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WASHINGTON: After mysteriously expanding for
decades, Antarctica’s sea ice cover melted by an area
four times greater than France in just a few years and
now stands at a record low, according to a study pub-
lished Monday.

Scientists already knew Antarctica was thawing at
an increasing rate, like the Arctic, because of accelerat-
ing discharge from glaciers, the rivers of ice that push
up slowly against the shore.

But between 1979 and 2014, they observed a phe-
nomenon that was both intriguing and reassuring: the
sea ice cover was expanding.

From 2014 to 2017, however, “the Antarctic lost
almost as much as the Arctic” over almost 40 years,
NASA climatologist Claire Parkinson told AFP, and the
trend has continued ever since.

From a peak area of 12.8 million square kilometers,
the sea ice cover receded two million square kilometers
for reasons that remain unknown.

“It went from its 40-year high in 2014, all the way
down in 2017 to its 40-year low,” said Parkinson, whose
findings were published in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences (PNAS).

The team analyzed microwave measurements from
NASA and military satellites over the period to build up
the most precise picture to date of the historic sea ice
cover, measuring only area but not thickness.

Neither the reason for the earlier expansion nor the

current decline are well understood. Competing
hypotheses exist, pinning the changes on everything
from the hole in the ozone layer to shifting winds and
ocean currents, but it’s far from clear cut.

“None of the hypotheses are good in my opinion,”
said Douglas Martinson, an oceanographer from
Columbia University, one of the paper’s peer reviewers.

But he cautioned against trying to apply findings
from the Arctic to the Antarctic, saying it would be “like
comparing apples to army trucks.”

The Arctic is an ocean surrounded by land, while
Antarctica is a continent surrounded by oceans, where
icebergs are less constrained.

Unlike the Arctic, Antarctica is not warming and
remains the coldest place on Earth, as well as its largest
source of freshwater.

Its mountains are covered in ice are capable of rais-
ing the level of the oceans by 57 meters, according to a
2013 study.

Chris Rapley, a climate scientist from the University
College of London, said the previous gains did not in
any way undermine the thesis of global warming.

“It simply demonstrates that in a complex, intercon-
nected system, counter-intuitive outcomes can occur-at
least for a while.

“We have a tendency to seek simplistic explanations
of cause and effect, when in reality the situation is much
more complicated and nuanced.” — AFP

French doctors to 
end life support in 
right-to-die case
LILLE: French doctors are set to begin removing life sup-
port from paralysed road accident victim Vincent Lambert
yesterday, in what could be the final act in a hugely contro-
versial right-to-die case that has drawn in Pope Francis.

The main doctor treating Lambert, Vincent Sanchez,
informed his family by email that he intended to start
removing his feeding tubes in line with a French court rul-
ing last Friday, according to the message that was shared
with AFP.

The doctor urged family members to ensure that “sup-
port to Mr Vincent Lambert is as peaceful, intimate and
personal as possible”.  Lambert, 42, has been in a vegeta-
tive state since a 2008 car accident, with the question of
whether to continue keeping him alive artificially bitterly
dividing his family and the nation.

Legal battles in French and European courts over the
last six years have pitted Lambert’s Catholic parents and

two of his siblings-who want to keep him alive-against his
wife and six other brothers and sisters.

His wife Rachel, who is his legal guardian under French
law, has maintained that Lambert had made clear before
the accident that he would not want to be kept alive artifi-
cially, though this was never put in writing.

Multiple medical assessments over the years ordered by
the courts have found that Lambert, a former psychiatric
nurse, has no chance of recovering. Doctors at the hospital in
Reims, northern France, have made five attempts previously
to remove life support before being forced to reinstate it fol-
lowing court rulings obtained by Lambert’s parents.

The last attempt to remove his tubes was made in May
this year, but was then overturned by a Paris appeals court.
The UN committee on disabled rights has also asked
France to keep Lambert alive while it conducts its own
investigation into his fate-a request the French government
has rejected as non-binding. 

In what was hailed as a definitive legal judgement by a
lawyer representing Lambert’s wife, France’s top appeals
court, the Cour de Cassation, ruled last Friday that life sup-
port could be turned off. 

The case has rekindled a charged debate over France’s
right-to-die laws, which allow so-called “passive” euthana-
sia for severely ill or injured patients who are being kept
alive with no chance of recovery. — AFP

Antarctic sea ice in dizzying 
decline since 2014: Study


