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Polar bears started to evolve from brown bears about 5 nullion years ago.
Unlike bears living on land. they are white in colour and their fur 1s very thick.
It helps them to survive on sea ice and swim in cold waters. Polar bears are
really big — adult males normally weigh from 350 to 550 kg. Females are
smaller. The bears’ large paws distribute their weight when they move on thin
ice, and their tails are short to conserve heat.

Polar bears occupy one of the planet's coldest environments, the Arctic. They
prefer northermn areas like Canada, Greenland, Alaska. Russia and Norway.
Scientists have identified 19 populations of polar bears spread across four
different regions of the Arctic. Although many children’s books show polar
bears and penguins together, the two are found at ditferent poles.

These Arctic giants have no natural enemies. Their diet 15 based on seals.
Other sources of food for polar bears are Arctic plants, and also geese, burd
eggs and fish. They can eat a wide range of foods but only marme maminals.
like seals and beluga whales, are able to provide them with all the necessary
proteins and vitamins to survive in the icy environment.

Bears catch seals from ice platforms. They usually wait for seals near theur
breathing holes — the openings in the 1ce the seals use to breathe. In autumn.
seals cut out breathing holes mn the 1ce and keep them through the winter and

polar bears locate the holes with their powerful sense of smell. Polar bears can
also attack seals sleeping on the ice.

Polar bears spend lots of time hunting seals on sea ice or from large drifting
blocks of ice. However, due to global warming sea 1ce 1s melting. As a result,
bears have to hunt n the water. which 1s less successful and very risky. Polar
bears are good swimmers but they cannot swun long distances and often
drown. They don’t have enough food to gain enough fat and their newborn
cubs are weaker than they used to be.

Normally, a female bear builds a den (a tunnel in the ice with two rooms)
where she gives burth to two cubs. They are bom very small. only about half a
kilo, but they grow quickly on their mother’s rich milk. For about two years,
cubs depend totally on their mothers for food and for survival skills — the
mothers teach them how to hunt and survive i the harsh realities of life.
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. Native people, who have lived side by side with polar bears for centuries, say
that 11 many ways bears are like humans. When they are not busy hunting. they
play. mock fight or chase each other. Their nose-to-nose greeting usually
means some request, for example, a request for food. Some scientists claun
they have watched polar bears sharing their food and even performung some
eating rituals like greeting their host and saying thank you atter a meal.
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