
Arctic Sea Ice Extent Hits Record Low, but Antarctic Winter Ice Reaches 

High   

 

The U.S. National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) has released a detailed 

analysis of the 2012 Arctic sea ice extent, which reached a record low. (link to 

article) http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/ 

 

By contrast, winter sea ice extent in Antarctica has reached a record high. The 

Antarctic extent increase is an probable response to changes in circulation 

patterns in the Southern Hemisphere, according to NSIDC. 

 

Arctic sea ice extent averaged for September 2012 was 3.61 million square 

kilometers. This was 3.43 million square kilometers below the average for 1979 

to 2000, the period of available sea observations form space, and 690,000 square 

kilometers less than the previous record low for the month that occurred in 

2007. (Link to graphic of ice extent 1979-2012, 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AztEry44A9A&feature=share) 

 

 

NSIDC highlighted the impact of the continued loss of old, thick ice on the ability 

of the sea ice cover to survive summer melt. The pressure pattern in 2012 does 

not appear to have been as favorable in promoting ice loss as was the case in 

2007, and yet a new record low occurred. Entering the melt season, a thinner ice 

made the Arctic sea ice cover more vulnerable to weather, such as a storm which 

tracked through the Arctic in early August. Because the ice was thin and already 

decaying by the time of the storm, it was quickly broken up by winds and waves 

and melted. 

 

The end-of-summer sea ice cover was not only the least extensive since satellite 

records began in 1979, but also very likely the lowest volume, according to 

NSIDC. 

 

Estimates and trends identified by other national sources are similar to NSIDC.  

 

The World Meteorological Organization will consolidate sea ice data from a 

variety of Members around the globe in compiling its annual Statement on the 

Status of the Global Climate. 

 

In a statement issued 3 October, the Finnish Meteorological Institute said the 

melting of sea ice has accelerated within the last ten years, in line with global 

warming. 

 

The loss of sea is a clear indication of the progress of climate change. One of the 

basic findings of climate science is that the Arctic will get warmer more rapidly 

than other regions and that the multi-year sea ice will disappear there with 

rising concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. The changes 

observed in the Arctic Ocean are in agreement with this finding, which was 

already made some decades ago. However, what gives cause for concern is that 



the sea ice has been shrinking more rapidly than what the models have 

estimated. 

(link to http://en.ilmatieteenlaitos.fi/press-release/548627) 

 

There is discussion on when there will be ice-free or nearly ice-free summers in 
the Arctic. A recent assessment led by the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment 
Programme on Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in the Arctic confirmed earlier  
projections based on the World Climate Research Programme’s model 
experiments that the Arctic Ocean will become nearly ice-free in summer 
within this century, likely within the next thirty to forty years. The reality could 
however be even quicker than that. (link to http://www.arctic-

council.org/index.php/en/environment-a-climate/climate-change/614-record-

minimum-of-ice-in-the-arctic) 

 


