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housands of researchers from more than 60 
nations are undertaking one of the largest-ever 

coordinated studies of the earth’s polar regions. 
While debate continues over whether 

climate warming is caused by humans 
burning fossil fuels or by natural cycles 
and variability, much of the IPY scientific 
focus will be on the impacts of a rapidly 
warming climate on arctic and Antarctic 
ecosystems, wildlife, and people.

Those of us who’ve lived in Alaska at 
least a decade—and indigenous Natives 
whose ancestors have lived here for 
thousands of years—will tell you the 
Last Frontier is warmer now. Winters 
have become comparatively mild. Once 
common bouts of minus 40 degrees 
Fahrenheit and colder are now news 
events. Spring arrives earlier and fall 
lingers. Air conditioners are gaining favor.

For their part, scientists confirm what 

Alaskans have been feeling. The Arctic is 
warmer today than at any time since the 
end of the last global ice age some 13,000 
years ago. While the earth’s average yearly 
temperature has climbed only about one 
degree Fahrenheit, warming in the Arctic 
has been more pronounced—about four 
degrees higher on average than a century 
ago. Winters are about seven degrees 
warmer than a century ago. If the trend 
continues, scientists predict average 
yearly arctic temperatures could rise 
another seven degrees by the end of this 
century.

Just what will all this heat mean for 
Alaska? In the calendar months ahead, 
we’ll explore Alaska’s climate—past, 
present, and future.

Photo, top: With the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Healy in the background, Jeremy Potter tends the safety line for 
divers beneath the ice in the Beaufort Sea, north of Point Barrow, Alaska. Photo by Elizabeth Calvert, University 
of Alaska Fairbanks, courtesy NOAA Ocean Explorer.

laska has experienced warming 
and cooling periods in its 

past. Alaska’s climate 75 million 
years ago was considerably 
warmer than today, with average 
temperatures between 37 and 55 
degrees Fahrenheit. Although far 
from tropical, the Arctic was warm 
enough to support the growth 
of deciduous conifers, flowering 
plants, ferns, and cycads. This 
artist’s rendering depicts dinosaurs 
known to have lived along the 
arctic coastal plain near the Brooks 
Mountain Range during the 

Cretaceous Period, about 70 million 
years ago. 

Today, the arctic coastal plain is 
frozen, treeless tundra, the result 
of a global ice age that occurred 
between 70,000 and 13,000 years 
ago. During this glacial period, the 
Arctic was far colder than today. So 
much water was locked up as ice, 
that a land bridge some 1,000 miles 
wide connected Alaska with Russia. 
Some researchers believe the first 
immigrants to the Americas arrived 
over this bridge.

The ice age also played host 
to some unusual animals, such 
as woolly mammoths and saber-
toothed tigers. Scientists believe 
woolly mammoths and other 
animals of the time became extinct 
perhaps as a result of a warming 
climate, rising sea levels, and 
overhunting by Paleolithic hunters.

The years since the ice age 
have been warmer, leading to 
today’s melting sea ice, glaciers, 
and permafrost. The land bridge is 
today covered by the Bering Sea.

Arctic, Hot and Cold © Karen Carr

The University of Alaska will deploy International Polar Year researchers on a 
wave of global explorations to assess the state of the polar regions. Among 
many projects, some described in this calendar, scientists will establish 
permafrost and arctic coastal observatories, investigate the plight of polar 
bears and status of seabirds and permafrost, assess the potential effects of 
oil and gas development on people of the Far North, and study the social and 
environmental impacts of climate change. Learn more at www.alaska.edu/ipy.

A

T


