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Abstract: Accurate estimates for the lake surface temperature (LST) of the Great Lakes are critical
to understanding the regional climate. Dedicated lake models of various complexity have been
used to simulate LST but they suffer from noticeable biases and can be computationally expensive.
Additionally, the available historical LST datasets are limited by either short temporal coverage
(<30 years) or lower spatial resolution (0.25◦ × 0.25◦). Therefore, in this study, we employed a deep
learning model based on Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) neural networks to produce a daily LST
dataset for the Great Lakes that spans an unparalleled 42 years (1979–2020) at a spatial resolution
of ~1 km. In our dataset, the Great Lakes are represented by ~33,000 unstructured grid points and
the LSTM training incorporated the information from each grid point. The LSTM was trained with
seven meteorological variables from reanalysis data as feature variables and the LST from a historical
satellite-derived dataset as the target variable. The LSTM was able to capture the spatial heterogeneity
of LST in the Great Lakes well and exhibited high correlation (≥0.92) and low bias (limited to ±1.5 ◦C)
for the temporal evolution of LST during the training (1995–2020) and testing (1979–1994) periods.

Keywords: Great Lakes; lake surface temperature; machine learning; Long Short-Term Memory;
Regional Climate Models; spatiotemporal climate change

1. Introduction

The Laurentian Great Lakes—Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie, and Ontario—form
the largest unfrozen surface freshwater system in the world. With a collective surface
area of around 244,000 sq. km, roughly equal to that of the United Kingdom, the Great
Lakes contain 84% of North America’s surface freshwater [1]. The Great Lakes are also
sometimes referred to as inland seas as they exhibit many sea-like characteristics, such as
distant horizons, great depths, and rolling waves.

Given their sheer size and the open water’s larger thermal inertia, lower surface
friction and albedo than the surrounding watershed, the Great Lakes exert a significant
influence on the regional climate [2–4]. Lake surface temperature (LST) in particular plays a
key role in defining the regional climate through various lake–atmosphere interactions [5–7].
For example, during the cold season, the LST affects the magnitude of lake-effect snowfall
by influencing moisture transfer from the warmer lake surface to the cooler overlying
atmosphere. The spatial variability in LST, in particular, has also been shown to affect
lake-effect snowfall through changes in the surface wind convergence and local vertical
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motions [8]. During the warm seasons, the cooler lake surface relative to the overlying air
promotes atmospheric stability resulting in diminished cloud cover and increased surface
downward shortwave radiation flux [4]. Great Lakes LST also plays an important role
in the spatial distribution of the convective summer precipitation over the Great Lakes
region [6]. The evaporation of the Great Lakes, a significant component in the Great
Lakes water balance and associated water level variation, is also a function of LST [9,10].
Furthermore, in the nearshore regions of the Great Lakes, the difference in LST and land
temperature creates a sharp water–land gradient in the temperature and density of near-
surface air, resulting in a strong lake breeze circulation [11]. Therefore, an accurate historical
record of the Great Lakes LST is crucial for understanding the Great Lakes climate and
weather events.

The need for an accurate LST estimate is made even more pressing by the fact that Re-
gional Climate Models (RCMs) encompassing the Great Lakes require accurate LST as the
overlake surface boundary condition to accurately calculate the complex lake–atmosphere
dynamics of the Great Lakes [6,7,12,13]. For example, Wang et al. [6] demonstrated the
sensitivity of the climate to LST by showing that two different LST datasets, when used
as overlake surface boundary conditions, resulted in a significantly different simulation
for the summer precipitation over the Great Lakes region through differences in the mois-
ture transport and convective environment. Hence, from a modeling standpoint, an
accurate dataset for the Great Lakes LST is vital to serve as a boundary condition for
climate simulations.

Globally, multiple studies have made efforts to synthesize various sources of LST
to produce a comprehensive LST dataset on a global scale [14] and on sub-global scales
such as for the lakes located in Europe [15], United States (US) [16], France [17], Tibetan
Plateau [18,19], North Slave region [20], Alpine region [21] and sub-Alpine region [22]. The
objective for creating these datasets was to offer the scientific community an alternative,
extensive, and reliable LST dataset that could be used for multiple purposes such as
enhancing the understanding of lake limnology and weather events, evaluating the effects
of climate change, and validating models [14,16]. Some datasets were exclusively derived
from satellite onboard sensors such as the Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer
(AVHRR), which was used to derive the LST for European lakes [15,21] and Tibetan Plateau
lakes [18]; while other datasets used a combination of satellite and in situ measurements,
such as the global LST dataset produced by Sharma et al. [14] which provides LST for 291
lakes during 1985–2009.

However, as of this writing, the historical LST of the Great Lakes has a limited observa-
tion record. A widely used historical LST dataset for the Great Lakes is the satellite-based
Great Lakes Surface Environmental Analysis (GLSEA) from the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory
(GLERL) [23]. With a horizontal spatial resolution of ~1.3 km, it is considered to be one of
the most accurate available gridded datasets for the Great Lakes and has been used for lake
heatwave analysis [24], model validation [7,25], and overlake surface boundary conditions
by several Great Lakes studies [6,8,12]. However, GLSEA only dates back to 1995 and with
fewer than three decades of data available, it is not ideally long enough to aid climate
simulations or LST analysis at a climatic timescale that spans at least several decades or
even centuries. For example, it is not long enough to calculate the climate normal of LST. A
climate normal is a baseline value used to assess climate variability and, as recommended
by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), is calculated as the 30-year average
of a variable’s observation. The Optimum Interpolation Sea Surface Temperature dataset
version 2.1 (OISST) [26] from NOAA is another gridded dataset that contains the LST for
the Great Lakes. OISST is a global sea surface temperature (SST) dataset and compared to
GLSEA, it covers a longer period: 1982 to present. OISST combines a wide range of SST
measurements, including in situ SST measurements from ships and buoys from the Inter-
national Comprehensive Ocean–Atmosphere Datasets Release 3.0.2 (ICOADS R3.0.2) [27]
and Argo floats [28], as well as remotely sensed AVHRR observations from Pathfinder
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v5.0, Pathfinder v5.1, and the US Navy [29], which are later bias-corrected using ship,
buoy, and Argo float observations. OISST provides daily LST of the Great Lakes, but its
global scope limits its data to a much coarser horizontal spatial resolution (0.25◦ × 0.25◦),
while also suffering from noticeable LST biases across the Great Lakes [30]. The European
Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts atmospheric reanalysis of the global climate,
version 5 (ERA5) [31] also provides a gridded estimate for the Great Lakes LST but suffers
from significant cold (warm) biases during pre-2014 winter (summer) due to erroneous
treatment of data [6,32]. Furthermore, the Great Lakes have a scarce deployment of buoys,
with nine moored buoys from the National Buoy Data Center (NDBC) deployed within the
Great Lakes. These moored buoys have intermittent observation records as far back as 1979
but, by nature, only provide LST at a few deployed locations, which is insufficient to create
a spatial map of the LST. Thus, an accurate historical estimate of the Great Lakes LST that
spatially covers the lakes at a high spatial resolution and has a longer temporal coverage of
over 30 years is greatly needed by the Great Lakes scientific community.

