Polar Bears

Polar bears Ursus maritimus, found only in Arctic and Subarctic areas, have improved their vulnerability status to a lower risk category since 1988.  This rise in numbers was due to protective measures, particularly a ban on hunting implemented in 1973.  But although still dependent on these measures the polar bear is facing increasing threats from other areas.  The inaccessibility of their habitat was very much in their favour but more human activity in these remote areas has caused conflict and disturbed the bears in their natural setting.  Increasing tourism and petroleum exploration in these colder climates are the major source of such conflicts.  Pollution in such pristine conditions has further stressed the bear populations with pollutants transported from Europe, North America and Asia by prevailing winds and ocean currents.  Oil pollution is also thought to be more harmful in the Arctic as oil in areas of drift ice degrades more slowly than in temperate conditions.  Polar bears spend most of their lives on this drift ice and are, therefore especially vulnerable to this form of pollution.   Another threat to polar bears is from climate change as increasing temperatures are causing the breakup of ice earlier each year thus altering their habitat.

