
Winter’s unseasonably late last blast on the coast, an Arctic
outflow on April 18/19, has us longing for the summer. Though
we didn’t enjoy that reminder, Canadians are becoming
increasingly aware of our Arctic treasure. For most of us it used
to be just ‘the frozen north’—a wasteland, that happened to be
part of Canada. Now, with its massive importance in climate
change, and thanks to excellent CBC coverage, we are
beginning to own our Arctic with pride—and unease.

What will this summer bring for the Arctic as we tilt toward
the sun? Summer 2007 was a grim year. On September 16 last
year, the Polar ice cap was reduced to an historic low. The
surface ice lost last summer was the same as the area of Texas
and California combined. Scientists were universally shocked.
Only the word, ‘catastrophic’ accurately described the huge
Arctic melt.

For the ten thousand years of humankind’s civilization, the
Polar ice cap has helped keep the planet habitable for the
species found on Earth today. In the middle of the 20th
century, this changed. Slowly and erratically, the ice cover
began shrinking and thinning. 

According to Dr James Overland of the National
Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration’s Pacific
Marine Environmental Laboratory in Seattle, half of the polar
ice has melted away between 1980 and this year, and 22% or
1.19million square kilometres, was lost between 2005 and
2007. 

Is there hope that the Arctic ice will be restored to its mid-
twentieth century state? ‘No,’ says Overland, according to a
consensus of polar scientists last October, it will never freeze
back. 

As the air and water temperatures continue to warm, we can
expect a greater rate of ice loss annually, until it’s all gone.The
best we can do is slow it or halt it.

Why? Each year more of the Arctic Ocean is exposed to the
sun, and the warmer ocean water under the ice will speed the
melt, causing a classic example of a positive feedback loop, or
‘vicious circle’. 

This feedback loop will drive another one, the melting of the
permafrost and the consequent release of gigatonnes of carbon
dioxide and methane, now in a frozen state. (Methane
according to Dr James Lovelock, is 24 times more powerful a
greenhouse gas than CO2.) And, of course, this greenhouse gas
release will raise global temperatures even more, causing more
melting of the world’s glaciers and ice sheets, which will raise
the sea level. And so on, tragically, if we cannot stop it. 

New research shows the Arctic sea ice is melting faster than

predicted by any of the 18 computer models used by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in preparing its
2007 assessments. The question is: ‘How long can the ice last?’ 

To answer this with any degree of accuracy, one should
know how fast it is thinning. We can see how fast it is shrinking
from satellite images, but we don’t have a truly precise
measurement of the thickness of the ice cap. Satellites do not
give a good representation of ice thickness. 

Dr Peter Wadhams, Professor of Ocean Physics at the
Cambridge University Department of Applied Mathematics
and Theoretical Physics, says that the ice is thinning faster than
it is shrinking. So mapping the areas lost is not an accurate
representation of the rate of loss. Wadhams is not alone in his
concern. In 1999, Drew Rothrock, Associate Professor of
Oceanography at the University of Washington Polar Science
Center in Seattle, published a paper at in which he stated that
the ‘volume is down by some 40%’ (since 1953). 

Wadhams explains, ‘the real long-term record of thickness
(from 1958) comes from submarines.’  In 2000 the British
Royal Navy released its last classified figures for analysis. On
August 23 of that year, in an article in The Guardian, Wadhams
stated, ‘The average ice thickness in summer has decreased by
40% between the 1970s and now.’ Wadhams is himself a
veteran of Arctic submarine voyages in the Fram Strait area
using ‘upward-looking sonar’ to measure the thickness of the
ice. 

This thinning is particularly remarkable in that it has
occurred in a major portion of the perennially ice-covered
Arctic Ocean, rather than the annually occurring winter ice. 

However since the year 2000, there has been apparently
much more reliance on satellite data than upward-looking
submarine sonar. So recently, we have heard a great deal about
the shrinkage of the ice area, but not as much about the
thinning. In other words, we don’t have an accurate three-
dimensional view. 

Newer submarines in use by the US Navy do not have the
more accurate sonar with which the older ones were equipped.
Rothrock says, that US submarines will have better sonar this
year. This is encouraging, for without knowing the thickness of
the ice, an accurate prediction of the year of its disappearance
cannot be made.

Preservation or Resource Extraction
What should be the response of world leaders to this crisis?
Instead of showing rational alarm for disastrous summer melts
in the Arctic and the effect this will have on our biosphere and

Reprint from Volume 20 Number 8                                                                    May 1, 2008
Visit www.islandtides.com for more interesting articles on other BC, national & international topics

Reprint

HHiigghh AArrccttiicc SSuummmmeerr ~~ SSaalltt SSpprriinngg’’ss CClliimmaattee CChhaannggee AAccttiioonn GGrroouupp

           

http://www.islandtides.com


our species, they are reacting in a frenzied scrabble to see which
country can extract the most resources from this delicate area
as fast as possible as it melts. 

Not only will great damage be caused to fragile ecosystems
and endangered species in the process of resource extraction,
but the eventual burning of the oil and gas removed from the
melting Arctic will contribute greatly to global warming.
Another calamitous positive feedback loop will be set in
motion. 

We are already seeing the results of this. Melting glaciers are
causing the sea to rise; wind and ocean currents have been
disrupted, causing catastrophic droughts, flooding and storms.
Not only will the Polar ice cap never come back, nor will the
world to which humankind and its civilization is adapted. 

The word ‘Arctic’ derives from ‘Arcus, the Latin word for
‘bear,’ and it is easy to imagine a great white bear lying across
our polar north, her mantle spread to protect our cold seas
from the heat of the sun. Long may she live. 0
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