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Worksheet 5.3 – How much can a polar bear?
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	Polar bears give the impression that they can handle any threat. As the Earth’s largest land-dwelling carnivores, they reign supreme in their polar environment. They are superbly adapted for life on the sea ice and differ from their brown bear cousins in many ways. However, it is these very adaptations and the characteristics of the polar bear that have made them particularly susceptible to suffering from the effects of climate change. They are now considered to be a vulnerable species with a declining population.




1
The ice on which they live is undergoing rapid and dramatic changes. Read pages 136 (‘The ice is melting’), 144-145 (‘The Earth’s thermometer’) and 151-153 (‘Climate change and Arctic communities’) and list all the ways in which the Arctic region is changing because of climate change. Focus particularly on the sea ice, the home of the polar bear.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2
Polar bears have physical and behavioural characteristics that have made them the most successful predator in the harsh polar conditions for thousands of years. Consider how each of these characteristics has made them vulnerable to the effects of climate change. In your notes, explain this link. One is completed as an example for you to follow.
a
Unlike other bear species, it is almost completely carnivorous, with teeth adapted to this diet.

This makes it impossible for the bears to change to other food sources if meat becomes unavailable. 

b
Bears can only travel on established sea ice because of their weight, and they use much more energy if they have to swim between patches of ice.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
c
Bears travel vast distances (thousands of kilometres per year) over the sea ice to find sufficient amounts of food.
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

d
Polar bears have a low reproduction rate and a long generation time.
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

e
Females in poor condition have lighter-weight cubs, which have lower survival rates.
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

f
Polar bears eat most of their food in spring and early summer, when seal pups are readily available as a food source. They then survive largely on the stored fat from this time until the following year.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

g
Common prey are ringed seals and bearded seals, which are only found in areas with sea ice upon which they reproduce and moult.
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

h
Polar bears have white fur, which helps them blend into the white background on the sea ice.
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

i
Their main hunting grounds are located on the sea ice.
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3
Would you like to track a polar bear right now and see how far they travel? Go to the following website: http://www.panda.org/what_we_do/where_we_work/arctic/area/species/polarbear/polar_bear/.
4
Polar bears are not the only animals threatened by the effects of climate change. Another example is Australia’s mountain pygmy possum; one of the world’s most endangered animals. Listed as critically endangered, it sits on the brink of extinction with only 2000 of the species estimated in the wild. Find out how climate change is adding to their problems and compare this to the plight of the polar bear thousands of kilometres to the north. Use the Red List description of the mountain pygmy possum at http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/3339/0 as your starting point. This information can lead to a class discussion about endangered species and what we can do to save them from extinction.
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