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Polar melting when Cold War was hot

Corvallis, Oregon
EOPLE WERE sur-
prised, even a little shak-
en, when recent news re-
ports claimed that Arctic
ice is melting,

The real surprise should be that we
were surprised at all. Conservative
oundits talk as if Arctic melting and
its distwrbing implication — that
fobal warming is well underway —
are just hot-off-the-press “scare sto-
ries” from the liberal propaganda
mills, promoted by nervous-Nellie sci-
anthts and industry-hating environ-
mentalists.

In fact, fears of Arctic warming
first emanated ahalf-century ago
from a citadel of conservative values:
the U.S. military. Melting of the Arc-
dc Ocean was already predicted in
1953, when military leaders viewed
polar climate change as a national se-
curity concern.

FTER World Wer II, as the

Cold War strained relations

between Moscow and
Washington, Pentagon officials
grew anxious about the Arctic. Alas-
«a shared a common boundary with
Siberia along the Bering Strait, and
the shortest route for Soviet
pombers targeting U.S. cities lay
across the Pole.

In the late-1940s, the Strategic Air
Command's fleet of B-29s began pa-
wolling North America's northern
borders high above the polar ice. But
while the Soviets were undisputed
masters of the far north (they had be-
gun exploring the Arctic intensely al-
ready by the 1930s), the unending ice
fields overflown by U.S. pilots were a
frightening terra incognito.

Civilian scientists advising the
Pentagon were themselves troubled by
reports from the noted Swedish scien-
dst Hans Ahlmann that glaciers in
high northern latitudes were receding
at a rapid dlip. Already meteorologists
were noticing that the world had been
etting wariner since the turn of the
century.

Ahlmann believed polar warming
+es equally real. Addressing a closed-
Joor Pentagon meeting on June 17,
947, Ahlmann insisted that studying

Examiner contributor Ronald E.
Doel, who teaches history of science
at Oregon State University, is writ-
ing & book on the rise of the envi-
ronmental sciences in America.

arctic climate variation was “to Amer-
ica’s interest.”

Several months earlier, American
scientists had pressed for new re-
search on Arctic ice — pointing out
its value for improving vreather fore-
casts and military communications,
rescuing stranded pilots, detecting

(and hiding) proposed polar-crossing -

submarines and predicting changes in
Soviet fishing harvests and shipping
routes. But Ahlmann’s evidence made
climate a “strategic” concern.

visors, Pentagon leaders

funded hundreds of new cold
weather research programs. The
Naval Arctic Research Laboratory
was established near Barrow, Alas-
ka, Military interest heightened af-
ter CIA intelligence sources report-
ed large Soviet military exercises
above the Arctic Circle.

- In 1952, two years after the out-
break of the Korean War, U.S. scien-
tists finally gained a high Arctic
foothold by establishing a camp on an
enormous glacial splinter named Ice
Island T-3.

Arctic climate studies expanded
dramatically in the late 1950s,
through the International Geophysi-
cal Year. Aware that Pentagon offi-
cials were intrigued by this huge mul-
ti-national program (and its promise
to secure critical data from countries
behind the Iron Curtain), defense-
savvy oceanographers and meteorolo-
gists urged new climatic measure-
ments.

The no-nonsense Arctic scientist
Paul A. Siple, a veteran of Admiral

P ROMPTED BY civilian ad-

Richard E. Byrd's famous pre-war -

Antarctic expeditions, made the case
forcefully. “(I)f the dlimatic trend con-
tinues as at the current rate,” Siple
wrote to International Geophysical
Year organizers in 1953, “it is conceiv-
able that the North Polar basin might
be an ice-free ocean in mid-summer
within another 50 years . . . The sig-
nificance of major climatic changes
within the next few decades to our
modern civilization is not to be taken
lightly.”

Secretary of the Navy T.\H. Smith
Jr. agreed, musing that “future [Arc-
tic] military operations are a real pos-
sibility,”

HE International Geophysical
Year marked an important
turning point for climatic stud-

ies. Researchers did confirm that
many (not all) high latitude glaciers
were ing, and polar sea ice
seemed thinner. By then a new gener-
ation of nuclear-powered submarines,
incduding the USS Nautilus and
Skate, were making sea-ice measure-
ments directly, by surfacing.

missiles able to reach Soviet targets

more quickly than SAC bombers —

faster still when launched from the
high Arctic. (T-3 scientists watched
the Skate punch through nearby sea
ice in August 1958, a vivid demonstra-
tion that polar climate was a matter
of military concern.)

Military fascination with the thin-
ning ice of the North Pole is a fargot-
ten story today, a victim of Cold War
secrecy and still-classified documents
(as well as a pause in the worldwide
warming trend from the -1950s
through the 19%08). -

Pentagon officials deserve credit

for grasping eatly on the importance |-

of climate research. Yet historians are

discovering that funds for studying |

the biological and social consequences
of global climate change — rising sea
levels, shifts in climatic zones and al-
te:edagnuﬂunalregmns—wempal-
try.
Farmo:ewasspenttounderstand
the environments in which soldiers or
ballistic missiles would operate. In of-
ficial Washington, global warming
was a utilitarian problem, a secret in-

stnnnentalklmwledﬁneededtoeom
bat Soviet military ]

ESEARCHERS are now de-

bating how novel this season’s

sighting of biue water af the
pole actually is. Still, iost dimate sci-
entists insist that global warming re-
mains an important issue, But our sur-
prise at this finding is a reminder of
how quickly Americans forget their
past. .
By ignoring the early history of
this polar drama, we fnay calmly as-
sume that the latest Arctic news is
just another environmental “scare
story” (akin to the Alar scare and oth-
er flash-in-the-pan eco-sagas.of yes-
terday). .

But polar melting isn’t a new con-
cern at all. On the contrary, the recent
news from the far north might be just
the latest hint of an unfolding climat-
ic disaster. Qur national memory of
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Blair courageously took the
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The Hague, Netherlands
HOUGH MOST people
accept global warming
as a real problem, get-
ting global policy action
in order to do something
ab_out it will be rough wark.

““The angry demonstrations in Eu- .

rope — by truckers, taxi drivers and

farmers — are just a first joust in the -
| struggle toward world energy manage-

ment.
'I‘heUnmdStates,wﬁhournnﬂu-
million dollar political campaigns
bankrolled by oil and gas interests, re-
mains at the bottom of a deep black
hale of non-energy policy. A good ex-

" ample i3 the U.S. Senate’s inability to

consider the Kyoto Global Warming
conferénce accords, even though most

Serious quality-of-life issues are at
stake — water clean enough to drink

and for fish to live in, air clean enough

to breathe without getting an asthma

attack, forests and crops not stressed

by air pollution and sea levels allowed
Examiner contributor Huey D. .

- Johnson, former secretary of the
. state Resources Agency, is presi-

dent of the Resource Renewal Insti-
tute in San Francisco. He was in-
volved in managing California’s re-
sponse to the energy crisis in the
late 1970s.

their own good time to rise and fall
Without leadership in the United
States, these issues will be decided
elsewhere first.

The lesson so far is the importance
of leadership and its risks and re-
wards. The French government, faced
with demonstrations, quickly surren-
dered. Enter British Prime Minister
Tony Blair, who stood up to the crisis
with courage and took it on
as a matter of principle.
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pens regularly. This is standing operat- an ax 1

ing procedure,” said Michael Pescetta, Sch
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