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It is a great opportunity to be here, and it is certainly great to 
sit on the panel with Ms. Amanda Dory and Rear Admiral David 
Woods. I have had the opportunity to work for and with Ms. Dory 
a couple of times now, and it is intimidating to say the least. She 
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is obviously brilliant. I am also intimidated because when I first 
found out I was coming here to speak I thought that I would be the 
only Coastie here, and that if I did poorly, I could always go back 
to work and say that I was awesome. I now see that I am not alone 
and there are people who will be inclined to tell the truth when 
I go back to work. So it is a little bit scary from that perspective.

I have just a few slides, and I am not trying to repeat too much 
of what Ms. Dory talked about already. I am going to try to cover 
my material quickly so that we have a lot of time for questions 
and answers.

To start, I am going to talk a little about climate change in 
general and how we look at it from the Coast Guard perspective. 
Then, I will turn briefly to strategic engagement. Finally, I am going 
to talk about the Arctic, which is really where, from a Coast Guard 
perspective, climate change will require that we focus first.

Climate change, as I think everyone here already knows, is not 
so much about the Earth just getting warmer. Climate change is 
really about severe weather extremes; it is about how the weather 
is changing, becoming more severe—events such as the snow-
storm we had here in Washington, D.C., not too long ago in which 
people were stuck on the roads for 13 or 14 hours. It is those types 
of things that are really starting to affect us. Several days ago, on 
one of our piers up in Alaska, we were getting steady-state winds 
of 80 knots, with gusts up to 120 knots—very unusual, indeed, but 
another sign that the times are changing.

So, many types of severe weather—to include hurricanes and 
floods—are going to become more severe. On top of those direct 
effects, you have all the indirect effects that are associated with 
severe weather—the degradation of the environment, for example 
(Figure 1). When we look at the coastline of Louisiana, we can see 
how it is eroding and the speed at which it is eroding. Such effects 
are certain to affect our pipelines, our offshore oil rigs, and the 
Louisiana Offshore Oil Port that brings oil into the refineries along 
the Gulf Coast. The implications will eventually extend all the way 
to the global supply chain and our overall economy.
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Figure 1. Climate Change Effects

As more and more countries are impacted by significant envi-
ronmental change, population migration is likely to increase. There 
will invariably be more migration from countries that are impacted 
to countries that have greater opportunities; migration to the United 
States may well increase. Another concern is critical infrastructure; 
we have a lot of critical infrastructure around our coastline that will 
be impacted. Obviously, a lot of our Coast Guard infrastructure is 
located at the water’s edge. Any significant rise in sea level will 
have an adverse effect on that infrastructure. These are all things 
that we have to take a look at, and all are starting to impact what 
the Coast Guard and the nation will have to do.

So how do we look at it? How do we do that strategic engage-
ment part (Figure 2) and who do we need to work with?

Obviously, the Arctic Council is a huge player from the per-
spectives of both the Arctic and climate change. As climate change 
advances and the Arctic opens up, we will have no choice but to 
interact with the eight other Arctic nations. This coming May 11, 
Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton is going to sign a search-
and-rescue agreement with eight other Arctic nations on how we 
respond from a search-and-rescue perspective in the Arctic.
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Figure 2. Strategic Engagement

On the national security side, we have the strategies and 
policies laid out in the National Security Presidential Directive/
Homeland Security Presidential Directive (NSPD/HSPD) on 
Arctic region policy. [1] This document includes specific imple-
mentation tasks. While originally signed by President George W. 
Bush, it has recently been reaffirmed by President Barack Obama. 
Unfortunately, only two interagency policy committee meetings on 
the Arctic have been held since it was signed. Having hosted one 
of those, I understand that we need to have greater involvement 
from the National Security staff on the Arctic and the associated 
implementation of a national policy. We need to ensure that it is 
being implemented uniformly across the whole of government.