Hydrodynamic and climate modeling communities have made continuous efforts to
address the lack of a long-term, high-resolution Great Lakes LST dataset by generating
simulated LST data. From simple extrapolation of ocean surface temperature [33] to widely
used one-dimensional (1D) lake models, such as the freshwater lake model FLake [34], to
more recent and more accurate three-dimensional (3D) hydrodynamic lake models [7,12,35],
representations of the Great Lakes within RCMs have been constantly improving over
the years. However, 1D lake models suffer from significant LST biases which have been
extensively discussed in past studies [12,13]. 3D lake models, although an improvement
upon the 1D models, are computationally expensive and require significant efforts to
implement within the RCM framework. Therefore, an approach that can effectively and
efficiently reconstruct the long-term LST at a high spatial resolution is highly desired.

In recent years, in parallel with the advancement of complex physics-based hydrody-
namic modeling, deep learning, which is a specialized subset of machine learning (ML)
that is based on neural networks, has become an attractive alternative to estimate the SST
and LST in both marine and freshwater systems [16,36–51]. Deep learning models based
on Multi-layer Perceptron Neural Network (MLPNN), Physics-Guided Recurrent Neural
Networks (PGRNN), Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM), Gated Recurrent Unit (GRU),
and Transformer have all been used to predict the LST in various locations around the
world such as Poland [37,48], US [16,38,39,49], China [51], and Turkey [47]. For instance, by
introducing a PGRNN model that incorporated physical laws into an LSTM, Jia et al. [39]
focused on Lake Mendota in the US and demonstrated that training the PGRNN model
with seven meteorological variables resulted in superior LST prediction performance com-
pared to a physics-based model. On a larger scale, Willard et al. [16] produced a daily
LST dataset for 185,549 lakes located within the US using deep learning. More specifically,
Willard et al. [16] adapted an LSTM that was trained using static lake-specific variables
(location, elevation, and surface area) and dynamic lake-specific variables (air temperature,
wind speed, and radiation) to produce daily LST during 1980–2020 for lakes bigger than
40,000 m2 within the conterminous US. It should be noted that Willard et al. [16]’s dataset
does not provide LST for the Great Lakes, likely due to the difficulty in capturing the spatial
LST variability of such a large system. Deep learning techniques, especially the ones that
consist of LSTM, which is adept at learning long-term dependencies in a time-series, have
also been widely used to predict SSTs in the East China Sea [42,43], Korean Sea [46], Indian
Ocean [44,45], and the tropical Pacific Ocean region [50].

While deep learning has been extensively used in various regions around the world,
its implementation in the context of the Great Lakes remains relatively underdeveloped
within the scientific community. One important reason for this underdevelopment is the
fact that the Great Lakes exhibit sea-like characteristics and strong inter-lake and intra-lake
LST variabilities. Only a small number of studies have employed deep learning or other
ML techniques in the context of the Great Lakes. These studies utilized techniques such as
LSTM, Extreme Gradient Boosting (XGBoost), and MLPNN to simulate streamflow [52],



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 4253 4 of 27

waves [53,54], and pollutant concentrations [55] within the Great Lakes. In regard to LST,
Xue et al. [56] showed that an LSTM model, trained on just 14 sampling locations per lake,
can effectively and efficiently reproduce the spatiotemporal evolution of the entire Great
Lakes LST. Their LSTM model was trained using seven meteorological features from global
reanalysis data and LST from GLSEA, showcasing the potential of LSTM to generate a
comprehensive LST dataset specific to the Great Lakes.

Therefore, in this study, we employed a deep learning model based on the LSTM neural
network to reconstruct a daily gridded LST dataset for the Great Lakes that spans from 1979
to 2020. Our new LST dataset, which is available at an open-access data repository [57],
has a high spatial resolution (~1 km) and dates back 16 years prior to the oldest GLSEA
record. It, therefore, supplements the current datasets and gives the Great Lakes scientific
community a unique and viable alternate source of LST for overlake surface boundary
condition in RCMs, lake model validations, and a long-term spatiotemporal LST analysis.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 gives an overview of
the study area, the Great Lakes, and elaborates on the methodology used to predict the LST
using the LSTM model as well as the development, training, and validation of the LSTM
model. Section 3 presents the comparison between the LSTM-predicted LST and the LST
from currently available datasets. Section 4 delves into a comprehensive discussion that
highlights the significance of the present study, explores uncertainties associated with LST
datasets, and discusses potential areas for future improvements. Finally, Section 5 provides
a summary and concluding remarks.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Spanning approximately 16◦ of longitude and 7.5◦ of latitude, the Great Lakes lie along
the eastern US–Canada border and consist of five interconnected lakes. Each of the lakes is
characterized by distinct geomorphological features (Figure 1) and thermal structures [7,58].
The northernmost lake is Lake Superior; it is also the largest lake by volume, surface area,
and average depth among the five Great Lakes. At an elevation of 183 m, Lake Superior
contains 12,232 km3 of water, which is greater than the combined volume of the remaining
four lakes. Lake Superior has an average depth of 149 m and a maximum depth of 406 m.
The water from Lake Superior is drained through the St. Mary’s River into Lake Huron,
which is the third-largest lake by volume. Lake Huron is hydraulically connected to Lake
Michigan, the second-largest lake by volume, by the Straits of Mackinac. This connection
results in the two lakes maintaining a shared water level. The water from Lake Huron ends
up in Lake Erie, which is the southernmost and the shallowest lake with an average depth
of a mere 19 m. As such, Lake Erie is the smallest lake by volume, containing just 483 km3

of water. Lake Erie’s water exits via the Niagara River, dropping about 50 m as it cascades
over Niagara Falls and enters the last lake, Lake Ontario. Although it is the smallest lake
by surface area, Lake Ontario is the second-deepest lake by average depth and is the fourth
largest by volume. Lake Ontario is drained by the St. Lawrence River, which flows into the
Atlantic Ocean. The physical features of the Great Lakes are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Physical features of the Great Lakes.

Lake Elevation
(m)

Average
Depth (m)

Maximum
Depth (m)

Volume
(km3)

Water
Surface Area

(km2)

Superior 183 149 406 12,232 82,097
Michigan 176 85 281 4918 57,753

Huron 176 59 229 3538 59,565
Erie 173 19 64 483 25,655

Ontario 74 86 244 1639 19,009
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Figure 1. Bathymetry of the Great Lakes along with their location in the context of North America
(shown in the inset).

