
 

Arctic sea ice reaches lowest extent ever
recorded (Update 2)

August 27 2012

  
 

  

The Artic Ocean is pictured off the coast of Greenland in 2008. The sea ice in
the Arctic Ocean has melted to its smallest ever level in the latest dramatic sign
of the long-term impact of global warming, US researchers said Monday.

(Phys.org)—The blanket of sea ice floating on the Arctic Ocean melted
to its lowest extent ever recorded since satellites began measuring it in
1979, according to the University of Colorado Boulder's National Snow
and Ice Data Center.

On Aug. 26, the Arctic sea ice extent fell to 1.58 million square miles, or
4.10 million square kilometers. The number is 27,000 square miles, or
70,000 square kilometers below the record low daily sea ice extent set
Sept. 18, 2007. Since the summer Arctic sea ice minimum normally does
not occur until the melt season ends in mid- to-late September, the CU-
Boulder research team expects the sea ice extent to continue to dwindle
for the next two or three weeks, said Walt Meier, an NSID scientist.
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"It's a little surprising to see the 2012 Arctic sea ice extent in August dip
below the record low 2007 sea ice extent in September," he said. "It's
likely we are going to surpass the record decline by a fair amount this
year by the time all is said and done."

On Sept. 18, 2007, the September minimum extent of Arctic sea ice
shattered all satellite records, reaching a five-day running average of
1.61 million square miles, or 4.17 million square kilometers. Compared
to the long-term minimum average from 1979 to 2000, the 2007
minimum extent was lower by about a million square miles—an area
about the same as Alaska and Texas combined, or 10 United Kingdoms.

  
 

  

This visualization shows the extent of Arctic sea ice on Aug. 26, 2012, the day
the sea ice dipped to its smallest extent ever recorded in more than three decades
of satellite measurements, according to scientists from NASA and the National
Snow and Ice Data Center. The data is from the US Defense Meteorological
Satellite Program�s Special Sensor Microwave/Imager. The line on the image
shows the average minimum extent from the period covering 1979-2010, as
measured by satellites. Every summer the Arctic ice cap melts down to what
scientists call its �minimum� before colder weather builds the ice cover back
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up. The size of this minimum remains in a long-term decline. The extent on Aug.
26. 2012 broke the previous record set on Sept. 18, 2007. But the 2012 melt
season could still continue for several weeks. Image credit: Scientific
Visualization Studio, NASA Goddard Space Flight Center

While a large Arctic storm in early August appears to have helped to
break up some of the 2012 sea ice and helped it to melt more quickly,
the decline seen in in recent years is well outside the range of natural
climate variability, said Meier. Most scientists believe the shrinking
Arctic sea ice is tied to warming temperatures caused by an increase in
human-produced greenhouse gases pumped into Earth's atmosphere.

CU-Boulder researchers say the old, thick multi-year ice that used to
dominate the Arctic region has been replaced by young, thin ice that has
survived only one or two melt seasons—ice which now makes up about
80 percent of the ice cover. Since 1979, the September Arctic sea ice
extent has declined by 12 percent per decade.

The record-breaking Arctic sea ice extent in 2012 moves the 2011 sea
ice extent minimum from the second to the third lowest spot on record,
behind 2007. Meier and his CU-Boulder colleagues say they believe the
Arctic may be ice-free in the summers within the next several decades.

"The years from 2007 to 2012 are the six lowest years in terms of Arctic
sea ice extent in the satellite record," said Meier. "In the big picture,
2012 is just another year in the sequence of declining sea ice. We have
been seeing a trend toward decreasing minimum Arctic sea ice extents
for the past 34 years, and there's no reason to believe this trend will
change."

The Arctic sea ice extent as measured by scientists is the total area of all
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Arctic regions where ice covers at least 15 percent of the ocean surface,
said Meier.

Scientists say Arctic sea ice is important because it keeps the polar
region cold and helps moderate global climate—some have dubbed it
"Earth's air conditioner." While the bright surface of Arctic sea ice
reflects up to 80 percent of the sunlight back to space, the increasing
amounts of open ocean there—which absorb about 90 percent of the
sunlight striking the Arctic—have created a positive feedback effect,
causing the ocean to heat up and contribute to increased sea ice melt.

Earlier this year, a national research team led by CU embarked on a two-
year effort to better understand the impacts of environmental factors
associated with the continuing decline of sea ice in the Arctic Ocean.
The $3 million, NASA-funded project led by Research Professor James
Maslanik of aerospace engineering sciences includes tools ranging from
unmanned aircraft and satellites to ocean buoys in order to understand
the characteristics and changes in Arctic sea ice, including the Beaufort
Sea and Canada Basin that are experiencing record warming and
decreased sea ice extent.
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