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Loss of Arctic sea ice affecting all polar bears
At the very north of our planet, in winter it gets so cold that the Arctic Ocean on and 
around the North Pole freezes, and turns into sea ice. In the summertime, the area cov-
ered by this Arctic sea ice is smaller, because it is warmer in spring and some of the sea 
ice  breaks up and melts. The sea ice area is larger in winter, when it gets much colder 
and the water freezes again. In the past few years, the Arctic has become warmer and 
the amount of sea ice in both winter and summer has reduced.

Polar bears are one of the animals most affected by changes in Arctic sea ice because 
they need sea ice for important activities such as hunting, traveling, and breeding. Nine-
teen separate polar bear populations live throughout the Arctic, spending their winters 
and springs roaming on sea ice and hunting. The bears mainly eat seals, which provide 
necessary fats and nutrients to survive in the harsh Arctic environment. Polar bears 
cannot outswim their prey, so instead they perch on the ice and ambush seals at breath-
ing holes or break through the ice to reach into their dens.

In a new study, published in The Cryosphere and funded by NASA, researchers  at the 
University of Washington  have found that sea ice is now melting earlier in the spring 
and freezing later in the autumn across all regions of the Arctic where polar bears live. 
Over the past 35 years, bears have lost a total of seven weeks of sea ice each year, so 
now they have less time to breed and hunt seals to build up their fat reserves.

One of the researchers, Harry Stern says “We expect that if the trends continue, com-
pared with today, polar bears will experience another six to seven weeks of ice-free 
periods by mid-century.” That means losing a total of 13–14 weeks of sea ice a year. 

This research is important to help protect polar bears, as well as to alert the world to 
the impacts of the warming Earth. 
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Polar bear tests the strength of thin sea ice in the Arctic (Credit: Mario Hoppmann, via imaggeo.egu.eu)
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Discuss with your teacher or parents
What is happening to sea ice in our planet? Aside from helping polar bears get food, why 
is sea ice important? Find out more at egu.eu/68D39F and see how sea ice extent has 
changed since 1979 at egu.eu/4LQZOV.

This is a kids’ version of the European Geosciences Union (EGU) press release ‘All polar bears across the Arctic 
face shorter sea ice season‘. It was written by Bárbara Ferreira (EGU Media and Communications Manager), 
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