2.2. Methodology

The schematic in Figure 2 presents an overview of the methodology used in this study
to reconstruct the LST of the Great Lakes. Seven meteorological variables from the Climate
Forecast System Reanalysis (CFSR) [59] are used as input features to predict the LST of
the Great Lakes. The input features include downward shortwave radiation, downward
longwave radiation, latent heat flux, sensible heat flux, surface air temperature, zonal wind
speed, and meridional wind speed. These features are interpolated onto an unstructured
grid mesh (~33,000 grid points) that spatially cover the Great Lakes accurately by closely
following the coastline at ~1 km resolution (Figure 3). Once interpolated, the input features
at every grid point for five historical days are fed into an LSTM for training and predicting
the LST for the 5th day at every grid point. In other words, to predict the LST on the 5th
day, the seven input features on the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th days are used as inputs. For
this study, we trained and validated five separate LSTM models, one for each Great Lake.
Each LSTM model is trained using all the grid points of that particular lake and contains
three LSTM layers with 32, 16, and 8 neurons in each layer.
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The LSTM models are trained and validated for the 1995–2020 time period since this
is the period for which we have the CFSR meteorological variables as input features and
the GLSEA LST as the target variable. After training and validation, the LSTM models
are used to reconstruct the LST for 1995–2020 and, more importantly, for 1979–1994 since
this is the period for which we only have the CFSR meteorological variables and lack
any high-resolution gridded LST dataset for the Great Lakes. As such, by predicting the
1979–1994 LST, we produce an alternative high-resolution Great Lakes LST dataset that
spans an unprecedented duration of 1979–2020.

The architecture of the LSTM model used in this study is described in detail in
Section 2.2.1, followed by a description of the data preprocessing in Section 2.2.2, which
also details the datasets used for obtaining the input features and the target variable for
training and validation. Section 2.2.3 provides the performance of the LSTM models of each
lake during training and validation through loss curves and various performance metrics.

2.2.1. LSTM Architecture

LSTM neural networks are a type of Recurrent Neural Network (RNN) that can learn
both long-term and short-term dependencies in time series data [60]. Individual LSTM cells
use a gated architecture to control the flow of information and memory through the LSTM
network. A single LSTM cell consists of three fully connected blocks. In the first block, called
the forget gate, the input feature and the previous short-term memory are used to erase a
fraction of the previous long-term memory. In the next block, called the input gate, a potential
long-term memory is calculated, and a fraction of it is added to the remaining long-term
memory from the forget gate to obtain the new long-term memory. In the final block, called
the output gate, a potential short-term memory is calculated from the new long-term state,
and a fraction of it is passed on to the next LSTM cell as the new short-term memory.

The LSTM model used for this study (Figure 4) consists of three LSTM layers with
two batch normalization layers between them and one dense layer at the end to produce
the output in the desired shape. Our LSTM model takes five days of historical feature data
and outputs the target variable for the fifth day. The input feature data are fed into the
first LSTM layer, which has 32 neurons. The output from this LSTM layer is fed into the
first batch normalization layer to produce the normalized input for the second LSTM layer,
which has 16 neurons. The output from the second LSTM layer is then fed into the second
batch normalization layer. The third LSTM layer has eight neurons and takes the input
from the second batch normalization layer. The output from the third LSTM layer is finally
fed into a dense layer to produce the estimated target variable.
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Figure 4. LSTM architecture used for this study, with three LSTM layers, two batch normalization layers,
and one dense layer. The number of neurons in each LSTM layer is denoted by na. X is the time series of
historical feature data for five days (from t to t + 4). ht and ct are the short-term and long-term memories,
respectively. w is the weights of the dense layer and Y is the predicted output from LSTM.
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The hyperparameters for the LSTM model (Table 2), such as the number of LSTM
layers and number of activation units, are the same as those used in Xue et al. [56]. These
optimal values of hyperparameters were chosen by Xue et al. [56] through trial and error
with cross-validation using 17 years (1995–2011) of data from 14 monitoring locations
within each Great Lake. In addition to the three LSTM layers, two dropout layers, with
a dropout rate of 0.2, are added after the first and second LSTM layers to avoid model
overfitting. The Adam optimizer and the mean-square-error (MSE) loss function are used
to train the LSTM models.

Table 2. The optimal values for the hyperparameters used in the LSTM models.

Hyperparameters Optimal Value

Optimizer Adam
LSTM layers 3

Activation units 32, 16, 8
Activation function tanh

Dropout 0.2
Learning rate 0.001

Epochs 500
Batch Size 2048

2.2.2. Data Preprocessing

The LSTM model was trained and validated for the time period of 1995–2020, and
the seven gridded daily meteorological variables from CFSR (Figure 2) were used as the
input features. Additionally, as mentioned before, the main objective of this paper is to
produce a high-resolution gridded LST dataset that covers a time period preceding 1995
as this is the period for which there is an absence of high-resolution gridded LST data for
the Great Lakes. So, we utilized the seven gridded daily meteorological variables from
CFSR for 1979 to 1994 as input features to predict the LST preceding 1995. CFSR dates
back to 1979, but more specifically, the data from 1979 to 2010 were obtained from CFSR,
while the data from 2011 to 2020 were obtained from CFSR’s upgraded extension named
the Climate Forecast System version 2 (CFSv2) [61]. However, for simplicity, both datasets
are hereafter referred to as CFSR. CFSR is a global reanalysis data and uses a coupled
atmosphere-land-ocean-sea ice model along with the assimilation of satellite radiance to
produce gridded atmospheric states [59]. CFSR utilizes various models including the
National Centers for Environmental Prediction (NCEP) Global Forecast System (GFS) and
the Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Laboratory (GFDL) Modular Ocean Model along with
the Global Data Assimilation System (GDAS), Global Land Data Assimilation System
(GLDAS), and Global Ocean Data Assimilation System (GODAS) for data assimilation.
CFSR assimilates radiance from a multitude of sources such as the Television and Infrared
Observation Satellite (TIROS) Operational Vertical Sounder (TOVS) onboard nine polar-
orbiting NOAA satellites. CFSR archives its meteorological variables in GRIB format, which
stands for “General Regularly distributed Information in Binary form”. GRIB is a WMO
standard format for archiving meteorological gridded data. CFSR has been successfully
used to drive hydrodynamic models [62], numerical wave models [63], as well as train
deep learning models [56] for the Great Lakes.

The target variable for our LSTM is LST. The gridded daily LST from the GLSEA
dataset for 1995 to 2020 was used for the LSTM model training and validation. As pre-
viously stated, GLSEA is developed by NOAA GLERL and is considered to be one of
most accurate, high-resolution gridded LST datasets for the Great Lakes with a horizontal
spatial resolution of 1.3 km; however, it only dates back to 1995. GLSEA is based on
satellite imageries from the NOAA AVHRR aboard NOAA’s polar orbiting satellites and
the Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suites onboard the Suomi National Polar-Orbiting
Partnership spacecraft (VIIRS S-NPP) and the NOAA-20 satellite (VIIRS NOAA-20). GLSEA
updates the LST data daily with information from cloud-free portions of the previous days’
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satellite imagery using a 20-day window (±10 days) and in the absence of any satellite im-
agery, a smoothing algorithm is applied to generate a continuous evolution of the LST [23].
GLSEA archives its LST data in NetCDF (Network Common Data Form) format which, like
GRIB, is a widely used format for efficiently storing multidimensional scientific variables.

