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1     Polar bears have a scientific name. It is Ursus maritimus. That's Latin for sea bear. Some cultures refer to polar bears as the great white bear, ice bear, or nanook. Polar bears are the largest kind of bear on Earth. They live in the Arctic. They are used to winters where temperatures dip to 32 below zero Celsius and summers reach no higher than 10 degrees.
 
2     Polar bears spend most of their time around water. Zook is one such polar bear. He hunts, travels, and mates on the sea ice. He is a phenomenal swimmer. He has a coat that conserves heat. He has a layer of fat for warmth. Zook weighs 454 kilograms. In general, fully grown males weigh between 400 and 600 kilograms. Fully grown females are approximately half that size. They have sharp, jagged teeth. They like to swallow their prey in large chunks. They have enormous paws that act like snowshoes on the ice.
 
3     Polar bears are the largest predator in the Arctic water ecosystem. They need to eat around two kilograms of fat a day. They primarily hunt ringed seals. They like to catch seals by waiting for them by their breathing holes even if they have to stay still for hours. When they can't find ringed seals, they will hunt bearded seals, harp seals, walruses, beluga whales, and seabirds. They eat the most from late April to mid July. When the ice is gone, which is supposed to be only three to four months, polar bears usually fast. Some, though, move north in the summer to hunt.
 
4     Polar bear cubs are usually born two at a time. When they are born, they weigh just over a 450 grams. They nurse until they reach approximately 10 Kilograms. Then they typically remain with their mother for around 30 months, or two and a half years.
 
5     What's the problem then? The polar bears need the sea ice to survive. Instead, though, global warming may be taking away their habitat. How? There are normal greenhouse gases that keep the Earth at the right temperature to allow humans to live here. Due to human activities, such as using power plants and driving automobiles, temperatures on Earth are rising. The sea ice in the Arctic in particular is melting earlier and earlier each year.
 
6     Polar bears like Zook are completely dependent on the sea ice. Without his habitat, he and the other polar bears are at risk of extinction. Zook specifically lives in Western Hudson Bay in Canada. Scientists have documented thinner bears and fewer cubs in the area. In fact, the bears in Zook's region weigh 15% less than three decades ago; that is a whopping 68 Kilograms less than before.
 
7     Why? Scientists feel that the polar bears are losing about three weeks of feeding on the ice because of global warming. By shortening their hunting season, polar bears are hungrier. As the ice breaks up earlier, their prey becomes less accessible. Scientists predict that the ice could be completely gone anywhere from 2040 to 2100.
 
8     What can be done to prevent the sea ice habitat of the polar bears from disappearing? Scientists promote the idea of slowing global warming. This includes coming up with plans to review how people use oil and gas. People need to use less fossil fuel. They need to switch to renewable resources instead. If the carbon dioxide levels continue to rise, scientists believe temperatures will rise, and sea ice will melt. The habitat of the polar bear will disappear. The population will decline significantly. Will they be the first mammals to lose their entire habitat to global warming? Will polar bears like Zook become extinct?

Extended Activities:

1.  Research ways to slow global warming

2.  Find out what other animals might be affected by global warming. Create a poster to save one animal.




