
 
Vanishing 
home? 

Polar bears are good swimmers, but they 
aren’t quick enough to reliably catch seals 

in open water. Instead, they depend on the 
ice as a hunting platform. They wait near seal 

breathing holes or at the ice’s edge for a seal to 
surface, then snatch it from the sea. Recently, 
climate change has caused warmer weather 

in the Arctic, which is melting the sea ice 
earlier and preventing it from re-forming 

until later. So researchers are watching 
polar bears closely to see how they 

are adapting their behaviour 
to these changing 

conditions. 

Family ties
“There’s a strong attachment between 
mothers and their cubs,” explains Geoff 
York, a polar bear biologist with the World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF). The mother’s goal, 
he says, is to keep the cubs safe, as well 
as bring them to the sea ice to hunt seals. 
“Springtime is when the seals have their 
pups, so the bears can eat well. Seals are 
high-calorie meals, full of fat, and this keeps 
the bears warm when they’re on the ice and 
while they swim in the Arctic Ocean.” 

Sensing it’s time to continue her journey, 
the mother bear rouses her resting cubs 
and they march on through the snow. 

Long journey
The three bears step off the snow-covered 
rocky shore onto the frozen Arctic Ocean. 
The mother is a skinny 140kg — and eating 
seals will help her regain the 100kg she lost 
over the winter. But when she encounters 
thin ice, she still needs to be careful. She 
slides her plate-sized paws and lowers 
herself onto her belly to spread out her 
weight so she doesn’t break through the 
ice. The little cubs, whose weight won’t 

cause cracks, walk next to her. Suddenly, 
she catches the whiff of a seal. On thicker 
ice, she stands up and pads quietly 
towards a snowdrift. Ringed seals, the 
polar bear’s main meal, hide their pups in 
shallow lairs, or snow caves, under these 
drifts — and she can sense a seal digging 
its way out right now...

Hunt for food
Boom! Boom! The polar bear mother 
bounces her front paws, trying to 
punch through the hard-packed 
snowdrift on the sea ice and 
into the seal lair. Imitating 
her, the two cubs playfully 
pounce on the snow-
covered ice, too. They 
think it’s a game, but 
really they’re learning to 
hunt seals. Crash!

The mother’s clawed 
paws break through the 
snow and into the lair 
beneath. She quickly 
sticks her head into the 
hole and comes up with 
a seal in her jaws. Food at 

last. She drags the seal away and shares it 
with her cubs. They will eat whatever their 
mum catches, and will also continue feeding 
on her milk, for about two more years. 

Protecting the cubs
After eating, the polar bears are on the 
move again. The ice has cracked up ahead. 

The mother bear steps 
across the open 

water, but 
her cubs 

are too 
small 

to make it. Using the same fierce teeth 
that had just killed a seal, she grasps each 
cub by the back of the neck and lifts them 
across the water. “They’re strong, but they 
can also be so gentle,” says Tom Smith, a 
researcher with Polar Bears International. 
“A cub’s skin is only paper-thin, but she 
can pick it up without piercing its neck.” 

The youngsters will stay under the 
protective watch of their mother for 
another two years before they’re ready to 
start living on their own. 

Sea bears
By late April, the sea ice is broken into 
floes — or large chunks — scattered across 
the water’s surface, and the mother bear 
and her cubs must now swim between ice 
platforms. The cubs’ fur isn’t thick enough 
to keep them warm in the water for long. 
They still also lack the thick layer of fat that 
adult bears have. So they climb onto their 
mother’s back and she ferries them across 
30 metres of open water.

In the summer, the ice will melt even 
more and the bear family may have 
to swim longer distances to find solid 
footing, either on ice or on land. A healthy 
adult female can swim 160km on her own 
if she needs to, but she can’t hunt or nurse 
in open water, so she would probably lose 
her cubs if she had to go far.  

Close encounters
Luckily, solid sea ice lies ahead. Using her 
sharp claws, the mother pulls herself onto 
the ice. The cubs slide off their mum and 
shake their wet fur. Then dinner — they 
spot a seal carcass. Most of the fat is gone, 
but there’s still meat left, so they start to 
snack on the scraps. Suddenly, a large male 
polar bear appears from behind a snow 

mound, returning to his catch after a nap. 
He growls and the mother backs away 
with her cubs behind. He could easily kill 
the family. He decides he’s full and walks 
away instead. In autumn, when sea ice 
is scarce and seals are harder to find, the 
male might not be so generous.

For now, the polar bear family will 
make the sea ice their home, hunting and 
feasting as the cubs learn skills they’ll 
need to survive on their own...  
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Some captive 
polar bears have 

turned green 
because algae can 
grow inside their 

otherwise 
colourless hollow 

hairs. Polar bears  
don’t always have 
to drink because 
they make their 
own water as  
they digest 
seal fat. 

The paws of 
a polar bear are 

about 30cm across 
and slightly webbed. 
They act like paddles 

when the bear is 
swimming.

It’s dinnertime!

Cubs hitch a ride on their  
mum’s back as she swims!