As CFSR and GLSEA have different horizontal spatial resolutions, prior to training
the LSTM model, the two datasets were interpolated onto unstructured grids that spatially
cover the Great Lakes more accurately (Figure 3). With a total of ~33,000 grid points, the
horizontal spatial resolution varies from 1–2 km near the coast to 2–4 km offshore. The
unstructured nature of the grids provides an accurate geographic fitting of the coastline of
the Great Lakes, and the higher nearshore resolution allows the LSTM model to capture the
significant LST gradients that occur near the shoreline due to shallower depths.

It should be noted that prior to model training, the training data were also standardized
to have zero mean and unit variance. Such standardization is crucial for deep learning
models, as this ensures all the input features and the target variable are on the same scale.
Additionally, the mean and variance of the training data were used to standardize the
validation dataset (discussed in Section 2.2.3) as well as the 1979–1994 testing dataset
(discussed in Section 3.2).

2.2.3. LSTM Training and Validation

The LSTM was developed using the Keras Application Programming Interface (API)
within the TensorFlow open source platform [64] while the data analysis and plots presented
in this paper were produced using MATLAB. Five separate LSTM models were trained and
validated, one for each Great Lake. LST from GLSEA and the meteorological variables from
CFSR for the 1995–2020 period were split into training and validation datasets using an
80:20 ratio. Table 3 shows the number of training and validation samples used for each lake.

Table 3. Number of training and testing samples for each lake.

Lake Number of Training Samples Number of Validation
Samples

Superior 45,832,204 11,458,051
Michigan 43,781,716 10,945,429

Huron 60,299,536 15,074,884
Erie 46,401,784 11,600,446

Ontario 53,996,184 13,499,046

During validation, the trained model is fed input features from the validation dataset,
which is a dataset that the model has not been trained on. Then, the performance of the
LSTM on the training and validation datasets is compared against each other to ensure the
model does not suffer from overfitting or underfitting. A model is considered to suffer from
overfitting when it has good performance on the training dataset, but poor performance or
generalization on the validation dataset. On the other hand, a model is considered to suffer
from underfitting when it has poor performance on both the training and validation datasets.
A well-trained model must perform well on both the training and validation datasets.

Figure 5 shows the performance of the LSTM, quantified by the MSE loss function, on
the training and validation datasets against epoch for each lake. An epoch is the number
of times the learning algorithm works through the entire training dataset; ideally, the loss
function should decrease with increasing epochs because the model is optimizing with
increased training. This decrease in loss function is clearly seen in Figure 5 for each lake.
For both the training and validation datasets, the loss function decreases sharply in the
initial epochs, and then the model reaches an optimized state (when the epoch is ~100).
More importantly, the loss curves for both datasets follow each other closely, indicating
that the model does not suffer from overfitting or underfitting.
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In addition to the loss curve in Figure 5, Table 4 presents a more detailed accuracy
assessment of the LSTM’s performance during validation. The absolute error has a mean
of less than or close to 1 ◦C for all the lakes. Also, the median of absolute error is slightly
smaller than the mean, implying that most errors are less than the mean. The LSTM model
does not suffer from extremely large errors, as it also has a low mean of squared error
(≤2 ◦C2) for each lake, with a maximum value of 2.07 ◦C2 in Lake Ontario. Finally, the R2
score for the model is greater than 0.95, indicating that the LSTM is capable of explaining
the variance in the LST extremely well.

Table 4. Accuracy of LSTM during validation for each lake.

Lake
Mean of

Absolute Error
(◦C)

Mean of
Squared Error

(◦C2)

Median of
Absolute Error

(◦C)
R2 Score

Superior 0.88 1.63 0.61 0.95
Michigan 0.99 1.8 0.76 0.97

Huron 0.94 1.83 0.65 0.97
Erie 0.85 1.3 0.65 0.98

Ontario 1.08 2.07 0.87 0.97



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 4253 11 of 27

3. Results
3.1. LSTM Prediction for 1995–2020 (Training Period)

Once the validation was performed, the LSTM models with the optimized hyper-
parameters were used to reconstruct the LSTs in the five Great Lakes for the period of
1979–2020. For the training period (1995–2020), LST predictions from LSTM are evaluated
against the GLSEA dataset by focusing on two important LST characteristics of the Great
Lakes: temporal evolution of the lake-wide average LST and seasonal spatial pattern of
LST. Figure 6 presents the daily climatology of the lake-wide average LST for 1995–2020
from LSTM and GLSEA for each lake. LSTM captures the evolution of daily climatology
extremely well, with high daily correlation (>0.99), low annual mean bias (from −0.25 ◦C
to +0.03 ◦C), and low root-mean-square-error (RMSE) (from 0.24 ◦C to 0.62 ◦C). The LST
peaks during summer were captured very well by LSTM, albeit with a persistent small cold
bias across all lakes, particularly in Lake Superior and Lake Huron. Along with the daily
climatology, LSTM also accurately captures the range in interannual variability of daily
lake-wide average LST, as indicated by the enveloping lines in Figure 6.
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Figure 7 compares the spatial seasonal climatology of LST averaged for 1995–2020. As
the Great Lakes span approximately 7.5◦ of latitude, they exhibit a distinct meridional LST
gradient. Particularly during the summer, the northernmost lake, Lake Superior, maintains
the coolest temperature, while the southernmost and shallowest lake, Lake Erie, maintains
the warmest temperature. LSTM is able to capture this inter-lake LST variability and is in
close agreement with GLSEA. The spatial heterogeneity of LST within each lake is also well
captured by LSTM. For example, the warmer central basin of Lake Superior during winter
and the meridional gradient in Lake Michigan and Huron are well reproduced by LSTM.
Similarly, the colder nearshore regions during the winter are captured by LSTM in each
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lake. The LST biases are mostly limited to only ±2 ◦C with the exception of the summer
biases in Lake Superior, where there is a distinct nearshore cold bias of ~2–3 ◦C. Similar
to Figure 6, Figure 7 also provides evidence for the cold bias that occurs across all lakes
during the summer.
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Figure 7. Comparison of seasonal climatology (1995–2020) of spatial LST from LSTM and GLSEA.
The LSTM-predicted LSTs are shown in the first column and the LSTs from GLSEA are shown in the
second column. The differences between the LSTM-predicted LSTs and the LSTs from GLSEA are
shown in the third column. The LSTs for winter, spring, summer, and fall seasons are shown in the
first, second, third and fourth rows, respectively.

