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WASHINGTON: Global warming is heating the Arctic at a
record pace, driving broad environmental changes across the
planet, including extreme storms in the United States and
Europe, a major US scientific report said Tuesday. Persistent
heat records have assaulted the fragile Arctic for each of the
past five years — a record-long warming streak, said the
2018 Arctic Report Card, released by the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).

The mounting heat in the north is upsetting typical
weather patterns, a trend that “coincides” with severe winter
storms in the eastern United States and an extreme cold
snap in Europe in March, it said. “Continued warming of the
Arctic atmosphere and ocean are driving broad change in
the environmental system in predicted and, also, unexpected
ways,” warned the report.

“New and rapidly emerging threats are taking form and
highlighting the level of uncertainty in the breadth of envi-
ronmental change that is to come.” Emily Osborne, program
manager of NOAA’s Arctic Research Program, told reporters
the Arctic “is experiencing the most unprecedented transi-
tion in human history.” 

The report was released at the American Geophysical
Union’s annual conference in Washington, just weeks after
another damning climate assessment by federal scientists
which US President Donald Trump dismissed, saying he did
not “believe” it.  Asked by reporters if he had personally
briefed Trump on the latest Arctic findings, NOAA acting
administrator Timothy Gallaudet said he had not, but he
insisted that NOAA has the White House’s support when it
comes to scientific research. 

Temperature records 
Arctic air temperatures for the past five years, from 2014

to 2018, “have exceeded all previous records since 1900,”
when record-keeping began, said the peer-reviewed report
compiled by 81 scientists working for governments and aca-
demia in 12 nations. This warming trend “is unlike any other
period on record,” it said. During the latest period studied,
October 2017 through September 2018, annual average tem-

perature in the Arctic was 3.1 Fahrenheit (1.7 Celsius) higher
than the 1981-2010 average. “The year 2018 was the second
warmest year on record in the Arctic since 1900 (after 2016),” it
said. The Arctic also saw the second-lowest overall sea-ice
coverage and the lowest recorded winter ice in the Bering Sea.
Another key measure of ice cover is its age, and the old, thick
kind is rapidly disappearing across the Arctic. Last year, old ice
made up less than one percent of the ice pack. Over the past 33
years, very old Arctic ice has declined by 95 percent.

Jet stream 
The Arctic continues to heat up at twice the rate of the

rest of the planet, but the effects are far from isolated, and
are now spilling over into the mid-latitudes. That’s because a
warmer Arctic reduces the north-south temperature differ-
ence, which provides the main fuel for the polar jet stream, or
a river of strong wind, at levels where jet aircraft fly, NOAA
said. In this warming environment, the jet stream has become
wavier, a pattern that “allows warm air to penetrate farther
north and cold air to plunge farther south, compared to when
the jet is strong and relatively straight,” said the report.
Scientist now see evidence that this changing jet stream may
be sparking extreme storms. Examples include “the heat
wave at the North Pole in autumn 2017, a swarm of severe
winter storms in the eastern United States in 2018, and the
extreme cold outbreak in Europe in March 2018 known as
the ‘Beast from the East.’”

Reindeer, marine life 
Meanwhile, warmer Arctic temperatures are wreaking

havoc on the Arctic ecosystem, decimating reindeer and
caribou populations, allowing harmful algae blooms to move
northward and sickening marine life, said the report, now in
its 13th year.  “Considerable concentrations of algal toxins
have been found in the tissues of Arctic clams, seals, walrus,
and whales and other marine organisms,” it said.

Even though melting ice has freed up more land for graz-
ing, herds of caribou and wild reindeer across the Arctic tun-
dra have declined by 56 percent over the last two decades,

cutting populations from 4.7 million to 2.1 million. “The long-
term warming trend may be taking a toll on some of the
Arctic’s most majestic animals,” said Howard Epstein, profes-
sor of environmental sciences at the University of Virginia.
Scientists attribute the decline to increased frequency of
drought, which affects quality of  the tundra, and longer and
hotter summers which can lead to more parasites. Another new
focus of the report involved the emerging threat of marine
microplastics, which scientists have discovered are accumulat-

ing in the Arctic at higher concentrations than anywhere else in
the world. “This pollution — from plastics produced and dis-
carded in more populated areas of the world — is likely trav-
eling with ocean currents to the Arctic,” said Karen Frey, pro-
fessor of geography at Clark University. Microplastic contam-
ination has increased over the last decade, and is a concern
because seabirds and marine life can ingest debris, sickening
them and interfering with a key food and income source for
people who consume them, she said. — AFP 

Arctic’s record warming driving 
‘broad change’ in environment

Small islands plead 
for action at UN 
climate talks
KATOWICE, Poland: Ministers from nations imperiled
by rising seas and temperatures on Tuesday called for
drastic action at UN climate talks deadlocked over a
refusal by big polluters to embrace landmark environ-
mental data. The COP24 summit in Poland is scheduled to
finish at the end of the week but delegates are still worlds
apart when it comes to agreeing on a rulebook making

good on the promises nailed down in the 2015 Paris cli-
mate accord. Tuesday saw ministers begin to put forward
their country’s case for action, with several from small
island states threatened with oblivion pleading for
progress. “We all need to act now and fast, but I must
stress it requires a strong political will by us leaders,”
said Taneti Maamau, president of Kiribati in the Pacific.

The Paris deal committed nations to limiting tempera-
ture rises to well below two degrees Celsius (3.6
Fahrenheit) and beneath the safer cap of 1.5C if at all
possible. But in the three years since, greenhouse gas
emissions have continued to rise and there are fears the
political will to act is waning. The talks were thrown into
tumult over the weekend when the United States, Saudi
Arabia, Russia and Kuwait blocked a proposal from 44
small island nations for the UN body to “welcome” a

recent UN report that drew the starkest climate picture
to date. Unveiled in October, the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) “special report” concluded
that CO2 emissions must drop a quarter within 12 years
to stay under 2C, and by nearly half to cap warming at
1.5C, seen as a safer guardrail against catastrophic
extreme weather. The four nations disagreed with the
motion, and proposed that the UN climate body simply
“note” the report, rather than “welcome” it.

This added yet another hurdle to the already painstaking
negotiating process. A draft summary of the concluding
COP24 text seen by AFP suggests nations “acknowledge
the report and/or its quality” and invites them “to use the
information in the report” — far from what the at-risk coun-
tries are demanding.  US President Donald Trump, who said
last month he did not believe his own government’s climate

change predictions, has said he will renege on the Paris
pledges. But the US is still part of the UN climate process as
its pre-standing commitments last until 2020. Without nam-
ing any of the four hold-outs, Cook Islands Prime Minister
Henry Puna accused some nations of “not willing to accept
the stark realities outlined in this report.”

The situation was so sensitive that UN Secretary
General Antonio Guterres made an unscheduled return
to the talks on Tuesday as he was “concerned about
how the COP was going”, a UN source told AFP.
“Science has provided unequivocal evidence to prove
we can avert this dire situation and achieve a 1.5C sce-
nario for our planet but we need selfless and visionary
leaders with the political courage and conviction to act
together now,” Samoan Prime Minister Tuilaepa Sailele
Malielegaoi told delegates. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON, DC:  A demonstrator holds a sign against drilling in the Arctic Refuge on the 58th anniversary of
the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, during a press conference outside the US Capitol.  —  AFP   


