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Warning signs of 
Climate Change
As the last largely untouched environment on Earth, Antarctica is a very important place to study changes in global climate. Scientists believe that they can see signs of temperature changes here first, and therefore warn the rest of the world that it is time to take action. 

British scientists working at the Rothera Research Station on the southern end of the Antarctic Peninsula have been recording climate data for 30 years. Since records began in 1976, it has snowed less, rained more and each year there are more days above freezing. Small bodies of snow and ice are already disappearing especially around the coast. 

Scientists at Rothera are trying to make sense of these changes, and what it tells us about changes in the global climate. Whatever the cause scientists are increasingly worried about what might happen if larger ice shelves (huge areas of floating ice around Antarctica’s coastline) break up, exposing Antarctica’s ice sheets and increasing their rate of melting. 
Warmer temperatures can raise sea levels but this is not necessarily from melting ice. Ice contains few water particles – the rest is trapped air. That’s why a glass of iced water does not overflow when the ice melts. Melting ice in the sea acts in the same way.
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Nevertheless, sea levels do rise in warmer temperatures as the water expands and the oceans become more full.

But the melting of an ice sheet is on a different scale altogether. If the West Antarctic Ice Sheet melted it could raise sea levels by at least five metres. If the East Antarctic Ice Sheet melted global sea levels could rise by 60 metres … although scientists think this would be highly unlikely.

Half the world’s population live in low-lying places next to the sea. Even a small rise in sea level would have an impact. 

Changes in Antarctica’s climate won’t just affect the locals – nowhere else on Earth can change the future like Antarctica can. That’s why it is so important to understand what is going on. This is science that affects us all. 
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Warning signs of climate change
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