In addition to the lake-wide average LST, the LSTM-predicted LST is also examined
at nine NDBC buoy locations against GLSEA and the in situ NDBC buoy measurements
(Figures 8 and 9). The buoys are deployed across the Great Lakes (Figure 3) and can
be considered as ground-truth for LST. The buoys are only deployed during the ice-free
seasons to prevent ice-induced damages, so buoy observations have been narrowed to
June–October. As shown in Figure 8, similar to the lake-wide average LST comparisons,
the daily LST climatology for 1995–2020 from LSTM at each buoy location follows both the
GLSEA and buoy observations closely. The cold bias during the summer peak, observed
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for lake-wide average LST, is also visible at some buoy locations and the upper range
of the summer peaks are underestimated for some locations. However, in general, the
LSTM captures the climatology and the interannual variability well. This ability of LSTM
to reproduce LST at specific locations within each lake is particularly impressive as there
is no spatial averaging to mask biases. Also, note that at the location of Buoy 45008, the
GLSEA dataset has an anomalously warm LST of ~12 ◦C during January 2004, leading to
a very high upper limit for January (Figure 8h). Such a warm temperature is unrealistic
and is very likely an artifact of data processing. While LSTM is trained using GLSEA, this
extreme warm bias of GLSEA is well-handled by LSTM in its learning processes so that
LSTM’s performance does not suffer from extreme biases in the training data, and thus
highlighting the LSTM’s robustness to produce a more consistent LST dataset. Overall,
the LSTM-predicted LST has a high daily correlation (≥0.98), low annual mean bias (from
−0.37 ◦C to +0.80 ◦C), and low RMSE (from 0.70 ◦C to 1.49 ◦C) when compared to the
buoy observations.
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The distribution of daily LST at each buoy location from LSTM is also compared against
GLSEA and buoy observations through box plots in Figure 9. The LSTM has a good statistical
agreement with both GLSEA and buoy observations as the median, first quartile, and third
quartile values are well captured by the LSTM. The maximum and minimum values are also
well reproduced by the LSTM. Differences between LSTM and buoy observations in some
months are likely due to biases in the GLSEA training data. For example, during June for
the buoys in Lake Superior, the LSTs from the LSTM and the GLSEA agree with each other
very well, but both have a similar ~1.5 ◦C of warm bias for the median LST against buoy
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observations. This finding shows that differences between datasets are not uncommon, as
no datasets are devoid of errors, which also reinforces our motivation behind providing an
alternative LST dataset for the Great Lakes using deep learning.
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The above correlation, bias, and RMSE statistics are calculated using the 1995–2020
daily climatology for clearer visualization and provide insights into the seasonal perfor-
mance of LSTM. However, we acknowledge the importance of validating the LSTM’s
performance on a continuous, non-averaged time series spanning the entire training period.
Therefore, we also assess the performance statistics of LSTM against GLSEA and NDBC
buoys calculated using a continuous time series as shown in Table 5. When considering a
full-length time series, the LSTM-predicted LSTs maintain a high correlation (≥0.96), low
mean bias (from −0.39 ◦C to +0.65 ◦C), and low RMSE (from 0.52 ◦C to 1.81 ◦C).

Table 5. Performance statistics of LSTM against GLSEA and NDBC buoys using a continuous time
series spanning the training period (1995–2020). LSTM is compared against GLSEA for both the
lake-wide average LST and buoy location LST.

Comparison with GLSEA Comparison with NDBC

Correlation Bias (◦C) RMSE (◦C) Correlation Bias (◦C) RMSE (◦C)

Superior 0.99 −0.19 0.76 - - -
Michigan 1.00 0.03 0.52 - - -

Huron 1.00 −0.25 0.77 - - -
Erie 1.00 −0.02 0.60 - - -

Ontario 1.00 0.02 0.58 - - -
45001 0.98 −0.08 0.91 0.98 0.43 1.42
45002 0.99 −0.24 1.07 0.98 0.37 1.29
45003 0.98 −0.20 1.28 0.97 0.28 1.65
45004 0.98 −0.18 0.93 0.96 0.19 1.67
45005 0.99 −0.06 1.02 0.98 −0.08 1.02
45006 0.98 0.14 1.11 0.97 0.65 1.81
45007 0.99 −0.33 1.02 0.98 0.18 1.14
45008 0.99 −0.37 1.27 0.98 −0.39 1.42
45012 0.99 −0.05 0.97 0.97 0.16 1.22
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3.2. LSTM Prediction for 1979–1994 (Testing Period)

From Section 3.1, it is now evident that LSTM is able to capture the spatiotemporal
evolution of the Great Lakes LST well from 1995 to 2020. As the primary objective of
this study is to reconstruct a high-resolution LST dataset that extends back to 1979, in
this section, we present and assess the LSTM-predicted LST for the years 1979 to 1994.
Evaluating its performance for the 1979–1994 testing dataset (which is new and unseen
data for the LSTM) provides us with an unbiased assessment of LSTM. As GLSEA has no
data prior to 1995, we evaluate the LSTM-predicted LST during the testing period against
OISST and observations from the nine NDBC buoys.

Figure 10 presents the daily climatology of the lake-wide average LST for 1982–1994
from LSTM and OISST for each lake. LSTM agrees well with OISST and has a high daily
correlation (≥0.96), low annual mean bias (from +0.22 ◦C to +0.59 ◦C), and low RMSE (from
0.92 ◦C to 1.32 ◦C). Contrary to the LSTM’s moderate cold biases against GLSEA for the
summer peaks during the training period, LSTM captures the summer peaks from OISST
during the testing period remarkably well. However, the most noticeable discrepancy
between the LST from the LSTM and OISST is the LSTM’s constant ~2 ◦C warmer LST
during May and June, when the lakes are transitioning from winter to summer. Other
than that, along with the daily climatology, LSTM also accurately captures the range in
interannual variability of daily lake-wide average LST.

Remote Sens. 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 16 of 28 
 

 

study is to reconstruct a high-resolution LST dataset that extends back to 1979, in this 
section, we present and assess the LSTM-predicted LST for the years 1979 to 1994. Evalu-
ating its performance for the 1979–1994 testing dataset (which is new and unseen data for 
the LSTM) provides us with an unbiased assessment of LSTM. As GLSEA has no data 
prior to 1995, we evaluate the LSTM-predicted LST during the testing period against 
OISST and observations from the nine NDBC buoys. 

Figure 10 presents the daily climatology of the lake-wide average LST for 1982–1994 
from LSTM and OISST for each lake. LSTM agrees well with OISST and has a high daily 
correlation (≥0.96), low annual mean bias (from +0.22 °C to +0.59 °C), and low RMSE (from 
0.92 °C to 1.32 °C). Contrary to the LSTM’s moderate cold biases against GLSEA for the 
summer peaks during the training period, LSTM captures the summer peaks from OISST 
during the testing period remarkably well. However, the most noticeable discrepancy be-
tween the LST from the LSTM and OISST is the LSTM’s constant ~2 °C warmer LST during 
May and June, when the lakes are transitioning from winter to summer. Other than that, 
along with the daily climatology, LSTM also accurately captures the range in interannual 
variability of daily lake-wide average LST. 

