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The Promise
Oil and gas can be developed safely and responsibly to provide a bridge 
to cleaner energy.  

The Reality
New oil and gas development will add more stress to a region already 
experiencing climate change impacts, and will exacerbate global warming.

Melting permafrost 
in the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge. 
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Fossil Fuels & Global Warming
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Oil development interests insist that because “fossil fuels will continue to provide 
the majority of the world’s growing need for energy for decades to come,”1 the 
continued development of new oil and gas resources is critical.2 In fact, the con-

tinued expansion of oil and gas development, especially in environmentally sensitive 
places such as the Arctic Ocean, will only add to the threats Arctic ecosystems and 
cultures are facing and distract from the urgent need to address climate change.



The primary source of greenhouse gas 
pollution is the burning of fossil fuels. 
Petroleum consumption alone accounted for 44% of 
U.S. CO2 emissions in 2006.3 Scientists believe that 
to avoid catastrophic changes affecting climate and 
ultimately life on Earth, we must reduce CO2 in the 
atmosphere to 350 ppm, down from current levels of 
380 ppm.4 Only by dramatically reducing the amount 
of fossil fuels we extract and burn for energy can we 
meet this goal. According to the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change this will require nations like 
the United States to reduce their carbon emissions 
by 20-35% below 1990 levels by 2020, and 80-95% 
below 1990 levels by 2050.5 

Alaska is one of the top greenhouse 
gas-emitting states in the nation.6 
Despite having one of the lowest populations, Alaska 
released in 2005 the equivalent of 79 tons of green-
house gases per resident, which is more than three 
times the national average,7 and fi fteen times more 
pollution than the average passenger vehicle emits in 
one year.8 More than half of Alaska’s industrial source 
greenhouse gas emissions are generated by British 
Petroleum (BP Exploration Alaska), which operates 
most of the Prudhoe Bay oil fi elds.9 

� Oil and gas development is a major 
source of greenhouse gases and a 
significant cause of climate change.

�  Climate change is already adversely 
impacting Arctic ecosystems and 
indigenous people in Alaska. 

�  Continuing to extract fossil fuels 
in the Arctic will only add stress to 
already vulnerable ecosystems and 
indigenous communities.

Climate change is already 
impacting Alaska. 
Arctic regions are warming at twice the rate of other 
places on Earth.10 Such dramatic increases in temper-
ature have resulted in profound and visible changes 
to Alaska’s land, water, wildlife, and people. 

Comparison satellite images of summer sea ice cover.  
Source: University of Illinois – The Cryoshpere Today, http://igloo.atmos.uiuc.edu/cgi-bin/test/print.sh.
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Among the more profound changes is the loss of sea 
ice, which is at the lowest levels in 800 years.11 As 
a result of receding and thinning sea ice scientists 
have observed polar bears drowning and going hun-
gry,12 walruses forced onto land,13 and sharp declines 
in numbers of ice-dependent sea birds.14 Subsistence 
hunters have had to travel farther across thinner 
ice, and sometimes open seas, to access animals.15 
The loss of ice, coupled with melting permafrost, is 
accelerating coastal erosion, forcing communities to 
relocate, and threatening habitat for waterfowl, and 
caribou,16 which are also important food sources for 

According to current scientifi c consensus, it is the burning of oil 
(and other fossil fuels) that has contributed signifi cantly to the 
Arctic’s warming trend.20

Arctic Alaska is already warming faster than other places in the world, and climate models predict 
temperatures will increase by as much as 6 degrees by 2040. 

indigenous people. Also due to coastal erosion, an 
emergency clean-up was required in 2007 to plug an 
old oil exploration well after more than 300 feet of 
shoreline was lost in a few months.17

As temperatures continue to rise and precipitation 
patterns change, scientists expect lakes and wetlands 
to dry, fi res to increase, and plant and animal distri-
butions to change.18 These anticipated changes have 
signifi cant health, social and economic implications for 
people living in the Arctic, and beyond.19 What is hap-
pening in the Arctic affects not just the wildlife and 

B R O K E N  P R O M I S E  # 1 0
FOSSIL  FUELS AND GLOBAL WARMING

41



people living there, but also has implications for global 
weather patterns and the survival of species that 
migrate to the Arctic from other parts of the world.21 

America’s Arctic contains important onshore and off-
shore feeding, denning, calving, nursery, nesting, 
staging, and molting habitats for hundreds of species 
and contains some of the world’s last wholly intact 
ecosystems. If we do not address climate change in 
the Arctic, and elsewhere, 30 percent of the world’s 
species and one-fi fth of the world’s ecosystems could 
be gone by 2050.22  The result of such losses could 
affect agriculture, medicines and building materials 
sourced from plants, jobs, and ways of life that we 
now take for granted.23 Even oil production on the 
North Slope could be impacted by warming temper-
atures, which have already reduced the number of 
days that ice roads can be used.24

Given what we know about the impacts of climate 
change to ecosystems, species, and cultures, it would 
be irresponsible to undertake new drilling activities 
that would accelerate such change and bring harm to 
wildlife and people.
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