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Timing a Rise in Sea Level
By JUSTIN GILLIS

Thirty-five years ago, a scientist named John H. Mercer issued a warning. By then it was
already becoming clear that human emissions would warm the earth, and Dr. Mercer had
begun thinking deeply about the consequences.

His paper, in the journal Nature, was titled “West Antarctic Ice Sheet and CO2 Greenhouse
Effect: A Threat of Disaster.” In it, Dr. Mercer pointed out the unusual topography of the ice
sheet sitting over the western part of Antarctica. Much of it is below sea level, in a sort of bowl,
and he said that a climatic warming could cause the whole thing to degrade rapidly on a
geologic time scale, leading to a possible rise in sea level of 16 feet.

While it is clear by now that we are in the early stages of what is likely to be a substantial rise
in sea level, we still do not know if Dr. Mercer was right about a dangerous instability that
could cause that rise to happen rapidly, in geologic time. We may be getting closer to figuring
that out.

An intriguing new paper comes from Michael J. O’Leary of Curtin University in Australia and
five colleagues scattered around the world. Dr. O’Leary has spent more than a decade
exploring the remote western coast of Australia, considered one of the best places in the world
to study sea levels of the past.

The paper, published July 28 in Nature Geoscience, focuses on a warm period in the earth’s
history that preceded the most recent ice age. In that epoch, sometimes called the Eemian, the
planetary temperature was similar to levels we may see in coming decades as a result of
human emissions, so it is considered a possible indicator of things to come.

Examining elevated fossil beaches and coral reefs along more than a thousand miles of coast,
Dr. O’Leary’s group confirmed something we pretty much already knew. In the warmer world
of the Eemian, sea level stabilized for several thousand years at about 10 to 12 feet above
modern sea level.

The interesting part is what happened after that. Dr. O’Leary’s group found what they consider
to be compelling evidence that near the end of the Eemian, sea level jumped by another 17 feet
or so, to settle at close to 30 feet above the modern level, before beginning to fall as the ice age
set in.
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In an interview, Dr. O’Leary told me he was confident that the 17-foot jump happened in less
than a thousand years — how much less, he cannot be sure.

This finding is something of a vindication for one member of the team, a North Carolina field
geologist, Paul J. Hearty. He had argued for decades that the rock record suggested a jump of
this sort, but only recently have measurement and modeling techniques reached the level of
precision needed to nail the case.

We have to see if their results withstand critical scrutiny. A sea-level scientist not involved in
the work, Andrea Dutton of the University of Florida, said the paper had failed to disclose
enough detailed information about the field sites to allow her to judge the overall conclusion.
But if the work does hold up, the implications are profound. The only possible explanation for
such a large, rapid jump in sea level is the catastrophic collapse of a polar ice sheet, on either
Greenland or Antarctica.

Dr. O’Leary is not prepared to say which; figuring that out is the group’s next project. But a
17-foot rise in less than a thousand years, a geologic instant, has to mean that one or both ice
sheets contain some instability that can be set off by a warmer climate.

That, of course, augurs poorly for humans. Scientists at Stanford calculated recently that
human emissions are causing the climate to change many times faster than at any point since
the dinosaurs died out. We are pushing the climate system so hard that, if the ice sheets do
have a threshold of some kind, we stand a good chance of exceeding it.

Another recent paper, by Anders Levermann of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact
Research in Germany and a half-dozen colleagues, implies that even if emissions were to stop
tomorrow, we have probably locked in several feet of sea level rise over the long term.

Benjamin Strauss and his colleagues at Climate Central, an independent group of scientists
and journalists in Princeton that reports climate research, translated the Levermann results
into graphical form, and showed the difference it could make if we launched an aggressive
program to control emissions. By 2100, their calculations suggest, continuing on our current
path would mean locking in a long-term sea level rise of 23 feet, but aggressive emission cuts
could limit that to seven feet.

If you are the mayor of Miami or of a beach town in New Jersey, you may be asking yourself:
Exactly how long is all this going to take to play out?

On that crucial point, alas, our science is still nearly blind. Scientists can look at the rocks and
see indisputable evidence of jumps in sea level, and they can associate those with relatively
modest increases in global temperature. But the nature of the evidence is such that it is hard to

Timing a Rise in Sea Level - NYTimes.com http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/13/science/timing-a-rise-in-sea-l...

2 of 3 8/14/13 1:54 PM



tell the difference between something that happened in a thousand years and something that
happened in a hundred.

On the human time scale, of course, that is all the difference in the world. If sea level is going
to rise by, say, 30 feet over several thousand years, that is quite a lot of time to adjust — to pull
back from the beaches, to reinforce major cities, and to develop technologies to help us cope.

But if sea level is capable of rising several feet per century, as Dr. O’Leary’s paper would seem
to imply and as many other scientists believe, then babies being born now could live to see the
early stages of a global calamity.
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Arctic sea ice loss dramatically slows;
record minimum unlikely in 2013
By Jason Samenow, Updated: August 9, 2013

Since shrinking at a torrid pace in the first half of July, the Arctic sea ice meltdown has
slowed markedly.

“I’ve seen slowdowns before, but this is out of this world,” writes the Arctic Sea Ice
blog.

The blog notes Arctic sea ice actually expanded by 20,000 square kilometers for 10 
days at the end of July.

“That’s so crazy for this phase of the melting season that I barely have words for it,” the
blog says. “It’s unique as far as the record goes.”

The National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) says storminess in the second half of
July likely halted the rapid retreat of ice that took place in the early part of the month.

“[A stormy pattern] brought more counterclockwise winds and cool conditions, and
spread the ice out,” NSIDC writes.