 
Figure 10. Comparison of daily climatology (1982–1994) of lake-wide average LST from LSTM and 
OISST. The dotted enveloping lines represent the interannual variability. 

Figure 11 compares the LSTM’s spatial seasonal climatology of LST averaged for 
1982–1994 against OISST. It is evident from Figure 11 that, due to its coarse resolution, 
OISST does not closely track the shoreline of the Great Lakes, resulting in insufficient cov-
erage near the Great Lakes shoreline. Nevertheless, OISST is still a valuable dataset to 
assess the LSTM’s spatial LST prediction. The spatial heterogeneity during 1982–1994 is 
consistent with the heterogeneity seen for the training period shown in Figure 7. The 
LSTM effectively mirrors the unique meridional temperature gradient for the warmer 

Figure 10. Comparison of daily climatology (1982–1994) of lake-wide average LST from LSTM and
OISST. The dotted enveloping lines represent the interannual variability.

Figure 11 compares the LSTM’s spatial seasonal climatology of LST averaged for
1982–1994 against OISST. It is evident from Figure 11 that, due to its coarse resolution,
OISST does not closely track the shoreline of the Great Lakes, resulting in insufficient
coverage near the Great Lakes shoreline. Nevertheless, OISST is still a valuable dataset to
assess the LSTM’s spatial LST prediction. The spatial heterogeneity during 1982–1994 is
consistent with the heterogeneity seen for the training period shown in Figure 7. The LSTM
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effectively mirrors the unique meridional temperature gradient for the warmer seasons,
with Lake Superior exhibiting noticeably cooler temperatures than Lake Erie. Additionally,
LSTM effectively replicates the pronounced meridional gradient within Lake Michigan and
the comparatively uniform warm summer temperature in the shallowest lake, Lake Erie.
Unlike OISST, LSTM also successfully captures the phenomenon where coastal waters tend
to be warmer than the deeper offshore waters during spring and summer. For example, in
Lake Superior and Michigan, LSTM predicts warmer spring and summer waters in their
respective coastal regions.
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It is important to note that the LSTM’s warm spring bias for the lake-wide average
observed in Figure 10 is partially due to limited nearshore LST coverage in OISST. Nearshore
water during spring tends to be warmer than offshore water as seen in both LSTM and
GLSEA in Figures 7 and 11, particularly for Lake Michigan, where the difference can be
almost 6 ◦C. OISST is unable to capture this offshore-to-nearshore gradient in LST due to
its coarse resolution and thus produces a much cooler lake-wide average LST than LSTM.
Such limitations due to coarse resolution also reinforce our motivation behind producing
an alternative high-resolution LST dataset for the Great Lakes.

Figure 12 presents the daily climatology of LST at buoy locations from LSTM, OISST,
and buoys. Similar to the training period, the LSTM model once again effectively captures
the evolution of daily climatology from buoys with high daily correlation (>0.97), low
annual mean bias (from −0.62 ◦C to +1.49 ◦C), and low RMSE (from 0.64 ◦C to 2.25 ◦C).
The peak summer LST is reproduced by the LSTM at all nine buoy locations, although
there are some warm biases during spring and early summer at the four buoys located
in Lake Superior and Lake Huron (Figure 12a,c,d,f). In the remaining five buoy locations,
the LSTM closely tracks the OISST and buoy LST, including the interannual variability
as evidenced by the enveloping lines. The statistical distribution of the LST at the buoy
locations from LSTM also agrees well with those from OISST and buoys (Figure 13). LSTM
successfully captures the monthly evolution of the median, the interquartile range, and the
outliers. For example, at Buoy 45007 located in the southern basin of Lake Michigan, the
evolution of the median LST from ~10 ◦C in June to ~20 ◦C in July–September to ~13 ◦C
in October is tracked extremely well by LSTM. Both OISST and LSTM, however, suggest
a higher June–July median LST than the buoys located in Lake Superior and Huron by
~1–4 ◦C. It should be noted that Buoy 45012 in Lake Ontario only has observation data from
2002; so the LSTM’s performance could not be evaluated at its location.
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Figure 13. Comparison of daily LST box plots from LSTM (1979–1994), OISST (1982–1994), and NDBC
buoys (1979–1994). Buoy 45012 has no observation data for 1979–1994.

Similar to Table 5, the performance statistics of LSTM against OISST and NDBC buoys
calculated using a continuous time series prior to 1995 are shown in Table 6. A contin-
uous time series analysis still results in a high correlation (≥0.92), low mean bias (from
−0.40 ◦C to +1.42 ◦C), and low RMSE (from 0.95 ◦C to 2.66 ◦C). More importantly, while it
is not feasible to directly compare our LSTM’s performance with previous studies due to
differences in deep learning techniques and study area, a brief look at the deep learning
performance in earlier research suggests that our LSTM’s performance is admirable. For
example, the LSTM used by Willard et al. [16] to reconstruct the LST in lakes across the US
(excluding the Great Lakes) had a RMSE of 1.61 ◦C and the Process Guided Deep Learning
(PGDL) modeling framework in Read et al. [49], which utilized LSTM to predict the LST
in lakes within Wisconsin and Minnesota, had a RMSE of 1.65 ◦C. Similarly, the MLPNN
used by Heddam et al. [37] to predict the surface temperature of lakes in Poland had a
RMSE of around 1.7 ◦C. These RMSEs from previous studies are mostly larger than the
RMSE of our LSTM model mentioned in Tables 5 and 6. The higher spatial resolution of
our LSTM-predicted LST across the expansive region of the Great Lakes further highlights
the impressive performance of our LSTM model.

3.3. LSTM Prediction for the Change in LST Due to the 1997–1998 LST Regime Shift

During 1997–1998, a decadal regime shift occurred in the Great Lakes LST, leading
to a noticeable increase in LST, particularly for the summer LST of Lake Superior [65,66].
Studies have highlighted multiple triggers behind this regime shift including a shift in the
Pacific Decadal Oscillation towards its negative phase [66] and a warm 1997–1998 winter
coinciding with a strong 1997–1998 El Niño episode [66–68]. The regime shift resulted in
the transition of the Great Lakes from a persistent cold state to a persistent warmer state;
causing decreased ice cover, increased evaporation, and increased LST [66]. For example,



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 4253 19 of 27

Lake Superior’s mean summer LST for 1998–2012 has been shown to be 2.5 ◦C higher than
the 1982–1997 mean [65].

