


ACCUSARS: SFA Breakout Groups Placemat

Theme VI. Environmental (In / To)

This placemat outlines the threats, risks, and challenges in and to the Arctic associated with the Environmental theme. Using extracts of quotes and statements from the six recent US official documents (see below) on Arctic strategy, these threats, risks, and challenges are organized into sections relevant to the environmental dimension of the Arctic, namely:

• Changing Physical Environment / Rising Temperatures
• Operating Environment
• Environmental Changes Creating Second-Order Security Threats 
• Impact on Arctic Communities 

US Arctic Policy: 6 Official Documents and Statements		(Full references on last page)

• US Navy: Strategic Outlook for the Arctic, January 2019 
• US Coast Guard: Arctic Strategic Outlook, April 2019
• DoD: Arctic Strategy, June 2019 
• General Terrence O’Shaughnessy: Statement before Senate Armed Services Committee, February 2020 
• White House: Memorandum - Arctic and Antarctic Regions, June 2020 
• US Air Force: Arctic Strategy, July 2020 


[bookmark: _Hlk51074126]Environmental Theme

[bookmark: _Hlk51074255]Changing Physical Environment / Rising Temperatures

[bookmark: _Hlk50892487][bookmark: _Hlk50892394]• “The Arctic’s physical environment continues to change, including through diminished sea ice coverage, declining snow cover, and melting ice sheets. Temperatures across the Arctic region are increasing more than twice as fast as global average temperatures, accompanied by thawing permafrost and loss of sea ice and glacier mass. Diminishing Arctic sea ice is opening new shipping lanes and increasing access to natural resources during the summer months. If the warming trends continue at the current rate, Arctic wide sea ice loss may result in nearly ice-free late summers by the 2040s. Thawing permafrost, compounded by storm surge and coastal erosion, adversely affects infrastructure, including DoD installations, and complicates the development of new and resilient DoD infrastructure. The physical effects of the changing Arctic frontier are also causing some local communities to adapt by relocating. Even so, the Arctic continues to be characterized by harsh conditions, including extremes of cold and darkness, which impose specific requirements for operating and sustaining Joint Force capabilities in the region. (DoD, AS, 3-4)
• Natural disasters are associated with environmental conditions caused by climate change. 

[bookmark: _Hlk51074348]Operating Environment

• Changes in the Arctic environment are transforming Arctic ecosystems – the environment is the “greatest adversary to Arctic operations.” Variations in weather and climate forecasting hamper missions and Joint Force planning. The thawing permafrost affects infrastructure – Air Force hangars and runways. Reductions in ice and coastal erosion poses a risk to infrastructure (USAF, Arctic Strategy, 2020, 6)
• “The Arctic environment presents specific operational challenges that limit communications, including the harsh climate, vast distances, and atmospheric phenomena. Even within the Arctic there is considerable variation between the North American Arctic, which has a harsher climate, and the milder, Gulf Stream-affected, European Arctic. The North American Arctic also lacks the relatively robust logistics infrastructure of the European Arctic.” (DoD, AS, 9)
• C4ISR: “Communications challenges exist as atmospheric interference in the form of solar and magnetic phenomena degrades high-frequency radio signals. Satellite-based communications are also limited, further constraining reliable voice communication and restricting data coverage in the Arctic region.” (DoD, AS, 10)
[bookmark: _Hlk51009961]• “The Arctic operational environment is made more challenging by several factors, including sea ice, ocean currents, wind, water and air temperature, sea spray and icing conditions, highly variable ionospheric densities, and daylight durations.”  (DoD, AS, 10).  Changes in these variables affect capabilities. There is limited satellite and terrestrial communications north of Arctic Circle (USN, 2019, 9)
• “Weather in the North American Arctic remains difficult to predict due to terrain, scarce surface-based sensors, and underdeveloped climate models. Frequent winds, fog, and icing are hazardous to air operations” (USAF, Arctic Strategy, 2020, 8)
[bookmark: _Hlk50846854]• Changes resulting in thinner and younger sea ice covering continues to decrease, creating challenges in understanding and accurately predicting both inter-annual variability and regional ice coverage. This is critical for Navy current and future operations, meeting mission and ensuring safety of personnel and equipment (US Navy, Strategic Outlook, 2019, 4-5)

