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Ice Sheets and Sea Level

IN THE TANDEM PAPERS ON THE STABILITY OF
the Antarctic and Greenland Ice Sheets by J.
T. Overpeck, B. L. Otto-Bliesner, and co-
workers (‘“Paleoclimatic evidence for future
ice-sheet instability and rapid sea-level rise,”
J. T. Overpeck et al., Reports, 24 Mar., p.
1747; “Simulating Arctic climate warmth and
icefield retreat in the last interglaciation,” B.
L. Otto-Bliesner et al., Reports, 24 Mar., p.
1751), firm statements are made about the
possible contributions of these ice sheets to
future sea-level change. Several doubtful
assumptions are made, and the quality of
model results seems to be overvalued.

The estimate of the contribution of the
Greenland Ice Sheet (GIS) to the higher sea-
level stand in the Eemian interglacial (between
2.2 and 3.4 m) is based on the assumption that
there was no ice at the location of the Dye-3 ice
core in southern Greenland. However, Eemian
ice has been found at the base of this ice core
(I). The presence of Eemian ice in south and
coastal Greenland implies that the GIS was
essentially intact in a much warmer climate
and could not have contributed more than 1 to

2 m to sea-level rise.

For the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment
(ACIA), we have used the output from five
different state-of-the-art climate models to
calculate possible changes in the volume of
Arctic ice masses for the next 100 years (2).
Among these models is the one used by Otto-
Bliesner, Overpeck, and co-workers (the
NCAR Community Climate System Model).
For the same greenhouse gas scenario (IPPC-
B2), the differences in model output are strik-
ing, especially concerning precipitation in the
Arctic. Some models predict a significant
increase in snowfall over the GIS; others do
not. Given the additional problems in calculat-
ing ablation (because the climate model does
not resolve the melt zone of the GIS), we think
that the uncertainty in the predicted Eemian
mass balance, and consequently the response
of'the ice-sheet model, is very large.

There is no justification for extrapolating
observed changes on a short time scale (a
decade or less) to longer term trends. Natural
variability is large on virtually all scales and
generated by nonlinear processes in the system.
During recent years, the weather over Green-
land has been warmer, and the effect on run-

off and the dynamics of outlet glaciers is now
clearly seen. We should follow this closely,
but not conclude at this moment that
“sea-level rise could be faster than widely
thought,” as stated by Overpeck et al.

The statement by Overpeck et al. that “our
inference that the Antarctic Ice Sheet likely
contributed to sea-level rise during the [last
interglaciation period] indicates that it could do
the same if the Earth’s climate warms suffi-
ciently in the future” requires a comment. This
possibility was mentioned decades ago by J. H.
Mercer and T. Hughes [see (3)]. However, this
statement implies that it would not happen
without warming. Actually, it is possible that
the West Antarctic Ice Sheet will continue to
shrink (as it has probably been doing during
the entire Holocene) even without warming.
Several physical processes give ice sheets a
very long memory (e.g., low temperatures of
the older, deeper ice layers affecting ice viscos-
ity, slow response of Earth’s crust to a changing
ice load, ice-age dust layers coming to the sur-
face and affecting melt rates, etc.). In spite of
admirable efforts in ice-sheet modeling, meas-
uring from space, and laborious in situ observa-
tions, we are uncertain about what the ice sheets
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would do without any change in climate.
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Response
WE THANK OERLEMANS ETAL. FOR THEIR INTER-
est and insights. However, none of the points
raised affect our result that future “sea-level
rise could be faster than widely thought.”
Recent observations indicate shrinkage of
both the Greenland Ice Sheet (GIS) [e.g., (1)]
and the Antarctic Ice Sheet (AIS) [e.g., (2)].
Although long-term trends may be contribut-
ing, especially for the AIS, much work shows
that recent warming has contributed to the

mass loss [e.g., (1, 3—5)]. Furthermore, some
of the “fast” processes by which warming
contributes to ice-sheet mass loss are not
fully represented in the comprehensive ice-
flow models that informed, e.g., the IPCC
Third Assessment Report (6, 7).

To these results, we added historical per-
spective: Whatever the details, the last time
the Arctic was significantly warmer than
today, global sea level was at least 4 to 6 m
above present level, and most of this sea-
level rise had to be the result of polar ice
sheet melting. With warming projected for
the future, and despite the important remain-
ing uncertainties, we believe that this evi-
dence shows that accelerated sea-level rise
from the polar ice sheets could occur.

Oerlemans et al. do raise issues that warrant
clarification. They suggest that there was a
larger Eemian (last interglaciation) GIS than we
inferred, based on the presence of isotopically
enriched, possibly Eemian ice at the base of the
Dye 3 ice core. However, this enriched ice does
not prove that the GIS southern dome survived
the peak interglacial warmth in the period
130,000 to 125,000 years ago. In contrast, the
lack of ice from the previous glaciation argues
forice-sheet removal from the site at some point

in the Eemian. The enriched ice at Dye 3 can be
interpreted as (i) late-Eemian “growth ice,”
when the ice sheet reestablished itself in south-
ern Greenland (8), or (ii) ice that flowed into the
region from central Greenland or from a surviv-
ing but isolated southern dome (9). An im-
proved understanding of the response of the
GIS to the last interglacial warmth will come
from an ice core that penetrates the full Eemian
[e.g., (10)]. If Eemian mass loss from the GIS
was smaller than our calculations, a corre-
spondingly larger mass loss from the AIS is
necessary to explain the reconstructed Eemian
sea-level high-stand of +4 to +6 m.

We share Oerlemans ef al.’s interest in the
long-term trend in ice-sheet behavior [e.g.,
(11)] and their respect for the pioneering
work of Mercer, Hughes, and others. We
agree that Earth-system models exhibit im-
portant differences in regional reconstruc-
tions, including those in the Arctic. However,
the success of the model we used (CCSM2,
an improved version of the NCAR model
used in ACIA) in simulating peak-Eemian
conditions matching available paleoclimatic
data increases our confidence in our results.

We look forward to working with Oerle-
mans et al. and other members of the com-
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munity to narrow the uncertainties on this beyond: A northwest Greenland deep ice core drilling
critical tOpiC project,” International Partnerships in Ice Core Sciences,

http://www.pages.unibe.ch/science/initiatives/ipics/data/

JONATHAN T. OVERPECK,* ipics_neem.pdf (2005).
BETTE L. OTTO-BLIESNER,2 GIFFORD H. MILLER,3 11. R.B.Alley, I. M. Whillans, J. Geophys. Res. 89C, 6487
RICHARD B. ALLEY,* DANIEL R. MUHS,5 (1984).
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