Table 6. Performance statistics of LSTM against OISST and NDBC buoys using a continuous time
series spanning 1982–1994 for OISST and 1979–1994 for NDBC buoys. LSTM is compared against
OISST for both the lake-wide average LST and buoy location LST. Buoy 45,012 has no observation
data for 1979–1994.

Comparison with OISST Comparison with NDBC

Correlation Bias (◦C) RMSE (◦C) Correlation Bias (◦C) RMSE (◦C)

Superior 0.95 0.59 1.55 - - -
Michigan 0.98 0.51 1.50 - - -

Huron 0.98 0.22 1.31 - - -
Erie 0.99 0.30 1.36 - - -

Ontario 0.98 0.38 1.32 - - -
45001 0.97 0.35 1.04 0.93 1.36 2.03
45002 0.98 0.28 1.20 0.96 0.43 1.52
45003 0.98 0.26 1.32 0.93 1.42 2.66
45004 0.97 0.30 0.95 0.93 0.94 1.86
45005 0.99 0.04 1.03 0.92 −0.40 1.49
45006 0.96 0.69 1.48 0.93 1.29 2.32
45007 0.99 0.30 1.07 0.98 0.54 1.32
45008 0.99 0.12 1.05 0.97 0.20 1.49
45012 0.99 0.25 0.98 - - -

In this section, we examine the variation in the LSTM-predicted LST due to the
1997–1998 regime shift and determine its agreement with existing datasets. Given its
coverage of 42 years, it is crucial to evaluate the performance of our LSTM-predicted
LST in capturing important climatic signals, and the 1997–1998 regime shift presents an
opportunity for such evaluation.

Figure 14 compares the LSTM’s predicted change in LST due to the 1997–1998 regime
shift with that of GLSEA, OISST, and NDBC buoys. Given GLSEA data are only available
from 1995, the panels in the first three rows of Figure 14 present the LST change between
the 1995–1997 climatology average and the 1998–2020 climatology average from LSTM,
GLSEA, and OISST. The panels in the last two rows present the LST change between the
1982–1997 climatology average and 1998–2020 climatology average from LSTM and OISST.
Regardless of the comparison time periods, LSTM captures the increase in LST fairly well.
Compared to other seasons, winter has a relatively muted increase in LST with lake-wide
average LST increasing by less than 1 ◦C in all lakes, and this minor winter increase is
reproduced by LSTM. Lakes except Lake Superior exhibited their most pronounced LST
increases during the spring and this is particularly evident in Figure 14b,f,j. Lake Superior,
on the other hand, experienced its biggest LST increase during the summer. LSTM is able
to capture this seasonal distinction among lakes well. However, the magnitude of the
LST increase predicted by LSTM is slightly smaller than the increase from GLSEA, OISST,
and buoys, particularly for Lake Superior. GLSEA and OISST show an increase of 2.5 ◦C
and 2.8 ◦C, respectively, while LSTM predicts an increase of 1.9 ◦C when comparing the
lake-wide average summer LST of Lake Superior for 1998–2020 and 1995–1997. In contrast
to OISST, the LSTM also predicts some decreases along the shoreline for Lake Superior
when comparing the mean spring LST for 1998–2020 and 1982–1997 (Figure 14n,r). Such
lower predicted increases in LST likely stem from the LSTM’s summer cold bias during
the training period (Figure 6a) as well as the warm spring bias during the testing period
(Figure 10a).
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Figure 14. Changes in seasonal climatology of LST from LSTM, GLSEA, and OISST by comparing
two time periods on either side of the 1997–1998 regime shift. The changes between the 1998–2020
mean LST and 1995–1997 mean LST are shown for LSTM (first row), GLSEA (second row), and
OISST (third row). The changes between the 1998–2020 mean LST and 1982–1997 mean LST are
shown for LSTM (fourth row) and OISST (fifth row). The changes in winter, spring, summer, and fall
seasons are shown in the first, second, third, and fourth columns, respectively. The black dots and the
corresponding numbers represent the changes calculated using the NDBC buoy data.

It is important to remember that the LSTM model was trained on the GLSEA dataset.
Therefore, differences between LSTM-predicted LST and OISST are expected, given the
notable discrepancies between the GLSEA and OISST datasets. For example, by comparing
Figure 14e and Figure 14i, it is apparent that GLSEA shows a more substantial LST increase
than OISST for winter in Lake Superior. GLSEA shows an increase of 0.6 ◦C while OISST
shows an increase of 0.1 ◦C when comparing the lake-wide average winter LST of Lake
Superior for 1998–2020 and 1995–1997. GLSEA also shows a lower LST increase than OISST
for summer LST in Lake Michigan. OISST shows an increase of 1.8 ◦C while GLSEA shows
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a lower increase of 1.2 ◦C when comparing the lake-wide average summer LST of Lake
Michigan for 1998–2020 and 1995–1997.

4. Discussion
4.1. Necessity for an Extended High-Resolution LST Dataset for the Great Lakes

The new LST dataset created in this study could have a significant impact on regional
climate modeling. A recent study by Wang et al. [6] compared the impact of using the
GLSEA LST (high-resolution, but available only from 1995) and the ERA5 reanalysis
LST (low-resolution, but with multi-decadal coverage) as over-lake surface boundary
conditions on atmospheric summer simulations over the Great Lakes region. They found
that differences in LST between the GLSEA and ERA5 datasets exert local-scale influences
on atmospheric temperature and moisture. While more importantly, differences in LST
between the two datasets significantly impacted convective environment and precipitation
processes over a much larger spatial scale. Specifically, an increase in LST by a margin of
1–3 ◦C (varying by lakes) elevated the near-surface air temperature over Lake Superior and
Lake Erie by 1.93 ◦C and 0.97 ◦C, respectively. The increased LST also boosted evaporation
over the lakes, by rates of 0.23 and 1.1 mm per day. In addition, a warmer LST reduced
mesoscale convective precipitation upstream of the Great Lakes region and also amplified
isolated deep convective precipitation and non-convective precipitation downstream of
the Great Lakes region. These changes are linked to the enhanced local instability and the
augmented moisture transport associated with the LST difference. The study verified the
consistency of these impacts across several simulated summer seasons, demonstrating that
they were at least double the model’s internal variability.

Our LSTM-predicted LST will also be essential to atmospheric winter simulations
over the Great Lakes region due to its representation of the spatial variations of LST. Shi
and Xue [8] emphasized the sensitivity of atmospheric winter simulations to LST varia-
tion within the overlake surface boundary conditions. They showed that, compared to
prescribing a uniform LST as the overlake surface boundary condition, incorporating the
GLSEA’s spatial LST variations of approximately 1–3 ◦C within the overlake surface bound-
ary condition can lead to a 5–30% increase in the simulated winter lake-effect precipitation.
Their inclusion of spatial LST variations also resulted in an increase in the simulated mean
winter snow water equivalent by 3–15% and ultimately a better simulation of lake-effect
snowstorms in the Great Lakes region. As our LSTM-predicted LST dataset is comparable
to the GLSEA dataset and covers a much longer time period, we expect it to be crucial to
the atmospheric modeling communities for long-term atmospheric simulations over the
Great Lakes.

