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Lesson 6  The Ice Age postponed? Impacts of melting ice in a warming world

Human impacts task
Some background to categorising impacts

The continued shrinking of glaciers and exposure of formerly glaciated land (deglaciation) will have many impacts on people. Impacts can be categorised in a variety of ways. Two important ways of categorising them is in terms of type and scale.

Types of impact include social, economic, environmental, and political. While there’s often some overlap between these different impacts, by understanding the difference between them, we can better appreciate the problems of deglaciation.

Social impacts have to do with people’s quality of life; for example, issues of water supply and its cleanliness – this impacts on people’s health and well-being. Economic impacts can be quantified more easily in terms of amounts of money. Damage to buildings due to flooding, or the costs of maintaining defences, are economic impacts.
Environmental impacts include problems that affect the atmosphere, soils, water bodies, ecosystems, and organisms. This can include problems such as the movement or extinction of different types of plants and animals. Environmental damage can also create problems for people. Political impacts are those which involve tensions in the relationships between different nations. They can be closely related to environmental problems in that changes in the environment don’t respect political boundaries: for instance, problems involving pollution or the sharing of water resources (such as a major river) can lead to political conflicts.

Scales of impact include global, regional, and local. Here too, there can be overlap in that local problems often stem from bigger, global issues. While most parts of the world will be affected by deglaciation to some extent (because of the links between the world’s glaciers and global climate and sea level), some regions and locations will be impacted more severely than others.
Instructions for the task
On the next page there is a list of various impacts of deglaciation.
Read through the series of impacts and decide which ‘type’ and ‘scale’ best describes the stated impact. Note that some of the stated impacts might relate to two or more categories.
 









As glaciers melt and sea level continues to rise, cities in many parts of the world will have to spend increasing amounts of money on coastal defences.





Melting snow and ice in the Alps near the Matterhorn means that Switzerland and Italy have to redraw part of the border between the two countries.





The Andermatt ski resort in Switzerland spends over 65,000 euros each year to cover the Gerschen glacier during the summer to slow its rate of melting.





The water supply of Lima and other population centres in Peru is threatened as glaciers in the Andes continue to shrink.





People’s lives in Nepal and Bhutan are increasingly threatened by the risk of glacial outburst floods due to melting glaciers in the Himalayas.





The reduction of ice shelves and sea ice along the Antarctic coastline is threatening Emperor Penguin populations and changing the surrounding marine ecosystem.  





The decline in the amount of snow and ice in the Arctic region will affect ocean and atmosphere circulation patterns, thereby also changing weather patterns in many parts of the world.





The government of the Maldives is looking to buy land in India, Sri Lanka, and Australia so that its citizens will have somewhere to go if sea level rise inundates the country.





An avalanche on Mount Everest killed 16 people on the 18th of April, 2014. It is thought that avalanches like these will become more common as glaciers continue to melt in this area, threatening mountaineering tourism which currently brings in over 3 million dollars a year in permit fees to Nepal. 








