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The Arctic Ocean ice cover, which appeared earlier this summer to be 

headed for a moderate recovery after last year's record-setting retreat, 

has begun disintegrating so rapidly in recent weeks that experts now say 

the ice loss by mid-September could exceed even 2007's history-making 

meltdown. 

The Canadian Ice Service is reporting an "unprecedented" opening of 

waters in the Beaufort Sea north of the Yukon-Alaska border, where 

expected increases in ship traffic have just prompted the U. S. Coast Guard to establish two new outposts on 

Alaska's north coast to strengthen its vessel-monitoring and search-and-rescue capabilities. 

And the U. S. National Snow and Ice Data Center, the world's leading satellite monitor of ice conditions in the 

Arctic Ocean, is now hedging its earlier bets that this year's Arctic ice minimum -- typically reached in mid-

September -- would not be as extreme as last year, when 14 million square kilometres of sea ice shrank to just over 

four million between March and September. 

It's now a "neck-and-neck race between 2007 and this year over the issue of ice loss," Mark Serreze, a senior 

climate researcher at the Coloradobased NSIDC, told the U. K.'s Guardian newspaper yesterday. "We thought 

Arctic ice cover might recover after last year's unprecedented melting --and indeed the picture didn't look too bad 

last month." 

But recent storms in the Beaufort region "triggered steep ice losses," he said, "and it now looks as if it will be a very 

close call indeed whether 2007 or 2008 is the worst year on record for ice cover over the Arctic." 

Canada's chief observers of Arctic ice conditions are expressing amazement at the state of the Beaufort Sea. 

"We've never seen any kind of opening like this in history," CIS senior ice forecaster Luc Desjardins said of the 

Beaufort's exceptional loss of ice this summer. "It is not only record-setting, it's unprecedented. It doesn't resemble 

anything that we've observed before." 

Mr. Desjardins says there's also a "very good likelihood" that the best-known route of the Northwest Passage -- 

from north of Baffin Island to the Beaufort Sea south of Victoria Island-- will soon become fully navigable for the 

third consecutive summer, a year after the fabled shipping conduit drew global attention by opening more 
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completely than ever. 

Last year's melt is chiefly responsible for this year's accelerating retreat of sea ice. So much of the thicker, multi-

year ice in the Arctic was lost in 2007 that --despite a relatively cold winter -- much more of the polar cap at the 

start of this year's melt season consisted of thinner, weaker first-year ice that didn't stand a chance of surviving the 

summer. 

"It takes less solar energy to dissipate and melt that ice," Mr. Desjardins said. "So we potentially could reach a new 

minimum. Time will tell if we are going to be approaching the 2007 sea-ice retreat ." 

The persistent retreat of polar sea ice in recent years has convinced some researchers that the region is fast 

approaching a "tipping point" that could see nearly the entire Arctic ice-free during the summer months as early as 

2013. 

That prospect has triggered a wave of scientific research as experts scrutinize the state of the ice cap, the forces 

driving its decline and the implications of an unlocked Arctic Ocean. 

The great polar thaw has also prompted Canada, Russia, Denmark, the United States and Norway -- the five 

nations with Arctic Ocean coastlines -- to expedite efforts to claim oil-rich undersea territory and invest billions to 

enhance their military, scientific and economic presence in the far north. 

Last week, during a visit to Alaska, U. S. Coast Guard commander Admiral Thad Allen revealed U. S. plans to recast 

its foreign policy in the Arctic from a focus on scientific research to "sovereignty" and "security presence." 
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