AYC Ecology North
May 2011

Canada’s Arctic glaciers melting fast: Study

QMI Agency, torontosun.com 

Canada's Arctic glaciers have lost almost a Great Lake's worth of water in recent years, a new study has found.

Using satellites ad ground crews, researchers monitored Canadian Arctic ice between 2004 and 2009, and found the ice-loss rate in those years was four times what NASA estimated in the '90s.

The equivalent of about three quarters of Lake Erie was lost to melting during those six years, explained Alex Gardner, co-author of the study, in a University of Alberta press release.

The study blames rising temperatures, or global warming, for the alarmingly fast rate of ice loss.

Gardner, a PhD graduate of the U of A, now works for the University of Michigan, but he collected the data for this study while studying in Edmonton, and co-authored the paper with the U of A's Martin Sharp.

"The amount of water contained in all of the ice caps and glaciers in the Canadian Arctic are three-and-a-half times larger than all of the water in all of the Great Lakes," said Gardner. "If the Great Lakes drained by that much, I think that would really wake people up to the changes that are occurring."

The Canadian arctic glaciers are much smaller than the nearby Greenland Ice Sheet.

"Even though these Canadian glaciers and ice caps are small compared to the huge ice sheets, they play a significant role in sea level rise," Gardner said.

That's because they are sensitive to temperature rises and melt fast, whereas the Greenland Ice Sheets are so massive and cold, they only melt at the edges. They are responsible for half the ice-melt contributing to rising sea levels, while the rest stems from smaller mountain glaciers in areas like Canada and Alaska.

In fact, the study suggests that between 2004 and 2009, the Canadian Arctic Archipelago was the single largest contributor to global sea-level rise after Greenland and Antarctica.

The melting is so significant, teams from NASA, Europe and Canada are on the ground on the Canadian cap on Devon Island, monitoring the ice loss.

The team will build on the work from Gardner's study, which was published in the journal Nature.
