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The polar bear as global warming icon
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IUCN Polar Bear Specialist Group

❖ 1968 –
❖ 1973 – [International protection]
❖ 1982 – Vulnerable
❖ 1986 – Vulnerable
❖ 1988 – Vulnerable
❖ 1990 – Vulnerable
❖ 1994 – Vulnerable
❖ 1996 – Lower risk [now ‘Least Concern’]
❖ 2005 – PBSG vulnerable recommendation**
❖ 2006 - Vulnerable (based on future threats)



2006



Activist environmental orgs use ESA rules to force the 
US gov’t to “protect” polar bears

2005



The US ESA decision, 2007/2008



Discover Magazine 
12 December 2008



USGS Polar bear survival prediction 

     Rapid sea ice decline = polar bear population decline

Durner et al. 2009, 
Ecological Monographs 79(1)



NATURE, 22 May 2008

Predicted decline: 
24,500 

to about
8,100



Amstrup et al. 2008 [peer reviewed paper]

September minimum 2007 was lower than any of the five 
“best” predictions for 2050

Predicted 2045-2054

16 Sept 
  2007



Sea ice observations 2007-2015: the reality

2012 20152007

Dreaded mid-century sea ice levels had arrived!



Catastrophe fails to materialize

down 38% 
since 1979

up 16%

Summer sea ice vs. polar bear numbers since 2005



Fate of some ‘high-risk’ subpopulations predicted 
to be gone at sea ice levels routinely < 5 mkm2

Seasonal 
Ecoregions 
(green):



Divergent Ecoregions (purple):



Jan. 9 2017

Triplets are rare outside Western Hudson Bay 
yet here’s a set of fat triplets photographed in 
the Southern Beaufort the summer of 2016!

Kaktovik, Alaska

Chukchi Sea female with
one year old triplets 2010
Rode & Regehr USFW report



Why were the models so wrong?



Time for an unbiased review or audit 
of the ESA decision 

Prophesies of ‘future risk’  

Current conditions 



The Guardian, Oct 2016

No one in the world except the US Fish & Wildlife Service thinks 
ringed seals & bearded seals (primary prey of polar bears) are 

threatened with extinction by future global warming



❖ Abrupt summer sea ice decline ≠ polar bear decline
❖ Summer sea ice is not crucial for polar bears
❖ Alaska’s Beaufort Sea numbers did not drop due to summer sea 

ice loss: USGS & USFWS biologists know it
❖ Polar bear numbers highest they’ve been in 50 years
❖ Marine Mammal Protection Act adequately protects polar bears, 

Arctic seals, and walrus – the ESA is not an appropriate tool for 
addressing AGW issues

Points to remember
USFWS



Kids 7 and up

Testing the hypothesis that   
routine sea ice coverage of 
3-5 mkm2 results in a greater 
than 30% decline in population 
size of polar bears (Ursus 
maritimus). 

PeerJ Preprints 3 March 2017. 
Doi: 10.7287/peerj.preprints.2737v3 
Open access. 



In fond memory of Dr. Bob Carter 

NOAA


