The Arctic ice cap is melting - and with it goes our
future
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OPINION : It is difficult to overstate the magnitude of what is currently unfolding in the Arctic region
THE TRUTH, as Winston Churchill put it, is incontrovertible. “Malice may attack it, ignorance may deride
it, but in the end, there it is.” Scrape away the layers of denial, obfuscation and spin that cloud climate
change and one unvarnished truth emerges: the Arctic ice cap is dying – and, with it, humanity’s best hopes
for a prosperous, predictable future.
In the most dramatic reconfiguration of the map of the world since the end of the last Ice Age, the Arctic ice
cap is now committed to accelerated collapse.
In 2007, the intergovernmental panel on climate change warned that, unless emissions were drastically
curbed globally, the Arctic ocean could be clear of summer sea ice towards the end of this century.
They were hopelessly optimistic. On September 16th last, Arctic sea ice hit its lowest level ever recorded, at
3.41 million sq km, barely half the 1979-2000 average. The area of sea ice lost is 41 times larger than the
island of Ireland. While the drop in sea ice extent is alarming, the 72 per cent decline in its volume is worse.
Not only is ice cover shrinking, the surviving ice is thinning precipitously.
Prof Peter Wadhams of the Polar Ocean Physics Group described the September 2012 figures as a “global
disaster”. He now projects the destruction of Arctic summer sea ice by 2015-16 – more than half a century
ahead of the IPCC’s projections. “The final collapse towards that state is now happening and will probably
be complete by those dates,” he added.
It is difficult to overstate the magnitude of what is now unfolding in the Arctic region. The Arctic ice cap
used to cover 2 per cent of the Earth’s surface, and the ice albedo effect meant vast amounts of solar energy
were bounced back into space from the bright white ice mass.
Losing this ice, and replacing it with dark open ocean, creates a dramatic tipping point in planetary energy
balance.
“The extra radiation that’s absorbed is, from our calculations, the equivalent of about 20 years of additional
CO2 being added by man,” Prof Wadhams said.
With global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions already spiralling far beyond the levels that scientists have
warned present grave risks to humanity, the injection of a massive new source of additional energy into
Earth systems could hardly have come at a worse time.
The northern hemisphere is experiencing sharp foretastes of future climate destabilisation driven by the
Arctic meltdown.
The jet stream, which operates between the cold Arctic and the warmer mid-latitudes, dominates much of
our weather, and it is weakening and becoming more erratic as Arctic ice melt accelerates and the region
warms. The severe cold snaps that brought Ireland to a shivering halt in 2010 and 2011, as well as this
summer’s relentless rainfall, are probably connected to Arctic ice cover loss. Jet stream weakness is leading
to what are known as blocking events – episodes of extreme weather, be they droughts, freezes or flooding,
persisting for unusually long periods. The Russian heatwave of 2010 and the extreme US drought this
summer are two more related events.

“We’re in uncharted territory,” says James Overland of the University of Washington. The weakening jet
stream means “wild temperature swings and greater numbers of extreme events”. The last time the Arctic is
believed to have been ice-free is during the Eemian period, about 125,000 years ago, when global sea levels
were between four and six metres higher than today. However, current atmospheric CO2 levels are already
far higher than during the Eemian; indeed, you would have to go back several million years to find any era
in the Earth’s history to match today’s levels of this powerful heat-trapping “greenhouse gas”.
Lags in the system mean that we have so far experienced only the very mildest of the effects of the evergrowing heat imbalance in our climate system. In July, another stark regional landmark was recorded. In the
course of just four days, surface ice melt spread from 40 to 97 per cent of Greenland.
“This was so extraordinary that at first I questioned the result: was this real or was it due to a data error?”
said Son Nghiem of Nasa.
Meanwhile, between 2003 and 2008 more than 2,000 billion tonnes of land ice from Greenland, Antarctica
and Alaska have melted.
As the Arctic summer ice pack is floating, its melt does not directly raise sea levels, but as it spirals towards
final destruction, all bets are off as to the stability of the adjacent massive land-based Greenland ice pack.
There is enough frozen water locked up here to raise global sea levels by six to seven metres over time.
One person’s global catastrophe is another’s commercial opportunity. Governments and energy companies,
notably Shell, are busy jostling to be in position to loot the oil and minerals hidden beneath the region’s fastdisappearing ice. This is akin to setting your house on fire to keep yourself warm.
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