolution to the monthly scale. Prior to model-specific
pre-processing, the dataset had 504 images, each with 448 by 304 grid cells and 10 channels,
corresponding to the 10 input features details in Table 3.1.

3.3 Convolutional Neural Network Data Prepreocessing

CNN models were trained on the first 407 months of the data (January 1979 - November
2012) and validated on the last 96 months (January 2013 - November 2020), with a one-month
lead time. Each image in the dataset was considered to be an individual training example and
was used to predict per-pixel sea ice concentrations for the next month. For example, the image
corresponding to January 1979 was used to predict ice concentrations for February 1979. Thus,
the training dataset learned per-pixel sea ice concentrations for February 1979 - December 2012,
and the validation dataset predicted per-pixel sea ice concentrations for February 2013 - December
2020.

3.4 Convolutional LSTM Data Preprocessing

In order to fully capture the spatio-temporal nature of our data using a Convolutional LSTM,
heavy data preprocessing was necessary. The model was trained on the first 408 months of the
data and validated on the last 95 months of the data. In Keras, ConvLSTM2D layers require 5
dimensional inputs of shape (samples, timesteps, rows, columns, features). To reshape the data,
a stateless rolling window was applied to the training and testing data, creating 396 samples of
12 months each. Sample one contained months 1-12, sample two contained months 2-13, and the
last sample contained months 395-407. The final shape of the training input data was 396 samples
with 12 months of 448×304 pixel images, each containing 11 feature measurements at each pixel.
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Figure 3.4: VAR model forecast vs actual values for variables; ice extent, shortwave radiation, longwave radiation, rain, surface pressure, humidity, sea
surface temperature, temperature, wind, and snow.

Similarly, the final shape of the test input data was 84 samples with 12 months of 448×304 pixel
images each, all containing 11 feature measurements at each pixel.

The validation data consisted of 396 images in the training set and 84 images in the test set.
Each image contained the average sea ice concentration for the corresponding month in each pixel.
The first sample of input data, consisting of the first 12 months of images, was used to predict the
sea ice concentrations in the 13th month in the output data; the second sample was used to predict
the SIC in the 14th month.

Including a rolling window with 12-month timesteps allowed the ConvLSTM to learn yearly
variations and relationships in SIC, resulting in more accurate predictions.
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4 Methods

4.1 Masked Loss Function

Neural networks use loss functions to measure the error in their predictions after each epoch.
Once the error has been measured, the model optimizes the loss function using a process called
back-propagation.

To help the model learn on ocean and ice pixels while ignoring land pixels, a custom loss function
was implemented in the networks’ architectures. A land mask was applied to each output of the
network before loss was evaluated. In the mask, land pixels were given a value of 0 and non-land
pixels were given a value of 1. Each predicted output and the mask were multiplied elementwise,
resulting in land pixels being ignored when calculating the loss.

After applying the mask, the root mean squared error of the model’s predicted and actual values
was calculated. By applying land masks, the model learned to ignore land pixels in its calculations,
allowing it to more accurately optimize sea ice concentrations for non-land pixels.

4.2 Convolutional Neural Network

CNNs are a type of deep learning model particularly suited for working with images, speech,
and audio signals. Thus, we chose to implement it to process our per-pixel data, which is in the
form of image data. CNNs are able to process multidimensional data. In our case, the input is a
three-dimensional array, i.e., height×width× channel (448, 304, 11). CNNs consist of three types
of layers: convolutional layers, pooling layers, and fully connected layers [12]. We will explain each
layer type below in detail.

Convolutional layers are where the majority of computation is done. In this layer a small matrix
of fixed weights, aka a kernel, is passed over an image to create a feature map of the image using
the following equation:

g(x, y) = ω · f(x, y) =
a∑

dx=−a

b∑
dy=−b

ω(dx, dy)f(x+ dx, y + dy) (4.1)

Where g(x, y) is the feature map, w(dx, dy) is the kernel, and f(x, y) is the original image. First
the kernel is applied to an area of the image, where the dot product of the input pixels and the
filter are fed into an output array. Afterwards, the filter shifts by a stride, repeating the process
until the kernel has swept across the entire image and created a feature map [33]. This allows the
model to recognize patterns such as edges or curves which recur through the image.