The National Ocean Council is an Obama Administration 
initiative to develop a National Ocean Policy and a governance 
structure for how we move forward. While the National Ocean 
Policy does not really have a security component, is does include 
a coastal marine spatial planning effort. That effort describes how 
planning should be divided up regionally around the United States 
and how it is going to be a joint effort between federal, state, and 
local governments and private industry.
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I do not think you can go into any climate change discussion 
without talking about the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS) and how critical it is that we have UNCLOS 
ratified by Congress. We have to move forward on that. UNCLOS 
is going to be our lifeline into the international community and how 
we protect our own national security interests. We have talked a 
lot about what the impacts are from an environmental perspective, 
from an energy perspective, and from a natural resource perspec-
tive, but I think we really need to re-look at this issue. We must 
bring UNCLOS into our national security discussion because it is 
imperative to make that part of our way ahead.

The International Maritime Organization, which establishes the 
standards and regulations for the shipping industry, is also going 
to be critical. Consider, for example, something as simple as the 
Bering Strait. There are two islands in the middle—one is Russian, 
one is American. As the Arctic sea ice melts and we get more 
and more open water, the shipping industry will want to use the 
Northwest Passage. We will need some type of vessel traffic sepa-
ration scheme up there. We have to work that through the inter-
national community and the IMO. Simply stated, we are going to 
have to utilize and partner with our international organizations.

Figure 3. Importance of the Arctic Region
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We in the Coast Guard like to remind people that the United 
States is an Arctic nation, even though we usually do not think 
about our country that way (Figure 3). While everyone in this room 
probably understands that, if you asked someone in Ottumwa, 
Iowa, about the Arctic, they probably would not have a whole lot 
to say about it. So you have got to think about how do we com-
municate to the American public the importance of climate change 
in general, then the importance of the Arctic in particular, and then 
how that is going to impact not only our national security but also 
things like the global supply chain and global economics.

It is a fact that climate change is going to have some impacts. 
Although the most significant effects in the Arctic will occur well 
after my time in the Coast Guard comes to an end, and perhaps 
even after I am alive, given the rate I am going right now, we have to 
make dealing with these effects a priority. The question becomes: 
how do you get people interested in something that is not going 
to even happen in their lifetime? For me, I always think about my 
children. I make them recycle.

But those are the little things that we can do as we teach and 
talk about the impacts of climate change and the impacts of where 
we are going as a country. There is already more open water in 
the Arctic, there is more human activity, and there is more mari-
time traffic. While I do not understand the science part or how we 
got to where we are, it does not really matter to me. I do not care 
what people’s cultural, political, or scientific beliefs are or why we 
are where we are with climate change, but there is more water 
and there is more traffic, so we have to start accounting for it, and 
we have to develop the right strategies, plans, and policies as we 
move forward.

From a Coast Guard perspective, we have the same respon-
sibilities in the Arctic Ocean as we do in the Gulf of Mexico. We 
have the same law enforcement responsibilities, we have the same 
search and rescue responsibilities, and we have the same fisher-
ies enforcement responsibilities. While it used to be ice covered, 
that no longer matters since now all of a sudden, there is plenty of 
open water. So now we have to start looking at how we are going 
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to fulfill our responsibilities by law in the Arctic and how that will 
impact us.

Operating in the Arctic will entail immense challenges. I am 
sure all of you have seen a map with the Arctic placed over top 
the United States and how big it is. I was actually going to bring 
that slide, but my staff told me that I could not have another slide, 
so I left it behind. But the distances that we will have to cover are 
dramatic. Other challenges include the lack of infrastructure and 
the lack of the knowledge of just what is going on up in the Arctic. 
Then, of course, there is severe weather, which will have impacts 
on infrastructure, vessels, and people.

