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Above: Extent of Arctic sea ice on August 26, 2012. Yellow line shows average 
limit  at  date  of  annual  minimum  for  period  1979-2010.  Credit:  Scientific 
Visualization Studio, NASA Goddard Space Flight Center

Climate change - record loss of Arctic sea ice.

Arctic  sea  ice  usually  shrinks  to  its  minimum  extent  every  year  in 
September,  after  the  height  of  summer.  This  year,  however,  the 
shrinking cap of floating sea ice had beaten the record minimum during 
August – prompting further comment and debate about climate change. 
On August 27, 2012, it was announced by U.S.A.'s National Snow and Ice 
Data  Center that:  “sea ice cover melted  to  its  lowest  extent  in the  
satellite record yesterday, breaking the previous record low observed in  
2007.” The satellite record began in 1979. On August 26, sea ice covered 
4.10 million km2, compared to the 4.17 km2 recorded on September 18, 
2007.  August finished with a sea ice area less than 4.00 million km2.

NSIDC Director Dr. Mark Serreze stated that: "The previous record, set in  
2007, occurred because of near perfect summer weather for melting  
ice. Apart from one big storm in early August, weather patterns this  
year were unremarkable. The ice is so thin and weak now, it doesn't  
matter how the winds blow." 

Meanwhile in SE England - Left: Looking N across Sydenham Hill Wood on Aug. 
26, 2012. Below: After the harvest in a wheat field at Ash, Kent. Aug. 27, 2012.



Left: Extent of sea ice on 
August  26,  2012.   Yellow 
line  shows  limit  for  the 
previous  record  low  on 
September  18,  2007.  The 
ice  melt  season  is  not 
finished,  so  sea  ice  may 
yet  retreat  further.  The 
NSIDC  should  be  able  to 
confirm the actual date of 
the  2012  minimum  by 
October.  

Chart  from  online  NOAA 
ClimateWatch magazine.

Greenland: melting & glacier  calving.

Usually,  during  the summer, surface ice over 
around half of the Greenland ice cap will show 
melting.  Using  data  from  three  satellites, 
NASA's  Jet Propulsion Laboratory  in Pasadena 
found that on July 8, 2012, about 40 percent of 
the ice sheet's surface had melted, but, by July 
12,  melting  had  probably  increased  to  97%. 
Successive  and  increasingly  strong  ridges  of 
warm air had occurred since May, and that in 
July was associated with the unusual melting. 
Ice  cores  show that  such events  occur  every 
150  years  or  so  and  climate  scientists  are 
investigating the contributions  of natural  and 
human-driven climate change. 

NASA's  Aqua  satellite  caught  a  new  calving 
event  from  the  Petermann  Glacier  of  NW 
Greenland  on  July  16–17,  2012.  The  glacier's 
floating ice tongue 70 km long and 15 km wide, 
meets the Arctic Ocean near 81oN. In 2010, a 
260  km2 ice  island  broke  away  (the  largest 
calving  event  since 1962). The  new island  is 
around 120 km2. Images left show (from top to 
bottom)  the  glacier  at  10:25  and  12:00 
Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) on July 16, 
and at 09:30 UTC on July 17.

JPL quoted Dr. Tom Wagner, NASA's cryosphere 
program  manager  in  Washington:  “The 
Greenland  ice  sheet  is  a  vast  area  with  a  
varied history of change. This event, combined 
with other natural but uncommon phenomena,  
such as the large calving event last week on 
Petermann  Glacier,  are  part  of  a  complex  
story.  Satellite  observations  are  helping  us  
understand how events like these may relate  
to  one  another  as  well  as  to  the  broader  
climate system."



Weather in July, 2012

Above: View from the high ground at Clayton, West 
Sussex. July 21, 2012. 