Pooling layers are used for reducing the amount of parameters in the input. Similar to convo-
lutional layers, pooling layers sweep a small matrix across the image; however this matrix does not
contain weights, it instead applies an aggregation function to the values within the receptive field.
The two types of pooling layers are max pooling and average pooling. Max pooling simply chooses
the pixel in the receptive field with the maximum value and sends it to the output array. Average
pooling calculates the average value within the receptive field as it moves across the image to send
to the output array.

Fully connected layers connect output layers to nodes of the previous layer. The input image is
not directly connected to the output.

The purpose of this CNN is to predict spatial average sea ice concentration per month using
variable measures across all longitudes and latitudes as input. With the input of different vari-
ables and historic sea ice data, the model will produce predictions for monthly averaged sea ice
concentrations in the Arctic.
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Figure 4.1: CNN model architecture.

4.3 Convolutional Long Short Term Memory Network

ConvLSTM architecture combines the spatial recognition capabilities of convolutional neural
networks and the temporal modeling capabilities of long short-term memory models (LSTM) to
produce an output which takes spatial and temporal patterns into account. LSTMs use matrix
multiplication on each gate in an LSTM cell; ConvLSTMs replace this matrix multiplication with
convolutions, allowing the model to capture underlying spatial features in multi-dimensional data
[13].

By combining convolutions and LSTM gates, a ConvLSTM is able to capture both spatial and
temporal patterns in our data. Values for each of the ConvLSTM gates are calculated using the
following equations:

ct = ft ◦ Ct−1 + it ◦ tanh(Wxc ∗ xt +Whc ∗ ht−1 + bc) (4.2)

it = σ(Wxi ∗ xt +Whi ∗ ht−1 +Wci ◦ ct−1 + bi) (4.3)

ft = σ(Wxf ∗Xt +Whf ∗ ht−1 +Wcf ◦ ct−1 + bf ), (4.4)

ot = σ(Wxo ∗ xt +Who ∗ ht−1 +Wco ◦ ct + bo) (4.5)

ht = ot ◦ tanh(ct) (4.6)

where ∗ represents a convolution and ◦ represents a Hadamard transformation.
The structure of ConvLSTM networks is nearly identical to the structure of LSTM networks;

however, ConvLSTM networks utilize 3D tensors for gates, inputs, and outputs. ConvLSTMs
include memory cells, represented as ct in Equation 4.2, which are modified by certain gates. The
input gate, it in Equation 4.3, allows the memory cell to accumulate information. The forget gate,
Ft in Equation 4.4, allows the memory cell to disregard the past cell status, ct−1. The output gate,
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Ot in Equation 4.5, controls whether the latest memory cell value will be fed to the node’s final
state, ht in Equation 4.6 [14].

Similar to the CNN, the ConvLSTM will predict monthly averaged SIC over all longitudes and
latitudes. The main difference in the ConvLSTM is the addition of temporality to the spatial inputs
which produce monthly outputs that represent the prediction for Arctic sea ice concentration.

4.4 Multi-Task Models

Multi-task learning is a subset of machine learning where multiple tasks are learned by a shared
model [8]. Our network was trained to produce monthly image predictions of SIC for each pixel
while also predicting a single sea ice extent value.

4.4.1 Multi-Task ConvLSTM and CNN

Both the CNN and ConvLSTM also feature multi-task learning. A branched architecture is
implemented to allow the model to learn on multiple tasks. The models contain a shared root,
where data is input, and two subsequent branches which produce the SIC image and sea ice extent
outputs. The input root for the ConvLSTM consists of one ConvLSTM2D layer with 8 filters of
size 5×5 and ReLU activation, followed by two alternating max pooling and convolution layers.
The only difference for the CNN is that the first layer is a convolutional layer; everything else
that follows replicates the architecture of the ConvLSTM. The max pooling layers contain filters
of size 4×4, while the convolutional layers contain 128 and 32 size 5×5 filters respectively. The
convolutional layers use ReLU activation. The data is then flattened and propagated through a
dense layer with 256 nodes and ReLU activation.

The image branch of the architecture receives the model’s root output and propagates it through
a dense layer of size 448 × 304 = 136192 with linear activation. The data is then reshaped into
an image of size 448 rows × 304 columns. Each pixel in the image contains an SIC measurement,
scaled as a percentage out of 100.

