Congress Hears Needs for New Icebreaker Vessels as White House Formulates Arctic Policy
WASHINGTON, D.C., August 19, 2008 – In testimony before both houses of Congress, Mead Treadwell, Chair of the U.S. Arctic Research Commission (USARC), encouraged the United States to prepare for significantly greater shipping in the Arctic Ocean as climate change, improved technology and demand for Arctic resources make northern seaways more accessible.
 
In hearings of the House Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure on July 16, 2008, and the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation on June 24, 2008, Treadwell cited the central role the Arctic plays in global air transportation, and predicts a similar role for the Arctic Ocean in shipping. (Treadwell’s testimony for both hearings may be found on the USARC website: www.arctic.gov/news.htm.)
 
“Under the principle of freedom of navigation, global shipping can come to our doorstep whether we invite it or not. If you envision the Arctic Ocean as a new seaway, for trans-Arctic shipping, competitive with the Panama and Suez Canals, or only foresee an expansion of the current shipping in and out of the Arctic, the time to prepare is now,” said Treadwell in the House testimony.
 
Treadwell noted that the Senate’s preference to build two new polar class icebreakers as Coast Guard Authorization Act for fiscal year 2008 was based on economic factors as well as on security and science concerns, as testified to by Admiral Thad Allen, Commandant, U.S. Coast Guard, and Dr. Arden Bement, Director, National Science Foundation. Treadwell cited seven “billion dollar, if not trillion-dollar” economic issues in the Arctic that help justify an approximate $1.5 billion investment in new U.S. polar class icebreakers.
 
Security and sovereignty—An accessible Arctic Ocean allows access to new or expanded routes for any ships, necessitating a capability for military and law enforcement purposes. Under the Convention of the Law of the Sea Treaty, the U.S. will gain control of vast, valuable sub-sea Arctic territory estimated to be larger than the state of California. Treadwell cited major icebreaker-based research this summer laying out a potential U.S. claim.
 
Energy— Regular oil and gas shipments have begun by sea from the Russian Arctic, and the U.S. needs to be prepared for similar shipments from U.S. offshore sources, or shipments coming through waters adjacent to the U.S. Year-round Arctic energy production is currently a mainstay for the economies of northern Russia, Norway, Alaska, and Canada, and the U.S. Geological Survey indicates that over 20% of future oil and gas reserves may be found inside the Arctic Circle. Energy development in the North, including renewable energy, is a major economic, environmental and security issue.
 
Transport and trade—As Arctic seaways become a reliable venue for global trade, the number of ice-class ships, currently around 7800, will likely grow from 4.5% of the world’s shipping fleet to 10%.
 
Mineral production—World-scale mines in Alaska, Canada and Russia are already producing minerals that reach the billion-dollar magnitude. Some of these operations conduct, or expect to conduct, year-round Arctic shipping.
 
Food production—Ice-strengthened vessels are essential platforms in the Bering Sea, where fishing vessels operate the world’s largest fishery, in or near the seasonal sea ice edge, for research and fisheries oversight.
 
Climate Change—Icebreaker-based research will help establish and monitor Arctic countries’ response and progress in meeting international climate goals. An ice-diminished Arctic ocean becomes a major contributor to further climate change, as solar radiation – once reflected back into space – now adds to the heat budget of the earth. Major greenhouse gas releases are expected to enter the Earth’s atmosphere from melting permafrost and warming oceans.
 
Life in the Arctic—As a central tool in efforts to understand and protect marine mammals, icebreakers will continue to assist in maintaining the subsistence lifestyles of indigenous people.
 
Treadwell made clear that his views represent those of the U.S. Arctic Research Commission, a federal agency that advises the Executive and Congressional branches of government, and not necessarily those of the Bush Administration, which is currently undergoing a policy review on the Arctic. The Commission has recommended research programs and activities in response to these large-scale economic opportunities, and is compiling a new report on Goals and Objectives for Arctic Research to be presented to the next Administration.
 
Treadwell was appointed to the USARC in 2001 and was designated chair by President Bush in 2006. His term, and that of the other Commissioners, extends into the next Presidency.
 
Treadwell’s testimony and other public presentations, for example last week’s Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region (www.arcticparl.org), in Fairbanks Alaska, have been picked up by the media, such as in the August 17th New York Times (http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/17/world/europe/17arctic.html?_r=1&ref=environment&oref=slogin).
 
The Arctic Research and Policy Act of 1984 established USARC. This federal agency’s principal duties are to develop and recommend an integrated national Arctic research policy and to assist in establishing a national Arctic research program plan to implement the policy. Commissioners also facilitate cooperation between the federal government, state and local governments, and other nations with respect to Arctic research, both basic and applied.