[bookmark: _Hlk51074502]Environmental Changes Creating Second-Order Security Threats

• “The Arctic’s role in geostrategic competition is growing, in large part because reductions in permanent sea ice have exposed coastal borders and facilitated increased human and economic activity.” (USCG, Outlook, 4)
• The “changing terrain and subsistence food patterns, as well as the impacts of increasingly frequent and intense winter storms, continue to challenge the communities and increase risk in the maritime domain” (USCG, Outlook, 4)
• Increased Risk of Incidents: “Commercial shipping through the Arctic is growing, including a doubling of cargo tonnage transported on the NSR with significant shipments of natural gas and oil products from the Yamal LNG terminal in Russia. The number of cruise ships, ranging in capacity from 150 to 1,700 passengers, transiting the Arctic continues to rise dramatically, from 120 per year in 2008 to 290 in 2016. Commercial vessel traffic through the region will continue to grow. 3 2 These routes require access through the relatively narrow and shallow Bering Strait, increasing the risk of a grounding or collision during peacetime and of the strait becoming a strategic choke point during times of conflict.” (USCG, Outlook, 12)

Impact on Arctic Communities

• “Arctic communities, including the Alaska Native and indigenous populations, will be on the front lines of adapting to changes in the Arctic. Coastal and river erosion due to loss of sea ice, the movement of terrestrial and marine subsistence food sources, and the impacts of increasingly frequent and intense winter storms continue to erode the physical and social fabric of many communities. Local leaders have also reported that the influx of illegal drugs into Arctic villages is overwhelming the limited healthcare and social services infrastructure in many communities. As the Arctic becomes more accessible, increased activity from industry, tourism, and research will create complex challenges to community resilience and health.” (USCG, Outlook, 14)
• “environmental factors make it difficult to predict what the near-term conditions will be. Though the Arctic continues to lose increasing amounts of multiyear sea ice, the remaining ice is becoming less predictable. For example, heavy pack ice conditions rendered the Northwest Passage impassible for cruise ships in 2018, despite it being one of the warmest years on record. Interest in extracting natural resources in the Arctic will also wax and wane with highly variable global supply and demand signals. While the exact nature of the activity may not be predictable, the general trend of increased traffic will drive up demand for Coast Guard resources to manage risks to maritime safety and security” (USCG, Outlook, 14)
[bookmark: _Hlk51010312]• “Near-term variability will result in a dynamic operating environment that exposes mariners and Arctic communities to unpredictable levels of risk.” (USCG, Outlook, 14)
• There are critical communications gaps in the Arctic: “The high latitudes suffer from poor propagation of radio signals, geomagnetic interference, scant landside infrastructure, and limited satellite coverage and bandwidth. Some Arctic communities have cellular phone networks, but these are often constrained by limited coverage, capacity, and reliability.” (USCG, Outlook, 29)
• “The tyranny of distance and the harsh Arctic climate pose significant challenges to agencies charged with providing maritime safety and security, including the hundreds of villages and thousands of seasonal workers in the U.S. Arctic.” (USCG, Outlook, 37)
• “Arctic communities face increasingly frequent and severe incidents due to changing climate and growing human activity. Increased commercial activity also raises the risk of pollution incidents occurring in remote and environmentally-sensitive locations.” (USCG, Outlook, 38)
• “Fish stocks are migrating higher into the Arctic, and Alaska Natives there are already harvesting new species that have no name in their native languages. These changes will make enforcement of existing fisheries regulations and international agreements more difficult” (USCG, Outlook, 40)
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