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he explains. Furthermore, many of the numerous shallow lakes that dot the landscape are expanding as
permafrost melts, sometimes breaching the coastline and creating bays or open water. “We think all of this is
due to climate change — more extensive melting of summer ice pack means less protection of the coastline,
hotter temperatures mean rapidly melting permafrost,” he says, adding that additional study is needed to firmly
establish the exact role of these contributions to coastal erosion.
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GWHafkﬂplﬂﬂ The consequences of this erosion are manifold. Drilling sites on the NPRA, which according to USGS could yield ADVER‘"SE |N
more than 9.3 billion barrels of oil and roughly the same volume of natural gas, would need to be established with

extreme care in order to withstand the physical effects of receding shorelines and expanding lakes, Mars says.

In addition, conservation ecologists worry about how the region, which hosts several endangered and threatened
waterfowl species and large herds of caribou, will react to coastline loss and the freshwater lakes breaching into
the ocean. “There will likely be profound changes in the intertidal food web that these animals depend on,” says
Steve Zack, a biologist with the Wildlife Conservation Society in Portland, Ore. “Habitats will also be threatened
as lakes drain into the sea and freshwater marshes disappear.”

GEOTIMES Then of course there is the concern that eroding tundra and melting permafrost may release carbon dioxide and
W ALX A methane — potent greenhouse gases currently trapped in the permafrost — back into the atmosphere, Mars
STRANGE adds.
BEDFELLOWS?
SOENCE In light of the recent study, USGS is mounting a more extensive survey of the northern Alaskan coast to
& EATH examine variations in the structure and composition of the shoreline, says John Haines, program coordinator for

the USGS Coastal and Marine Geology Program in Reston, Va. “Rates of coastal erosion in this region are
clearly phenomenal and we need to conduct further studies not only to improve our national coastal assessments,
but to begin forecasting what the region will look like in the future,” given that there’s very little if anything that
can be done to halt the erosion, he says. Preliminary work on this survey is currently under way.
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