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Tuesday 7 November 2006

They are one of our most beloved animals
- but their world is melting away. Terry
Nutkins on the plight of the polar bear.

Polar bears are one of the most dangerous
predators on planet earth. So why do we love
them s¢ much? Qur fascination goes back
a long way. Take Brumas, a polar bear who
lived in London Zoo in the 1940s and in nine
years attracted three million visitors. He was a
celebrity.

I think we are fascinated with them because
they remind us of our childhood - those warm
and cuddly toy bears that were with us on
dark nights when we couldn’t sleep. And as
humans, we relate to the way mothers interact
with their cubs: teaching them, training them,
slapping them, cuddling them. I don’t have a
problemn with anthropomorphism: it’s how
many people learn about, and love, wildlife.

But the polar bears’ world is literally melting
away.

For many months of the year, while they are
mating and looking after their cubs, the bears
do not eat. They simply live off the thick layer
of fat that lies beneath their double layer of
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Polar bears play on the tundra near Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, November 2006

fur, which keeps out the cold of sometimes
-40°C or more. It's when this fat layer runs
out that the bears are threatened with dving of
starvation unless they can find food quickly.

When the ice forms, the polar bears walk out
in search of seals. They need to haul them out of
their blow holes and on to the floes to eat. Ten
years ago I was filming in the Arctic and saw a
lone bear walking on the ice That was the magic
of it:one lone bear walking They are amazing on
the ice, when you consider they can weigh 600
kg to 800 kg and are up to two-and-a-half metres
tall. Their feet are covered in fur, which helps
them move fast and silently, without slipping.

But global warming is taking its toll. Each
year, the ice is later in forming. And since no
one is giving the polar bears a weather report
in their dens, they have to adapt quickly to this
late forming of ice. They might have to wait
several weeks before they can get on the ice to
find prey - and that is the difference between
life and death, certainly for the cubs.To allow
these bears to survive — and, of course, many
other species - we must as a matter of urgency
manage our planet.
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Polar bears: fact file

Polar bears need sea ice to survive.
Sea ice is shrinking at a rate of 10% every decade.

Scientists have found polar bears swimming up to 80 miles
in open sea.

Polar bears are starving, cannibalising each other and
coming into human areas to scavenge for food.

In 30 years the Arctic may have no ice in summer.

By 2040 there will be a significant decline in the numbers
of polar bears.




