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Greenhouse Warming and the Arctic

What are the consequences if, by the year 2050 AD, the Arctic 
Ocean becomes completely ice—free in summer as a result of the 
greenhouse warming? The countries with the main interest are the 
Soviet Union, USA, Canada and Denmark through its rule over Greenland. 
In a Soviet/American telecanference on another network, we are looking 
at the impacts of such a change in the Arctic. Edith Brown Weiss, 
famed international law expert, has written for us an perceptive essay 
on the topic, which I cite from. But I ask that our members not quote 
this materia! publicly until Edith publishes it. She will do this 
soon. In her essay Edith speculates on the far-reaching implications 
of such a change for nearly all aspects of Arctic life, including 
natural resources, ocean and air pollution, life styles of the native 
peoples, melting of the permafrost, wildlife destruction, vegetation 
changes, transportation, and tourism.

An ice free Arctic, even if it is only for a few months a year, 
will have a huge impact on ocean shipping, with the Arctic becoming a 
routine transport route to and from the North Pacific, the North 
Atlantic and all the Arctic and North Hemisphere ports, present and 
potential, of the USSR, Europe, Scandinavia, USA, Japan. Rights of 
control of the Northwest Passage, the Northeast Passage and the 
Northern Sea Route will need clarification, because numbers of them 
are now under dispute. Even US and Canada have a boundary dispute in 
the Arctic Ocean over the offshore border.

At present, as Weiss points out, the year-round Arctic Sea ice 
sheet and icebergs are a cover for the many Soviet and American 
military submarines operating there. Indeed it may turn out that the 
Arctic will become significantly less important strategical 1y as a 
submarine refuge if the ice melts. The perimeter defense of the US, 
unlike that of the USSR, now relies heavily on submarines. New arms 
control initiatives may be necessary if the warming removes the ice, 
Gorbachev recently proposed that the Arctic become a nuclear— free 
zone, as he did for the Baltic Sea. Since subs are nuclear weapons 
carriers this proposition has major military consequences. President 
Eisenhower, way back in 1955 made similar proposals. But today US has 
a far greater reliance on subs for north perimeter security than does 
the Soviet Union, and the ice cover is part of our defense.

The most critical issues, however, are probably those affecting 
the environment and the lives of the people of the Arctic. Nearly all 
scenarios of a global warming indicate strongest human impact in the 
Arctic. First of all, the warming is likely to be twice the global 
average in the Arctic. There, moreover, the ecological balance is 
highly fragile. Because of ocean and air flow patterns pollution is
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not readily dispersed. If oil shipping from northern sources 
increases, so will the threat of pollution in disasters like the EXXON 
Valdez debacle.

Accidents like this, and other pollution hazards will be a 
severe threat to the wav of life of the native Inuit and Aleut poeple 
of the Arctic. The habitats of whales, seals, caribou and other 
subsistence animals will be endangered by the warming, even without 
oil spills. Arctic haze has already materially increased.
International human rights law, ratified bv all countries bordering 
the Arctic except the US, guarantees that "in no case may a people be 
deprived of its own means of subsistence" and further that "in those 
States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, 
persons belonging to such minorities shall not be denied the 
right....to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their own 
religion, or to use their own language." Subsistence and life style 
will be grossly altered if there is a vast burgeoning of tourism, 
commerce and ecological alteration accompanying a major warming.

Time will bring a sore test of the viability of these pious vows 
of internetional human rights law, if the Arctic Ocean becomes ice- 
free in the expected global greenhouse warming of the next century.

********
NOTE: Please do not quote publicly until Weiss article is published.
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