The extent branch also receives the model’s root output; it propagates the root output vector
through 4 dense layers of size 128, 32, 8, and 1 respectively, returning a single sea ice extent result
for each input sample. The first 3 dense layers include a ReLU activation function, while the output
layer utilizes linear activation for regression

Two equally weighted loss functions are used to optimize the models. The image branch is
optimized using the custom masked loss function described in section 4.1, while the sea ice extent
branch is optimized using MSE loss. The performance of the models are evaluated using the RMSE
metric for both branches.

4.5 Post-Processed Results

Due to results producing outlier values when running both the ConvLSTM and CNN with
and without the multi-task implementation, post-processing was utilized to create more accurate
results. The main aspects of this study’s post processing were: removing values below zero and
above 100, setting a mask for land and open ocean values, and dealing with missing values in the
North Pole Hole.

Values below 0 were set to 0 and values above 100 were set to 100. This step was necessary as
the model results contained considerable noise in areas surrounding sea ice, while also increasing
the amount of ice in heavier concentrations. After post-processing the data to ignore the noise,
results showed strong cohesion with actual values and produced much lower RMSE values.
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By adding a mask to the predicted SIC values over land, noise in areas without ice were further
eliminated. The mask works by multiplying values over land pixels by 0 and values over sea pixels
by 1 in order for results to only focus on sea ice values rather than outliers that were skewing the
accuracy.

The last aspect in post-processing to note was filling the North Pole Hole. The North Pole Hole
is a region in the Arctic where satellite imagery does not produce observations. Because of this hole
in the data, either filling it with interpolated values or leaving it as zero produced inaccurate results
as the model learned data that is not observed in the actual data. Instead, in post processing, the
north pole hole was recognized as NaN values so that the model simply ignored the area.

5 Results

In comparing results from this study’s two models, RMSE and NRMSE were used to ana-
lyze which models had better accuracy. RMSE and NRMSE were calculated using the following
equations:

RMSE =

√√√√ n∑
i=1

(ŷi − yi)2

N
(5.1)

NRMSE =
RMSE

ȳ
(5.2)

Another factor to note in comparing the models is that they are all trained on the years 1979-
2012 and tested from 2013-2020. More information on this can be found in Section 3.2 which
discusses data preprocessing.

5.1 CNN

Figure 5.1: CNN derived predicted vs. Actual SIE values million km2.

The base convolutional neural network attained an RMSE of 12.005% SIC for 2013 through 2020.
After post-processing was applied to the predictions, the RMSE decreased to 7.106%. Implementing
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SIE loss in conjunction with SIC loss for the CNN resulted in a small improvement in SIC prediction.
While the test RMSE increased to 12.228%, the post-processed test RMSE fell to 6.993%, the lowest
SIC RMSE among all models.

Sea ice extent values were calculated from the predicted SIC images of the base CNN and extent
loss CNN. The base CNN resulted in an extent test RMSE of 0.868 million km2, a significant
improvement over the baseline VAR model. The extent loss CNN resulted in an extent test RMSE
of 0.600 million km2, a major improvement over the base CNN model. Overall, the extent loss
CNN resulted in lower SIC and SIE errors compared to the base CNN, indicating the benefit of
incorporating both SIC and SIE errors in the model loss function.

Figure 5.1 shows the predicted SIE values for the extent loss CNN compared to the real SIE
values for 2013-2020. The model was able to predict the March SIE maxima with a high degree of
accuracy. However, the model had a significant and consistent overestimate of the September SIE
minima.

5.2 ConvLSTM

Figure 5.2: ConvLSTM derived predicted vs. Actual SIE values million km2.

The convolutional LSTM produced an RMSE of 11.478% on image SIC testing data from 2014
to to 2020; its NRMSE was 1.116. After post-processing, the RMSE dropped to 8.162% per pixel;
the associated NRMSE dropped to .8609. As seen in Figure 5.2, the convolutional LSTM’s SIC
prediction error values are lower than or comparable to all models from related works. Sea ice
extent (SIE) for each month can also be derived from the ConvLSTM’s predicted SIC maps. The
ConvLSTM had a derived SIE RMSE of .9376 million km2 and a corresponding NRMSE of .0866
for the testing data. Figure 5.2 shows the derived predicted vs. actual SIE values; the ConvLSTM
captures fluctuations over time in SIE, but its predicted local minimum and maximum sea ice
extent values are consistently inaccurate. This inaccuracy in the melting and freezing seasons can
be seen in many other related models as well. Because of the large fluctuations in these maximum
and minimum periods, it is more difficult for models to predict and is one of the main reasons for
our study’s implementation of multi-task learning.

