
 

 

DRAFT Letter to: 
John Brennan, Director of the Central Intelligence Agency 
General Martin E. Dempsey, Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff 
 

From: Congressman Jared Huffman 

Re: National Security Risk Assessment of the Potential Collapse of the Arctic Ice Cap 

[Salutation], 

In his recent testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, Admiral Samuel Locklear, 
commander of the U.S. Pacific Command, stated that climate change “is probably the most likely thing 
that is going to happen . . . that will cripple the security environment, probably more likely than the 
other scenarios we all often talk about.” Admiral Locklear spoke of whole countries disappearing under 
rising sea-levels and refugees fleeing to neighboring states. 

I am heartened to see our military command seriously consider the national security implications of 
climate instability. To its credit, the military establishment has avoided the politicized rancor around this 
issue, and focused on its duty in light of the facts.  

I agree that the long-term threat of sea-level rise requires ongoing analysis and contingency preparation, 
and support its continuation.  

However, in my discussions with climate scientists, there are other, shorter-term climate disruption 
threats that merit equal or greater attention. 

The Arctic ice cap is shrinking rapidly. In the 44 years since 1979, it has lost approximately 80 percent of 
its summertime volume. According to [cite some scientists here, after getting them on board], within the 
next 10 years, the remaining 20 percent of the summertime ice cap may disappear completely and 
abruptly for several weeks, probably in August or September.  

Recent scientific study has found ever stronger links between the loss of ice and snow in the Arctic and 
instability in the jet stream.  

In March 2013, the official magazine of the Oceanography Society, Oceanography, published a paper by 
Drs. Charles H. Greene, Director of the Ocean Resources and Ecosystems Program at Cornell University, 
Jennifer A. Francis, Research Professor at the Institute of Marine and Coastal Sciences at Rutgers 
University, and Bruce C. Monger, Senior Research Associate, Earth and Atmospheric Sciences at Cornell 
University entitled “Superstorm Sandy: A Series of Unfortunate Events?”  The Greene study showed that 
“there is increasing evidence that the loss of summertime Arctic sea ice due to greenhouse warming 
stacks the deck in favor of (1) larger amplitude meanders in the jet stream, (2) more frequent invasions 
of Arctic air masses into the middle latitudes, and (3) more frequent blocking events of the kind that 
steered [Hurricane] Sandy to the west,” where it devastated New York City and coastal New Jersey. 

The implication of the Greene study is that as the ice cap and Arctic snow cover continue to shrink, the 
jet stream will become more prone to meander far south of its historic path and form blocking patterns. 
Once the ice cap disappears completely, and the Arctic inverts from heat reflector to heat absorber, it is 
quite possible that the jet stream’s historic flow patterns will be profoundly disrupted, with potentially 



 

 

severe consequences for seasonal rainfall patterns. This, in turn, could have an immediate and 
widespread negative impact on agriculture across the Northern Hemisphere, as it will likely coincide 
with the heart of the growing season. 

In light of this possibility, I have several questions. 

Have you performed any risk assessment of this possibility? Have any national security contingency 
plans been developed? Have you apprised President Obama of the results of any such contingency 
analyses undertaken? If such analyses have been performed, are they classified?  

I would be very interested in understanding the results of any existing analyses, the better to prepare 
myself and my constituency for this contingency. A significant disruption of the jet stream’s circulation 
may affect precipitation patterns throughout the year as the atmosphere seeks a new equilibrium to 
account for the added heat load in the Arctic Ocean. As you are aware, California is the largest 
agricultural producer of our nation’s fifty states. It has a Mediterranean climate and depends on winter 
rains. This would affect California’s seasonal water planning, which is already experiencing a high degree 
of stress due to population growth and competing environmental and economic imperatives. 

If such reports exist but have been classified as unavailable to members of Congress, I would appreciate 
an explanation for the reason for such classification, and/or guidance on how I might obtain the 
appropriate clearances.  

If such reports do not exist, it is my strong suggestion that your offices immediately undertake the 
appropriate risk analyses and contingency planning to allow the American agricultural sector to 
anticipate and prepare for this possibility.  

Thank you for your ongoing work to keep the United States of America the world’s strongest democracy. 
As a citizen and fellow taxpayer as well as a Congressperson, I share the American people’s confidence 
in your organizations’ commitment to produce nonpartisan, fact-based analyses to guide the nation’s 
security planning.  

I look forward to your early response. 

Sincerely,  

 

Jared Huffman 
Member, House of Representatives 
Second District, California 

 


