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The Impending Menace of Antarctic Methane

For most of the last hundred million years, Antarctica was
‘substantially warmer due to higher levels of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere. Much of it was covered in dense forests, with deep bays
stretching into its interior. Jemma Wadham and a team of researchers
from the University of Bristol, Great Britain, theorize that deep layers
of plant Zsediments would bave collected in those bays, hosting
*multitudes of *methane-producing microbes. The sediments are
now covered by kilometers of ice but the microbes are still producing
methane gas, which could potentially be an even bigger *menace than
the less powerful greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide.

Wadham ®has yet to detect methane or methane-producing
microbes under the Antarctic 7ice sheet, but this does not lessen the
Scredence of her theory among researchers. Though her ideas are only
Shypothetical, microbes have been found in almost every environment,
including those considered Winhospitable to most forms of life, such as
boiling waters near underground volcanoes and at highly-pressurized,
pitch black settings on "ocean floors.

Wadham estimates that there may be over 100 billion tons of gas
"huilt up under the ice sheet. Unless greenhouse gas emissions Pabate,
ice sheets will “inevitably melt in the coming decades. Much of this
methane will *ultimately escape into the atmosphere, causing further
global warming. This and other scenarios could ®add up to a global
warming "tipping point. Many researchers fear that *®impending
global climate change could happen much more rapidly than previously
believed, *¥spelling an Yunprecedented environmental catastrophe.
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