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How is Alaska Affected by Climate Change?

Alaska is already feeling the effects of climate change. The Arctic is warming twice as fast as 
the rest of the world and Alaska is warming at twice the rate of the rest of the U.S. As a result, 
Arctic sea ice is shrinking, glaciers are retreating, the shores eroding, and the permafrost that 
underlays much of the state is melting. This reality threatens the security of the state and the 
country. 

Current Environmental Impacts

•	 The area of the Arctic Ocean covered 
by sea ice in the summer of 2012 
was nearly 50% smaller than the 
historical average and the ocean 
could be nearly ice free during the 
late summer by the 2030s.1

o As the amount of sea ice 
decreases, communities on 
land will lose the dampening 
effect it has on storms, 
making them more intense.

•	 80% of Alaskan land is in a permafrost zone.2

o As permafrost melts, the land “slumps,” or sinks, as ice turns to water.

o Melting permafrost also accelerates erosion, especially near bodies of water.

•	 Rising temperatures, wetland drying, 
drier summers, and more frequent 
thunderstorms have led to more 
large wildfires.

o In 2015, more than 5 million 
acres burned, with a record 
6.5 million acres burned in 
2004.3

•	 Climate change is likely to affect 
animal biodiversity in Alaska, 
threatening native communities’ 
traditional way of life. 

Yellow marks the 30-year average minimum sea 
ice extent from 1981 through 2010. NASA image.

Deer Creek Fire in in Yukon-Charley Rivers 
National Park. NPS photo.
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Security Impacts

Climate change does not only have environmental implications. It also presents serious challenges to ensuring 
state and national security. 

Infrastructure

•	 The combination of thawing permafrost, melting sea ice and sea level rise poses a threat to military and 
civilian infrastructure.

o Land slumping affects the integrity of buildings, roads, runways, pipelines, water supplies, and 
sewer systems.

o The shoreline has eroded enough to damage several Air Force radar early warnings and 
communications installations that are part of the Long Range Radar program.4

o At the Cape Lisburne Long Range Radar Site, where the runway is about 80 feet from the 
coast, the Air Force spent $47 million to protect the runway and ensure viability of the site.5

o Access to training areas has been affected as well; with thawing permafrost, the ground becomes 
impassable and trainings must be put on hold, affecting troop readiness.

•	 Due to melting permafrost, the Environmental Protection Agency estimates that the cost of maintaining 
public infrastructure is likely to increase by 10-20% in next 20 years.6

•	 Due to melting, the winter travel season in some areas has decreased by half since 1970.7

Communities

•	 As natural disasters become more extreme and frequent, people are being forced to move.

o The village of Newtok on the west coast of Alaska has requested federal funds to assist in 
the ongoing relocation and reconstruction of the entire community, because their homes are 
sliding into the Ninglick River.

o Engineers estimate that the village is losing 70 feet of land per year.8

Transportation

•	 As Arctic ice melts and the ocean opens to more international 
shipping, there is potential for conflict among nations. The 
amount of ship traffic increased 50% from 2010-2014 and is 
expected to increase 500% from 2015 to 2025.9

o Increased commercial activity in the region could 
magnify already tense disputes over territory. CGC Healy icebreaker. USCG photo.
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Opportunities for Increased Security

The effects of climate change are serious, indisputable, and require concerted action. Alaskans must find ways 
to adapt to the effects of a changing environment. Officials should push for heavy infrastructure spending, 
with a focus on building infrastructure, like the roads, buildings, and ports, that is adapted and resilient to the 
effects of climate change, including more extreme weather, land slumping, and coastal erosion. 

In addition, Alaska can invest in more reliable and clean sources of energy. Harnessing alternative sources of 
energy not only reduces the output of carbon emissions, but also helps military bases reduce their vulnerability 
to energy disruptions from the local power grid. 

Microgrids, which would allow bases to separate themselves from commercial power grids, can enhance energy 
security and ensure mission effectiveness. Though the base would remain connected to the commercial power 
grid, having a microgrid would allow the base to prioritize critical mission activities in the event of a power 
cutoff. Isolated communities could also benefit from renewable energy sources. Alaska is estimated to be home 
to more than 90% of America’s river current and tidal energy, but only 200 remote communities utilize any 
renewable energy.13 Like Kodiak, other communities could shift from relying on diesel generators and volatile 
fuel deliveries to producing most, if not all, of their energy on their own grid, increasing their energy resilience. 
 
There is significant room for communities to move towards renewable energy infrastructure that can create 
jobs, bring electricity costs down, and decrease carbon emissions. Adapting to the impacts of climate change 
will require both the civilians and the military in Alaska to invest in infrastructure, energy efficiency, and other 
resiliency building measures. Alaska is warming twice as fast as the continental United States, providing an 
example for what the effects of climate change could look for the rest of the country.

Renewable Energy Cases in Alaska
Kodiak 
 
Since 2001, the average price of electricity has risen 50% 
nationally, while the average in Kodiak, AK has dropped 
5%.10 The Kodiak Electric Association made the decision 
in 2009 to source 100% of the community’s electricity 
from renewable sources by 2020. Through the use of hydro 
and wind power, the community has achieved 99.7% of its 
goal. The new renewable energy infrastructure is expected 
to pay for itself in cost savings within the decade. 

Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson  

Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson is one example of a military base that has started to diversify its energy 
supply. The base is using methane from a municipal solid waste landfill to generate about 56,000 megawatts 
annually, or 36% of the bases’ electricity need.11 Savings are estimated to be $30 million over the lifetime of 
the facility.12 The base is considering both wind and tidal energy production, but has found that solar energy 
is not viable, due to low-sunlight conditions in Alaska.

Wind turbines in Kodiak, AK.
Image Source: ABB Group.
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The American Security Project (ASP) is a nonpartisan 
organization created to educate the American public and the 
world about the changing nature of national security in the 21st 
Century. 

Gone are the days when a nation’s security could be measured 
by bombers and battleships.  Security in this new era requires 
harnessing all of America’s strengths:  the force of our diplomacy; 
the might of our military; the vigor and competitiveness of our 
economy; and the power of our ideals. 

We believe that America must lead in the pursuit of our common 
goals and shared security.  We must confront international 
challenges with our partners and with all the tools at our disposal 
and address emerging problems before they become security 
crises.  And to do this we must forge a bipartisan consensus here 
at home. 

ASP brings together prominent American business leaders, 
former members of Congress, retired military flag officers, 
and prominent former government officials. ASP conducts 
research on a broad range of issues and engages and empowers 
the American public by taking its findings directly to them via 
events, traditional & new media, meetings, and publications. 

We live in a time when the threats to our security are as complex 
and diverse as terrorism, nuclear proliferation, climate change, 
energy challenges, and our economic wellbeing.   Partisan 
bickering and age old solutions simply won’t solve our problems.  
America – and the world - needs an honest dialogue about 
security that is as robust as it is realistic. 

ASP exists to promote that dialogue, to forge that consensus, and 
to spur constructive action so that America meets the challenges 
to its security while seizing the opportunities that abound. 
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