
These graphics were extracted from a dramatic time-lapse movie on PBI’s Web site that 
depicts the rapid loss of Arctic sea ice from 1979 to the present. Dr. Ignatius G. Rigor of the 
Polar Science Center created the sequence based on satellite images and data gathered 
from buoys. Rigor is a research scientist/mathematician at the University of Washington in 
Seattle whose current focus is on Arctic sea ice.

The animation features a map showing the Arctic Ocean rimmed by land, with Greenland to 
the right, Canada in the middle, Alaska to the left, and Russia and Norway above. The areas 
of older, thicker ice are shown in white. Younger, thinner sea ice appears as light blue; open 
water is deep blue. Red dots show the location of buoys that estimate the age of the sea ice. 

The animation shows normal fluctuations in ice coverage from 1979 to 1989. But in 1989, 
the ice begins to rapidly shrink. By 2000, the amount of open water increases dramatically. 
At that point, the buoys flow east into the Atlantic with the older sea ice. The loss of the 
older sea ice is critical, Rigor notes, because the age of the sea ice accounts for more than 
half the variance in summer ice coverage.

Rigor explains that thick, multi-year sea ice is important to the stability of the Arctic 
ecosystem and helps keep the region colder. In contrast, younger, thinner ice melts more 
quickly. The graphic shows that multi-year ice decreased precipitously in 1989 and 1990 
and has remained low ever since.

Vanishing Sea Ice

The age and 
thickness of 
the sea ice 
has decreased 
dramatically 
since the 1980s 
(figure at left).  
Today, there  
is more open 
water; more 

younger, thinner ice; and less older, thicker ice (figure at right). Polar bears depend on the sea 
ice for hunting, breeding, and giving birth to their young. These images depict how their habitat 
is literally melting away.
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