Melting Russian Permafrost Could Accelerate Global Warming
by Gene Fry
	September 22, 2006 - Melting permafrost in Siberia is releasing 5 times the amount of the potent greenhouse gas methane than previously thought, according to a study published in September 2006 by American and Russian scientists. The study adds to concern that global warming is causing changes in the environment that will accelerate the greenhouse effect.
In June scientists with the Russian Academy of Sciences warned that the Russian permafrost - known as "yedoma" - could contain some 500 billion tons of carbon, as much as all the rest of the world's permafrost. (http://www.ens-newswire.com/ens/sep2006/2006-09-07-01.asp)
	The September research team recorded the bubbling of methane at two thawing lakes in northern Siberia using aerial surveys, remote sensors and year-round measurements.  They found that expansion of the lakes between 1974 and 2000, fueled by regional warming, increased methane emissions by 58%.  The methane released dates back to 40,000 years ago, according to study coauthor Jeff Chanton, a scientist with Florida State University.  The release of old carbon stocks once stored in the permafrost," Chanton said, "is not good for the quality of human life on Earth."
Melting Siberian permafrost is releasing more than 4 million tons of methane a year from Siberian lakes and wetlands, the researchers said.  This figure is 10-63% higher than previous estimates.  Methane concentrations have risen sharply in recent decades.  A study released in September by the British Antarctic Survey found that, in the past 800,000 years, methane had never tipped 750 parts per billion (ppb), but is now 1,780 ppb.  In Alaska and Canada - which have far less permafrost than Siberia - the permafrost is reaching the thawing point in many areas.
Permafrost contains several times as much carbon as humans have emitted since the Industrial Revolution began.  Global warming could dramatically increase methane emissions from natural sources, including permafrost, causing more warming.  Last year American scientists reported that permafrost is melting across the Northern Hemisphere. They predicted that more than half the area covered by this topmost layer of permafrost could thaw by 2050 and as much as 90% by 2100.
For more details on recent studies, see  www.ens-newswire.com/ens/sep2006/2006-09-07-01.asp and http://www.nature.com/nature.

