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In September 2009, after a
summer of warm weather
and dwindling ice, a young
polar bear slipped into the
frigid waters of the Beaufort
Sea and began to swim.

She didn’t stop for food or
rest until nine days later,
when she finally encountered
a slab of sea ice large enough
to sustain her. The journey
was some 250 miles.

That female polar bear
was one of more than 100
monitored by biologist An-
drew Derocher, a researcher
at the University of Alberta
who spent six years tracking
bears in the waters off the
northern coasts of Alaska
and Canada. He found that,
as sea ice in those areas frac-
tured and melted away, the
bears were making longer
and longer swims across the
open ocean — journeys that
taxed their already limited
resources and proved peril-
ous to vulnerable cubs.

“Ice is changing so quickly
that we’re finding the bears
are getting caught in places
where they’re finally coming
to the realization, ‘I just can’t
stay here,’ ” Derocher said in
a phone interview. “… These
kinds of long-distance swims
are not what they evolved to
undergo.”

The results of Derocher’s
study, published in the most
recent issue of the journal
Ecography, show a dramatic
increase in the number of
polar bears paddling across
vast expanses of ocean to
find suitable ice to stand on.
In 2004, just a quarter of the
bears monitored performed
a long-distance swim (de-
fined as more than 50 kilo-

meters, or about 31 miles).
By 2012, that proportion had
ballooned to 69 percent.

The number of bears mak-
ing such a swim was directly
proportional to the loss of sea
ice in the area, Derocher said.

These journeys are hard
on polar bears. Though
they’re good swimmers,
they’re not adapted to long
trips and can only paddle
about 2 kilometers an hour.
A 30-mile journey to find new
ice takes an entire day, dur-
ing which the bears can’t eat
or rest. Adult bears are likely
to lose weight, and their cubs
tend to get hypothermic. In
2009, a mother bear who
swam for nine days straight
off the coast of Alaska (who
was not part of Derocher’s
study) lost 22 percent of her
body weight, biologists with
the US Geological Survey re-
ported. Her year-old cub died
during the journey.

“With cubs, if they have
to undergo a long distance
swim it’s basically a death
sentence,” Derocher said.

Mothers with cubs were
much less likely to swim, he
found. Instead, “they will
walk for hundreds of kilo-
meters to keep their cubs
out of water.”

In part because of the dif-
ficulty of monitoring bears
(collars can fall off or mal-
function, bears seem to drop
off the map), the amount of
data Derocher and his col-
leagues collected varied
from year to year. But the
trend is pretty clear, Dero-
cher said. In the 1980s, when
he first began studying polar
bears, it would have been
unheard of for any bears to
make a long distance swim,
let alone dozens. In those
days there was no need —

the Beaufort Sea and Hud-
son Bay (the two areas cov-
ered by the study) were
clogged with ice even in the
height of summer.

That’s changed now, espe-
cially in the Beaufort Sea
above Alaska and the
Yukon, which has seen an
especially large decline in
sea ice compared with the
Hudson Bay. Satellite imag-
es taken earlier this month
show that the ice there is al-
ready beginning to break
up. That’s bad news during
prime hunting season for
polar bears, which rely on
sea ice as a platform from
which to dive for seals and
other prey.

“None of this is what I
would call a smoking gun as
to what is happening with
polar bear abundance but the
signs are all pointing in the
same direction,” Derocher
said. “We’re seeing bears with
lower body fat, fewer cubs,
changing hunting behavior.”

Pair that with a 2014 study
that found that the polar
bear population in the south-
ern Beaufort Sea dropped be-
tween 25 and 50 percent from
2001 to 2010, and the picture
becomes pretty clear.

“The Beaufort population
is one of the ones that will
more than likely be extir-
pated probably by mid-cen-
tury,” Derocher said.

The best-case scenario is
that these bears will travel
south and find a way to hunt
on land during the sum-
mers, the way some of their
Hudson Bay cousins do. So
much depends on their abil-
ity to adapt.

“We’re really changing
the rules on the bears with
the warming that we’re ob-
serving,” he said.
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Polar bears Felix (left), a 9-year-old, and Aurora, a 6-year-old, at the Royev Ruchey Zoo
in Krasnoyarsk, Siberia, Russia recently. Both bears were weak, orphaned cubs rescued
by people in the Arctic Ocean, and were brought to the Krasnoyarsk zoo.

Icemelt means adapt
or die for polar bears

Climate activists: Native land rights key
BY SEBASTIEN MALO
REUTERS

NEW YORK — With
world leaders converging in
New York to sign a land-
mark climate deal, activists
along with actor Alec Bald-
win called on Thursday for a
halt to deforestation, a con-
tributor to global warming,
by giving indigenous people
rights to their land.

Keeping indigenous
tribes from being pushed off
their land would help pro-
tect forests that absorb plan-
et-warming greenhouse gas-
ses, they told reporters in
New York City.

The climate change agree-
ment, which commits world
nations to lower greenhouse
emissions, is slated to be
signed by leaders and key
officials of more than 150 na-
tions on Friday.

Rapid deforestation
threatens the goal of the cli-
mate deal, negotiated last
fall in Paris, to limit warm-
ing, Baldwin said.

“If we keep chopping
down tropical forests at the
rate we’re doing now, we’re
lost,” said Baldwin.

“Technology alone is not
going to save us from cli-
mate disaster,” he said.

The responsibility lies
with governments to keep

indigenous people on their
land, said the actor, who
starred in the popular televi-
sion series “30 Rock.”

Failing to provide them
with land titles “leaves the
very heroes that are work-
ing tirelessly to protect and
defend the world’s forests
from illegal logging and
from extractive industries
very vulnerable,” he said.

Commercial farming, cat-
tle production and timber
collection are among indus-
tries faulted for clearing for-
ests, particularly the Ama-
zon, and stripping native in-
habitants of their way of
life, Baldwin and others
said.

“Forests act like the lungs
of our planet,” said Helen
Clark, head of the United
Nations Development Pro-
gramme. “If we didn’t have
lungs, it would be brutal.”

If forests were protected,

they could be capable of ab-
sorbing nearly a third of
global emissions, they said.

Diana Rios, an Asheninka
indigenous leader whose
tribe in Peru recently re-
ceived title to some 80,000
hectares of Amazon forest,
said she takes enormous
pride in helping preserve
the land’s ecosystem.

“It’s not only for me, but
for the entire world,” she
said.

Efforts to protect the rain-
forest have turned violent,
she said. Her father and
three other people were
killed by illegal loggers in
2014, and intimidation con-
tinues, she said.

“It weighs heavily … but I
am not defeated,” said the
mother of three children.

“On the contrary, it em-
boldens me to stay the
course as an indigenous
woman,” she said.
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Brazilian Indians of the Pataxo tribe take part in a protest
in support of the demarcation of indigenous lands, in front
of Planalto Palace in Brasilia in 2015.

“It’s not only for me,
but for the entire

world.”
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