The storminess of late July has continued into early August.  A large storm has
consumed a vast section of the Arctic this week.

“I just spotted what appears to be a massive cyclone — bigger than all of Greenland —
in [Wednesday's] daily Arctic mosaic from NASA’s Terra satellite,” writes Tom
Yulsman at his ImageGeo blog at Discover.

The Arctic Sea Ice blog notes this is the third major storm of the melt season in the
region.

Will this storm act to apply additional brakes on Arctic melting?

NSIDC says not necessarily.  Although storms can help spread out ice and increase its
extent (in the past, stormy summers have usually had greater ice extents), storms may
leave it vulnerable for a rapid meltdown once calmer, sunnier weather moves in,
especially if the ice is thin.

“This spreading of the ice, or ice divergence, can result in more dark open water areas
between individual floes that enhance absorption of the sun’s energy, leading to more
lateral and basal melting,” writes NSIDC.

Because of the long term decline in ice thickness and volume in the Arctic, much of the
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ice that storms have been moving around is fragile, thin first-year ice (rather than the
thicker multi-year ice which would be around but for the well-documented long-term
decline).  As such, it’s not out of the question rapid ice loss could resume, given the
right weather conditions.

In 2012, Arctic sea ice shrunk to its lowest extent on record in the weeks following a
very powerful August storm.

“It appears that the August 2012 storm was attended by a modest acceleration in the
pace of summer ice loss,” NSIDC writes.

But even if melting resumes in earnest this year, the Arctic Sea Ice blog has ruled out a
new record for low extent in 2013…simply due to the amount of ground to make-up (or,
in reality, lose).

“There’s still 5-6 weeks to go until the end of the melting season, but 2013 is trailing
2012 by over 1.2 million square kilometers,” the blog writes. “A new record has become
impossible for all practical purposes.”

© The Washington Post Company
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Agency official under fire for development
project endorsement
By rebecca
Created 08/08/2013 - 9:48am

BCDC Vice Chair Anne Halsted, shown in this screen shot of Open Up the Waterfront's campaign ad.

Did a high-ranking official of a regional conservation authority improperly use her influence to
secure $10,000 for a nonprofit she chairs the board of? Thatʼs the allegation raised against
San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission Vice-Chair Anne Halsted in
a complaint filed with the Fair Political Practices Commission, a statewide ethics agency.

Halsted appeared in a campaign ad produced by Open Up the Waterfront, which is pushing
a San Francisco ballot measure seeking public approval for 8 Washington, a controversial
waterfront development project that has become a political flashpoint in San Francisco [1].
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Halsted also chairs of the board of directors of SPUR, a member-supported San Francisco
nonprofit focused on planning issues.

In addition to publicly endorsing Open Up the Waterfront, SPUR received a $10,000
donation from San Francisco Waterfront Partners, the 8 Washington developers and major
funders of the ballot initiative, sometime between May and the end of June. The campaign
ad was posted to YouTube on July 22.

Geraldine Crowley, a volunteer working on a competing ballot measure campaign formed in
opposition to 8 Washington, No Wall on the Waterfront, seized on this donation in her FPPC
complaint. Crowley charged that Halsted violated conflict-of-interest rules under the
California Political Reform Act, saying Halsted “used [her] official position to influence a
governmental decision in which the official knows or has reason to know that he or she has a
financial interest.”

“I would just like to have her portion of the commercial erased,” Crowley said in an interview.
“What she says in the commercial does not reflect how all of BCDC feels about Open Up
The Waterfront.” 

The video also features an appearance by Will Travis, retired director of BCDC. “This
appears to be a violation of the conflict-of-interest rules designed to prevent financial gifts
from influencing public officials entrusted to steward public assets  such as the Bay,” said
Jon Golinger, a spokesperson for No Wall on the Waterfront. 

Halsted didnʼt respond to our request for comment, but she did contact BCDC Chair Zack
Wasserman to address the concerns raised by No Wall on the Waterfront in a message that
was later forwarded to the Guardian.

"For several years [I] have supported a project called 8 Washington which is near the
waterfront, but totally outside BCDC's jurisdiction. Because a recent video advocating the
project indicated that I, a supporter of the project, am vice chair of BCDC, some have
worried that it implies BCDC support - something I have never envisioned or contemplated!
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 Please be assured that my advocacy is personal because I believe it is an excellent project,
not because any organization with which I associate has voted to endorse the project!  Sorry
if this confused anyone."

Whether Halsted influenced the $10,000 donation to SPUR in connection with her support
for the project remains unclear. The organizationʼs operating budget exceeded $3 million
during the 2011-2012 year, according to SPURʼS annual report.

“When it comes to conflict-of-interest violations, it needs to be found that a public official is
making governmental decisions based on money that has been given to them,” Gary Winuk,
chief of the enforcement division at FPPC said. “After we receive the complaint, we wait 10
days for the person accused to respond, then launch an investigation and review all the facts
if there is just cause.” 

David Beltran, spokesperson for Open Up the Waterfront, criticized the complaint as “a
reckless and meritless attempt to suppress free speech.”

Itʼs likely to be a week or more before the FPPC determines whether Crowleyʼs complaint
has any validity. If the FPPC determines that that Halsted did indeed violate the conflict-
of-interest rules under the California Political  Reform Act, she may face penalties such as a
misdemeanor and $5,000 per violation.

Larry Goldzband, the commissionʼs executive director, noted that BCDC has yet to endorse
the project.

"The multi-use project proposed at 8 Washington Street in San Francisco is not in the
jurisdiction of the San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission,"
Goldzband said. "BCDC has neither considered nor endorsed the project, nor has any
Commissioner asked that the Commission review the project in any manner."

8 Washington  Development  Erin Dage
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