
Melting of permafrost often cited as proof of global warming. Recent study 
by Alaskan geologist indicates that warming is not a plausible cause for 
observed melting of permafrost. 

I wasn’t able to get my hands on the PDF of the actual study (my institution 
doesn’t have a subscription). However, I did find this description of the article on 
CO2 Science (a site favorable to your position, not mine): 

What was learned 

Osterkamp reports that for Barrow, for the period 1977-1998, "about one 
half of the permafrost warming for that period was a result of increased air 
temperatures while the other half [was] attributable to increased snow 
cover thicknesses (Stieglitz et al., 2003)." In addition, for Healy in interior 
Alaska, he notes that "the 1990s was a period of increased snow depths, 
and that snow cover effects during this period "were almost entirely 
responsible for warming and thawing permafrost at Healy," while noting 
that similar snow conditions during this period were observed "throughout 
Alaska." 

What it means 

The University of Alaska researcher says "there is a perception that 
climatic warming was the cause of the twentieth-century global warming 
and thawing of permafrost and associated terrain instability," citing Gore 
(2006). However, he notes that "published results do not support this 
viewpoint," citing Zhang et al. (2001) and Osterkamp (2007). 
Consequently, after presenting the new data from Healy described in his 
EOS report, which appear to be characteristic of much of the state, 
Osterkamp concludes that, in reality, "snow cover has played a significant 
role in it," ranging from being responsible for "about one half" of the recent 
permafrost thawing to being "almost entirely responsible" for it. 

No one is disputing the contribution that changes snow cover (and land-use, for 
that matter) have to warming. But from this description, the paper is just bizarre. 
In the first paragraph, it says that half of permafrost warming is attributed to 
warming air temperatures, while in the second, in criticizes the notion that 
climatic warming can be associated with permafrost thawing.  

Based on that, I’m thoroughly confused. Warming of permafrost is related 
substantially to warming temperatures, but not to warming climate???  

Criticisms of Hockey Stick. I don’t think this issue is resolved. If the Hockey 
Stick graph is not statistically valid, what argument is there? 



Here is what the IPCC-ar4 comments on the hockey stick controversy with the 
following (Section 6.6.1.1., page 466): 

The ‘hockey stick’ reconstruction of Mann et al. (1999) has been the 
subject of several critical studies. Soon and Baliunas (2003) challenged 
the conclusion that the 20th century was the warmest at a hemispheric 
average scale. They surveyed regionally diverse proxy climate data, 
noting evidence for relatively warm (or cold), or alternatively dry (or wet) 
conditions occurring at any time within pre-defined periods assumed to 
bracket the so-called ‘Medieval Warm Period’ (and ‘Little Ice Age’). Their 
qualitative approach precluded any quantitative summary of the evidence 
at precise times, limiting the value of their review as a basis for 
comparison of the relative magnitude of mean hemispheric 20th-century 
warmth (Mann and Jones, 2003; Osborn and Briffa, 2006). Box 6.4 
provides more information on the ‘Medieval Warm Period’. 
 
McIntyre and McKitrick (2003) reported that they were unable to replicate 
the results of Mann et al. (1998). Wahl and Ammann (2007) showed that 
this was a consequence of differences in the way McIntyre and McKitrick 
(2003) had implemented the method of Mann et al. (1998) and that the 
original reconstruction could be closely duplicated using the original proxy 
data. McIntyre and McKitrick (2005a,b) raised further concerns about the 
details of the Mann et al. (1998) method, principally relating to the 
independent verification of the reconstruction against 19th-century 
instrumental temperature data and to the extraction of the dominant 
modes of variability present in a network of western North American tree 
ring chronologies, using Principal Components Analysis. The latter may 
have some theoretical foundation, but Wahl and Amman (2006) also show 
that the impact on the amplitude of the final reconstruction is very small 
(~0.05°C; for further discussion of these issues see also Huybers, 2005; 
McIntyre and McKitrick, 2005c,d; von Storch and Zorita, 2005).  
 

Additionally, at the request of Congress, a special "Committee on Surface 
Temperature Reconstructions for the Past 2,000 Years" was assembled by the 
National Research Council's Board on Atmospheric Sciences and Climate. Their 
report agreed that there were statistical shortcomings in the MBH analysis, but 
concluded that they were small in effect. The report summarizes its main findings 
as follows: 
 

• The instrumentally measured warming of about 0.6 °C (1.1 °F) during the 20th 
century is also reflected in borehole temperature measurements, the retreat of 
glaciers, and other observational evidence, and can be simulated with climate 
models. 

