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Glacial ice will likely hold records of the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers say

Studies show evidence of previous pandemics, disasters throughout history

May 13, 2020

Ice from glaciers around the world, undisturbed for centuries, shows changes in how societies functioned throughout history -- and will likely hold a record of the
current impact of the COVID-19 pandemic for future generations, scientists believe.

The story of how the pandemic is affecting societies around the world is still unfolding, but ice accumulating on high-elevation ice fields around the world and in
Greenland is almost certainly collecting physical, chemical and biological evidence of this time, said National Science Foundation
<https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2002521&HistoricalAwards=false> -funded researchers.

"These records will be locked into the ice and preserved," said Lonnie Thompson, an earth scientist at Ohio State University (/cgi-bin/good-bye?
https://news.osu.edu/glacial-ice-will-likely-hold-records-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-researchers-say/) and a senior research scientist at Ohio State's Byrd Polar and
Climate Research Center. "And that means that 100 or 200 years from now, that ice will  show anything that’s in the atmosphere now."

Scientist Lonnie Thompson cuts an ice core retrieved from the Kunlun Mountains of Tibet.
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There are signs that the current COVID-19 pandemic is affecting Earth's atmosphere. As people stayed home and drove less, nitrogen dioxide and sulfur dioxide
levels dropped over China and throughout much of the U.S. Both are potent pollutants that primarily form by burning gas and oil -- the fossil fuels that power most
of our vehicles.

That decrease will be evident in the nitrate and sulfate levels in ice cores retrieved by future glaciologists, Thompson said. There might be other signs of the
pandemic that future scientists find in ice that is forming now -- signs that today's scientists don't yet know about.

Snow and ice trap whatever is in the atmosphere at the time. Researchers know that includes chemicals, minerals, as well as microbes such as bacteria and
viruses, and other organic material such as the stems and leaves of plants.

That means the cores act as a timeline of sorts, in some cases showing changes in the atmosphere year by year, much like the rings of a tree.

In 2018, the ice core research team, which includes microbiologists from Ohio State, published a protocol for evaluating the cores for bacteria in Frontiers in
Microbiology (/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmicb.2018.01094/full?report=reader). A second paper describing a protocol for
evaluating the cores for viruses is now under review.
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