From  July  1  to  20,  low  pressure  areas  made 
themselves  felt  in  generally  cool  and  unsettled 
frontal  weather.  Almost  all  areas  were duller  than 
usual  in  the coolest  July since 2000.  The minimum 
U.K. temperature  of 0.0oC was recorded at Resallach 
(Highland) on July 2. The mean U.K. temperature was 
1.0oC below the 1981-2010 average. Weak ridges of 
high  pressure  on  July  15  and  17  provided  dry 
conditions; on July 17, the temperature approached 
24oC  in  the  London  area.  A  week-long  hot  spell 
followed,  when  high  pressure  conditions  extended 
from  the  Azores.  Temperatures  across  much  of 
England,  exceeded  25°C  from  July  23  to  26.  St. 
James’s Park (London) saw the highest temperature 
(30.7oC; July 25) yet recorded in 2012. A cold front 
then edged southwards over N England, and by July 
28,  conditions  were  fresher.  Low pressure  affected 
the U.K. from July 29, with  the highest temperatures 
for England around 20oC and the lowest, 8oC. There 
were intervals of sunshine interspersed with thunder 
and hail. Rain spread NE from July 30 to 31.

For SE and central S England, the mean max. temp. 
was  20.2oC  (-1.5oC);  the  mean  min.  temp.  11.7oC 
(+2.0oC). There were  184.3 hours of sunshine (87%) 
and  98.8 mm of rain (216%). Figures in brackets are 
departure  from  1971-2000  norm  (Met  Office  now 
quotes 1981-2010 norm, for which respective figures 
are -1.8oC; +0.6oC; 86%; 191%). 

Weather  reviews  are 
based  on  Met  Office 
summaries  published 
online.

Right:  Britain  and 
weather  systems  on 
July  29,  2012  (NOAA 
satellite;  courtesy  of 
Geoff Hamilton). 

Above: On the afternoon of July 29, 2012, rain was so intense at New 
Ash Green, Kent,  that  it  emerged from a storm drain as a foot-tall 
fountain. Hailstones also fell. The frog was snapped in a garden pond.



Above: Fine weather on July 23 was enjoyed by a crowd who turned 
out to watch the Olympic torch being carried through Crystal Palace 
Park.  Left:  Britain  from  space  on  July  23  at  12:27:44  GMT  (NOAA 
satellite; courtesy of Geoff Hamilton). 

We cannot afford to ignore climate change.  

Martin Heath, Editor “Prime Meridian”:  The news about the 
shrinking cap of Arctic sea ice was reported widely in the media, 
causing widespread concern and debate. I heard the host of an 
early hours  radio  show assuring his  listeners  that  the Earth is 
quite simply too big for us to be able to influence its climate. 
This  idea  is  widespread,  but  in  reality,  the  existence  of  the 
greenhouse  effect  is  well  established,  the  quantities  of 
greenhouse  gases  in  the  atmosphere  are  measured  with 
precision,  and  the  physics  leads  us  to  a  wholly  reasonable 
expectation  that  our  emission  of  greenhouse  gases  should  be 
raising the surface temperature of the Earth. 

Of course, uncertainties surround the question of how an overall warming trend may manifest 
itself  through  the complexities  of  climate.  Climate models  differ  and scientists  continue  to 
investigate the accuracy of the measurements against which they compare their predictions. The 
fact that there are uncertainties, however, does not mean that we need not start worrying yet. 
Nor does it mean that we can enjoy or endure our local weather and forget about distant events  
at the poles. Despite this being a period of austerity, I believe that there is a cogent case for 
expanding research that can help us to understand our Earth better and to enable us to make 
more realistic predictions about how climate might change globally and regionally. It has been 
hugely irresponsible for the government of Canada, a major player within the Arctic Circle, to be 
scrapping  a  large  slice  of  its  Arctic  research  at  this  time.  Some  callers  to  the  radio  show 
believed, rather naïvely, that climate change is a scare story invented by scientists to boost their 
research grants. In reality, deeper research will  give us our best chance to avoid unpleasant 
surprises. In a paper published in 2008 in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 
U.S.A., Prof. Timothy Lenton of the University of East Anglia and his co-workers drew attention 
to possible “tipping points,” beyond which the Earth's climate might change abruptly and with 
serious consequences for human communities. They warned (p. 1,792-1,793): “Society may be 
lulled into a false sense of security by smooth projections of global change. . . . The greatest  
threats are tipping the Arctic sea-ice and the Greenland ice sheet, and at least five other  
elements could surprise us by exhibiting a nearby tipping point. . . . It seems wise to assume  
that we have not yet identified all potential policy-relevant tipping elements.” 

Lenton, T. M. et al. (2008). Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences U.S.A. 105: 1,781-1,793. 
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