• Large-scale surface temperature reconstructions yield a generally consistent 
picture of temperature trends during the preceding millennium, including 



relatively warm conditions centered around A.D. 1000 (identified by some as the 
“Medieval Warm Period”) and a relatively cold period (or “Little Ice Age”) 
centered around 1700. The existence and extent of a Little Ice Age from roughly 
1500 to 1850 is supported by a wide variety of evidence including ice cores, tree 
rings, borehole temperatures, glacier length records, and historical documents. 
Evidence for regional warmth during medieval times can be found in a diverse but 
more limited set of records including ice cores, tree rings, marine sediments, and 
historical sources from Europe and Asia, but the exact timing and duration of 
warm periods may have varied from region to region, and the magnitude and 
geographic extent of the warmth are uncertain. 

• It can be said with a high level of confidence that global mean surface 
temperature was higher during the last few decades of the 20th century than 
during any comparable period during the preceding four centuries. This statement 
is justified by the consistency of the evidence from a wide variety of 
geographically diverse proxies. 

• Less confidence can be placed in large-scale surface temperature reconstructions 
for the period from A.D. 900 to 1600. Presently available proxy evidence 
indicates that temperatures at many, but not all, individual locations were higher 
during the past 25 years than during any period of comparable length since A.D. 
900. The uncertainties associated with reconstructing hemispheric mean or global 
mean temperatures from these data increase substantially backward in time 
through this period and are not yet fully quantified. 

• Very little confidence can be assigned to statements concerning the hemispheric 
mean or global mean surface temperature prior to about A.D. 900 because of 
sparse data coverage and because the uncertainties associated with proxy data and 
the methods used to analyze and combine them are larger than during more recent 
time periods. 

The only interesting criticism of the Mann et al. Hockey Stick reconstruction 
comes from the Wegman Report, which itself has some serious flaws. Most 
significant among them: 
 

•   The result of fixing the alleged errors in the overall reconstruction does not change 
the general shape of the reconstruction.  

•   Similarly, studies that use completely different methodologies also yield very 
similar reconstructions. 

 
So yes, I’d say this “controversy” has been resolved, and however you weight the proxy 
data sets, there is sufficient evidence to say that the 20th century has had a rather high 
degree of warming, greater than that of the past 1,000 years at least. If you want to be 
really conservative in your conclusions (as scientists should), you might limit your 
conclusion to saying what the NAS/National Research Council report says: 
 

Based on the analyses presented in the original papers by Mann et al. and this 
newer supporting evidence, the committee finds it plausible that the Northern 
Hemisphere was warmer during the last few decades of the 20th century than 



during any comparable period over the preceding millennium. The substantial 
uncertainties currently present in the quantitative assessment of large-scale 
surface temperature changes prior to about A.D. 1600 lower our confidence in this 
conclusion compared to the high level of confidence we place in the Little Ice 
Age cooling and 20th century warming. Even less confidence can be placed in the 
original conclusions by Mann et al. (1999) that "the 1990s are likely the warmest 
decade, and 1998 the warmest year, in at least a millennium" because the 
uncertainties inherent in temperature reconstructions for individual years and 
decades are larger than those for longer time periods, and because not all of the 
available proxies record temperature information on such short timescales. 
 

And that’s the conservative conclusion based on data that respected scientists say that 
they can claim with a “high degree of confidence.” 

Ice cores show - everyone agrees on this - that CO2 lags temperature rise. 
This is prima facie evidence against the AGW view. They have a plausible 
“positive feedback” explanation of this, but in the absence of independent 
proof, the lag is contravening evidence.  

Box 6.2 (page 446) discusses this issue in brief, explaining some of the 
explanations (e.g., the positive feedback mechanism(s) that you mention). 
However, in the absence of additional evidence, it is not contravening evidence, 
but is a potential problem. The key here is that the reason(s) for the amplitude of 
glacial-interglacial CO2 variations cannot be attributed consistently to an 
alternative framework either at the present time.  

In other words, this is a puzzle, and not (yet) a refutation. Moreover, positive 
feedbacks are the accepted model by with all natural forcings are stably 
maintained over glacial timescales. So positive feedbacks as an explanation not 
only appear plausible, they make sense. 

Paleo climate analysis shows that CO2 concentrations have been an order 
of magnitude higher than they are now - temperature has not maintained 
proportionality. There is correlation at times, but… 

But what? Does that mean that CO2 wasn’t/isn’t a positive forcing component? Of 
course not. 

The temperature record, the record, the record…! Consider the possibility 
that the heat island effect has NOT been properly adjusted. Consider the 
new possibility, only now being thoroughly investigated, that the network 
of monitoring stations is biased upwards a degree, not because of urban 
heat island, but because of bad practice and changes in land use. Consider 
that these could be magnified several times in some areas of the world. 
That would comprise imprecision of a magnitude to give one pause, would 
it not? 



This is a wild and desperate hypothetical.  

 