5.3 Multi-Task CNN

The multi-task convolutional neural network resulted in improved SIE prediction and less ac-
curate SIC prediction. After post-processing, the image SIC RMSE was 7.394%, the highest SIC
error among all three CNN models. However, the SIE RMSE was 0.515 million km2, the lowest
SIE error among the CNN models. These results indicate that adding a separate extent branch
helped the model target SIE learning, but at the potential detriment of SIC learning.

Figure 5.3 shows the predicted SIE values for the multi-task CNN compared to the real SIE
values for 2013-2020. Compared to the extent loss CNN predictions shown in Figure TODO, the
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Figure 5.3: Multi-task CNN derived predicted vs. Actual SIE values in million km2.

multi-task CNN featured improved prediction of the September SIE minima, but slightly worse
performance of the March SIE maxima. This result is a key difference between the derived SIE
predictions from the base and extent loss CNN and the SIE predictions from the multi-task CNN.

5.4 Multi-Task ConvLSTM

Figure 5.4: Multi-task ConvLSTM derived predicted vs. Actual SIE values million km2.

For image SIC prediction, the Multi-Task ConvLSTM had an RMSE value of 10.785% per pixel
and a subsequent NRMSE value of 1.0491 on the testing data. After post-processing, the image
RMSE dropped to 7.192% per pixel with an associated NRMSE value of 0.759. For SIE prediction
on the testing data, the Multi-Task ConvLSTM yielded an RMSE of 0.44071 million km2 with a
subsequent NRMSE of 0.062. As seen in Figure 5.4, the model accurately captures sea ice extent
in all seasons, including the spring maxima and fall minima. Out of all networks we developed,
the Multi-Task model had the lowest RMSE and NRMSE for SIC prediction before post-processing
and second-lowest RMSE and NRMSE for SIE prediction.

Compared to related research, the model had lower RMSE values than almost all comparable
SIC prediction models. Additionally, the model had a lower NRMSE value than all related models.
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Furthermore, as seen in table 6.2, the Multi-Task ConvLSTM had the second lowest sea ice extent
prediction RMSE and NRMSE. It is apparent that the Multi-Task ConvLSTM provides accuracy
comparable with or better than state-of-the-art models in both sea ice concentration and sea ice
extent prediction domains.

6 Discussion

Research
Group

Model Data Physical
Vari-
ables

Temporal
Resolu-
tion

Lead
Time

RMSE NRMSE

Liu [25] ConvLSTM 25x25
km

X Daily 1 day 11.2% NA

Liu [25] CNN 25x25
km

X Daily 1 day 13.7% NA

EGU
Kim [23]

CNN 25x25
km

X Monthly 1 month 5.76% 16.15*%

RS Chi
[7]

LSTM 25x25
km

X Monthly 1 month 8.89% NA

Big Data
REU

ConvLSTM 25x25
km

X Monthly 1 month 7.482% 0.789%

Big Data
REU

CNN 25x25
km

X Monthly 1 month 5.64% NA

Big Data
REU

Multi-Task
ConvLSTM

25x25
km

X Monthly 1 month 7.197% 0.7586%

Big Data
REU

Multi-Task
CNN

25x25
km

X Monthly 1 month 7.167% NA

Table 6.1: This table compares related research on deep learning techniques to this study’s own results on predicting Arctic sea ice concentration [25], [23],
and [7]. The ”data” column correlates to the type of image resolution each study uses. ”physical Variables” indicated by a check or ”x” denotes if the
study used other atmospheric and oceanic variables in their model’s input. ”Temporal Resolution” refers to the way the data is temporally averaged. ”Lead
Time” is the time period that each model predicts. The row highlighted in blue has the lowest RMSE value, indicating that it produces the best accuracy
for predicting sea ice concentration. Finally RMSE and NRMSE are the error values used to compare each model’s accuracy (NRMSE = RMSE/ȳ). These
differences in the models are important to note as it affects accuracy results and can be the reason for better performance from certain models.