In addition to aiding regional climate modeling, a high-resolution LST dataset span-
ning an extensive temporal range is crucial for examining the ecological shifts taking
place in the Great Lakes due to climate change. LST change is a vital indicator of climate
change and has been widely used as an explanatory variable to study and predict the fish
distribution within the Great Lakes region [69–73]. For example, parasitic sea lampreys
in Lake Superior, which are an invasive species, have been documented growing larger
in size due to the warming of the lake which extended their hosts’ growing season [74].
Likewise, studies have shown the northward migration of warm-water fishes due to the
warming of the lakes by rates of up to 17.5 km per decade over the past three decades
within the Great Lakes region [73]. Even minor changes in a lake’s thermal characteristics
can trigger significant changes in the growth rate and abundance of phytoplankton and
zooplankton within the lakes [75–78]. Therefore, a high-resolution LST dataset that spans a
relatively longer time frame, like the one presented in this study, would be beneficial to
such ecological investigations as well.

4.2. Uncertainty in Training LST (GLSEA) Data

GLSEA is widely recognized as one of the best Great Lakes LST datasets, but it is
not exempt from uncertainties, especially during cloudy days when satellite imagery is
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compromised. GLSEA employs a cloud mask to generate cloud-free satellite images and
applies an interpolation technique over a 20-day window to update the LST values. When
cloud-free images are not available, GLSEA resorts to a smoothing algorithm to update
the LST values. This smoothing results in diminished accuracy and potential oversight of
sudden LST changes occurring during extended cloudy days. The Great Lakes, acting as a
perpetual moisture source, notably contribute to enhanced cloud cover during winter [4].
Schwab et al. [23] noted that, during the winter and early spring season, some areas of
the lakes do not have new imagery for as long as 30 to 40 days due to high cloud cover.
Therefore, given that the accuracy of the LSTM-predicted LST dataset is dependent on
the accuracy of the training LST dataset, which is GLSEA in this study, it is vital to be
aware of such uncertainties in GLSEA and proactively address them in future studies.
This is particularly important during the winter and spring seasons, when cloud cover is
prevalent, and the retrieval of buoys to prevent ice-induced damages necessitates more
robust observations.

While our study has shown that the LSTM-predicted LST dataset is comparable to
GLSEA, future studies can potentially leverage the recently released Advanced Clear-Sky
Processor for Oceans (ACSPO) GLSEA dataset (ACSPO GLSEA) [79] as a new training
dataset to circumvent the uncertainties of GLSEA. ACSPO GLSEA is a Great Lakes LST
dataset that is based on the ACSPO Level 3 Super Collated (L3S) temperature data from
Low Earth Orbit (LEO) satellite sensors. It should be noted that ACSPO GLSEA only has
LST data starting from 2006, which reduces the training samples. Furthermore, in contrast
to GLSEA, ACSPO GLSEA does not include the historic regime shift in LST that occurred
in 1997–1998. The absence of such events within the training dataset may limit the training
and performance of deep learning models.

4.3. Future Model Improvements

Future studies can consider incorporating a second deep learning technique, such as
convolutional neural networks (CNNs), into the model framework to improve the model
performance and mitigate the limitations of LSTM. In our current architecture, LST is
predicted at each grid point using the input features at the same grid point. This does
not consider the spatial relationship of input features between grid points and potentially
contributes to some of the distinct isolated patches of LST biases seen in Figure 7. Therefore,
a hybrid CNN-LSTM model [80] can be developed where a CNN first learns the spatial
relationship of the input features and then passes it on to the LSTM for learning the
temporal relationship. This approach would also allow us to directly use satellite imagery
as training data.

Additionally, in a recent publication by Hao et al. [51] in 2023, a novel deep learning
model called Attention-GRU was introduced. By training the model with satellite-derived
LST and a multitude of meteorological data, Attention-GRU was shown to predict the LST
time series of China’s largest inland lake, Qinghai Lake, better than seven baseline models,
which included a physicalstatistics based model, Air2water [81] and deep learning models
such as LSTM, Transformer, and GRU. While their model only predicted the summer
lake-wide average LST and did not predict a spatial map of LST, their approach and the
improvements of Attention-GRU over LSTM are nonetheless noteworthy in the context of
improving the application of deep learning models in the Great Lakes region.

Future studies should also consider incorporating OISST for model training. As seen
in Figures 12 and 14, OISST is closer to NDBC buoy observations and GLSEA than LSTM
in terms of reproducing the daily climatology and lake warming due to the regime shift.
Therefore, despite having a lower resolution than GLSEA, OISST would be a valuable
training dataset, especially since it has gridded LST for a longer time period. It should be
noted that a straightforward combination of GLSEA and OISST would not be appropriate
to create the new training dataset. Instead, a potential approach could be to use ensemble
learning. Under such an approach, one deep learning model is trained using GLSEA, while
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a second deep learning model is trained using OISST. Subsequently, their predictions are
combined in a manner that minimizes error and enhances prediction performance.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we present a new gridded LST dataset for the Great Lakes that was
reconstructed using an LSTM neural network. Our new dataset spans 42 years (1979–2020),
offering a much longer temporal coverage than GLSEA, the most commonly used gridded
LST dataset for the Great Lakes. Additionally, our dataset utilizes a fine unstructured
spatial grid mesh of ~1 km horizontal resolution to cover the Great Lakes. While Xue
et al. [56] were the first to study the application of a deep learning technique such as LSTM
to predict the spatiotemporal distribution of the Great Lakes LST, our study, by building
upon their work and training the LSTM on a bigger dataset, is the first to use deep learning
to reconstruct the Great Lakes LST on such an unprecedented spatiotemporal scale.

The LSTM-predicted LST closely follows the GLSEA and buoy data for the training
period, 1995–2020, and also aligns with the OISST and buoy data for the testing period,
1979–1994. The LSTM captures both the spatial and temporal evolution of LST, albeit with
some minor cold and warm biases. In addition, our data also capture climate signals from
the 1997–1998 LST regime shift, which had coincided with a strong El Niño. Our study
highlights the strengths and limitations of different observation-based datasets and presents
an alternative dataset based on LSTM. This new dataset offers expansive temporal coverage
like the OISST and buoy observations while maintaining the high spatial resolution and
accuracy of GLSEA. It serves as a viable alternative to the existing datasets and aids the
Great Lakes scientific community in climatic spatiotemporal LST analysis and long-term
regional climate modeling. Future work to supplement this study involves incorporating
a new training LST dataset, exploring the combination of two deep-learning techniques
such as CNN and LSTM, and utilizing ensemble learning techniques to take advantage of
multiple training datasets.
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