Melting Arctic ice increase risks for shipping
Over the last ten years, the summer ice cover in the Arctic Ocean has diminished. Decreasing ice cover may, surprisingly enough, mean increasing risks for the shipping industry. 

The Arctic ice is high on the agenda as representatives from eight national ice services meet in Luleå this week. The meeting in Luleå is the ninth annual IICWG (International Ice Charting Working Group) summit. The group is a forum for exchange of knowledge and experience concerning the analysis and charting of sea ice. In Sweden, it’s SHMI that produce ice charts and reports for the shipping industry.

Last summer, the ice cover in the Arctic was the smallest since observations began in 1979, and this year the summer melting has again been significantly greater than the average for the period 1979 – 2000. This year’s ice cover is the second smallest on record.

Reality surpasses theory
Observations in the Arctic confirm what many climate models have been predicting; the increase in global temperature results in reduced Arctic summer ice covers. The latest report from the UN climate panel suggests ice-free Arctic summers by the end of this century. Today however, many scientists believe it may happen sooner still and suggestions range from year 2015 to 2030. 

“The Arctic Ocean will eventually become an ocean which is only seasonally ice covered. Most scientists agree that a critical point has been reached” says retired head meteorologist for the Canadian Ice Service and active IICWG secretariat John Falkingham.
Drifting icebergs

A warmer Arctic Ocean may be hazardous to shipping as risk of iceberg collision increase. Today it is unknown how far south icebergs drift before melting or collapsing. One idea raised at the meeting in Luleå is to place buoys on icebergs to track their movements.

Shipping to and from the Arctic region is increasing as demand for natural resources such as oil, gas and minerals grow. New transport routes could open up when Arctic waters remain ice free for longer periods. During winter however, the Arctic Ocean will still be ice covered.
“It will be several decades before we have open passage through the Arctic Ocean”, John Falkingham believes.

Greater variations

For national ice services the changing climate increase demands for both personnel and financial resources in order to keep up with more variable ice conditions. The ice conditions in the Baltic differ significantly from year to year, and variations may become even greater in the future. John Falkingham warns that milder winters may question the need of ice breakers.
“We will still see winters of normal ice conditions” says John Falkingham.

One topic that will be discussed at the Luleå meeting is the continuation of the Arctic observational network which was initiated during the international polar year.