Another challenge that we face is dealing with the indigenous 
peoples who live in the Arctic region, including Alaska. We have 
to make sure we are talking to them and make sure that we under-
stand their concerns. As you probably know, the Coast Guard likes 
people to wear life jackets when they are out on the water. When 
we tried to push the idea of life jackets to the Native Alaskans, they 
were adamantly against them. They said that if you put on one of 
those big orange life jackets, you are just making yourself an easy 
target for polar bears to zero in on.

Their fear was genuine, so we had to go with white life jack-
ets which are very hard for rescuers to see. But at the same time 
we had to understand their concerns and we had to adapt our-
selves accordingly. The indigenous people are also going to pro-
vide us with a lot of knowledge of the area. They can help identify 
the impacts because they can remember what it was like 50 or 
60 years ago. That knowledge will help us identify impacts as we 
go forward. A big concern is melting permafrost and its impact on 
our infrastructure, for example.

So how does the Coast Guard look at that from a strategic 
or an operational perspective? The answer for now is that we go 
right back to the strategy that was signed out by Admiral Thad 
Allen in 2007 and is still in effect today. It is our strategy for mari-
time security, safety, and stewardship. It is a legal regime along the 
lines of the other legal regimes, like UNCLOS, IMO, and the Arctic 
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Council. It is about the domain awareness—understanding what 
the domain is about, to include talking to the Native Alaskans.

For the last 3 or 4 years we have had forward operating loca-
tions at Barrow and Nome up on Alaska’s North Slope. We have 
flown up there in our aircraft, which gets kind of scary. We did not 
realize when we first started flying our C-130s up there that avia-
tion fuel freezes at about –43°. So when it is hitting –40°, we are 
trying to get those things turned on and come home pretty quickly, 
especially when an admiral is on board. Speaking from experi-
ence, they can get a little nervous.

What we have done is we have forward deployed people and 
assets during the right weather and right time of year to see if we 
can operate, if we have the right capabilities, and if we have the 
right understanding of the area. What we have found is that most 
of our small boats and our short-range helicopters are ineffective. 
We found that we currently do not really have good charts for the 
Arctic; we do not understand where all the shallow water is. We 
need ships that can operate with the right endurance. There is not 
always an opportunity to refuel so we have to be able to get where 
we want to go, and then we have to be able to stay there for a 
long time. We have to have ships that have platforms for embarked 
helicopters in order to provide the extended reach that we need.

We have also learned that there is not a lot of infrastructure 
that can provide logistics support. So if something breaks, we have 
to worry about how we get the part that we need. It is pretty easy 
if we are operating in the Caribbean or in the Gulf of Mexico; we 
have an established network, and we can get parts within a couple 
of days. It is not so simple in the Arctic. The existing communica-
tions network is not very effective. So that is something else we 
have to work on as we go forward.

We know for certain, however, that there is going to be a 
requirement for the Coast Guard and for the nation up there. We 
understand that. We understand that we will have responsibilities 
for law enforcement, fisheries regulation, search and rescue, and 
environmental response. But there are things we do not under-
stand yet. For example, how do you clean up oil spilled on the ice? 
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I do not know anyone who knows how to do that at this time, but 
we have to start accounting for that, we have to start figuring it out, 
we have to carry out essential research and development, and we 
have to partner with industry.

One of the neat things about the Arctic, if you think about it, 
is that there is not a lot of infrastructure. However, as we get more 
and more open water, and as private industry wants to operate 
more up there—whether it be cruise ships, fisheries, or oil and 
energy companies—we have an opportunity to establish rules 
and regulations to fit the environment. We have an opportunity to 
build the infrastructure that fits the regimes instead of building the 
regimes to fit the infrastructure, like we do now.

It is an opportunity for us to look way ahead and say okay, 
if somebody wants to operate in the Arctic, let us establish the 
regulations by which they can operate. If you want to be there, 
you have to establish the appropriate logistic and communica-
tions systems that will enable the federal agencies to carry out their 
assigned responsibilities. There has to be a partnership between 
the federal government and private industry.
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