Finally, we assessed our own models along with models from related works to compare sea
ice concentration and extent RMSE and NRMSE values (Tables 6.1 and 6.2). When comparing
the ConvLSTM and CNN to their multi-task variants, it can be seen in Tables 6.1 and 6.2 that
the introduction of multi-task learning produces slightly more accurate results. This comparison
is both visible when comparing plots of multi-task models with models that exclude multi-task
learning, and in comparing the numerical RMSE results of the models. Not only does the use of
multi-task learning increase SIC prediction accuracy, but it also provides accurate sea ice extent
predictions. Because the multi-task models are optimized on two loss functions measuring SIC and
SIE prediction error, the model learns to accurately predict both factors over time.

Along with the implementation of multi-task variants, this study also uses a custom loss function
that aids in the accuracy of predictions. By eliminating excess values produced over land and open
ocean pixels, the models were able to focus on the important prediction values of SIC and SIE. By
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Research
Group

Model Data Physical
Variables

RMSE NRMSE

Ali [1] Attention-
based
Ensemble
LSTM

Spactially
averaged
daily and
monthly
inputs

X 0.586
million
km2

5.67%
(0.0567)

Big Data
REU

LSTM Spactially
averaged
daily inputs

X 3.14 mil-
lion km2

3.05%
(0.0305)

Big Data
REU

CNN 25x25 km
monthly
averaged

X 0.862
million
km2

NA

Big Data
REU

Multi-Task
ConvLSTM

25x25 km
monthly
averaged

X 0.44071
million
km2

4.24%
(0.0424)

Big Data
REU

Multi-Task
CNN

25x25 km
monthly
averaged

X 0.536
million
km2

NA

Table 6.2: This table is a comparison of related work [1] results and different model accuracy results from this study for Arctic sea ice extent. The row
highlighted in blue has the lowest RMSE value, indicating that it produces the best accuracy for predicting sea ice extent. We also must note that, to our
best knowledge, these are the only machine learning studies that calculate SIE.

adding this aspect to our models, accuracy increased, causing our RMSE values to decrease. These
results are not only visible when producing images due to the large amount of excess values over
land and open ocean, but they are also numerically visible in RMSE results.

By creating novel approaches to spatiotemporally based deep learning models to predict Arctic
sea ice concentration and extent, our results were comparable to and even better than some previous
deep learning sea ice concentration models (Table 6.1). As for sea ice extent, to our best knowledge
there is not a lot of previous research on deep learning techniques to predict sea ice concentration.
Because of this lack of related work, we only compared our results to one other piece of literature
along with our own models (Table 6.2).

In analyzing a comparison of all models and their subsequent RMSE values, we found that
our models did not perform the way we had expected. When expanding the RMSE vales to be
SIC monthly averaged RMSE from our testing years of 2013-2020, in Figure 6.1 it can be seen that
RMSE values tend to peak in October and February. These peaks are expected due to the difficulty
in predicting melting and freezing season minimums and maximums. However, we unexpectedly
found that the CNN models had better RMSE values in comparison to the ConvLSTM and multi-
task learning models. We also see similar results in Figure 6.2 which represents yearly averaged
RMSE from 2013-2020. Once again we can see that the CNN models outperform the other models
when comparing their RMSE values. These results show that our models still require further work
to improve results for the multi-task learning models.
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Figure 6.1: Multi-Task ConvLSTM SIC predictions and true values for March, June, September, and December 2014.

Figure 6.3: Yearly Averaged RMSE values for each model in million km2

6.1 Future Work

Although our results were comparable to previous literature on sea ice prediction using deep
learning, there is still improvement that could be made to our models to produce even more accurate
results. One aspect that could be improved is the need for post processing. The use of a scaled
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Figure 6.2: Monthly Averaged RMSE values for each model in million km2

loss function could be a solution to this issue and eliminate the need for post processing. We also
believe that, overall, our models could improve with more testing with varying lead times and
further hyperparameter tuning on larger-scale studies. Our current models all run with a lead time
of just 1-month, but we have seen slight improvement when varying the models’ lead times and
believe that with more testing, a better lead time could be used to achieve more accurate results.
Along with varying the lead time, hyperparameter tuning alongside larger-scale testing could reduce
issues with overfitting and aid in more accurate SIE and SIC predictions.
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