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Brief Analysis

Polar Bears on Thin Ice,
Not Really! Redux

Ice-Free Days
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an expert in the field of scientific forecasting, audited the
methods used in the two reports from the U.S. Geological Survey Alaska Science Center, that focused on
predicting future polar bear populations. S.C. Amstrup
was the lead author of one report and S.C. Hunter was
the lead on the other. At a recent hearing of the Senate
Environment and Public Works Committee, Armstrong
testified that the methods used in both reports to arrive
at predictions of future polar bear populations violated a
majority of the forecasting principles that applied to their
research. Amstrong found:
n The Amstrup report clearly violated 41 principles and
the Hunter study violated 61.
n Amstrup appeared to violate an additional 32 principles
and Hunter, 19.
n Amstrup properly applied 17 principles and Hunter,
only 10.
On average, the reports properly applied only 12 percent of relevant principles.
The Amstrup report, for example, simply accepted
the projections made by selected general circulation
models concerning the number of future ice-free days in
the Arctic. But these projections themselves violate forecasting principles and ignore significant evidence to the
contrary. For instance, climate scientist David Legates
has noted that the decline in snow and ice pack in the
Arctic region has not been uniform. In Greenland, he
notes, recorded coastal temperatures show cooling and
the average summer air temperature at the summit of the
Greenland Ice Sheet has decreased by 4° F per decade
since measurements began in 1987.
In addition, records from Russian coastal stations
show that the extent and thickness of sea ice has varied
greatly over 60- to 80-year periods during the past 125
years. Moreover, the warmest air temperature they report for the past century was in 1938, when it was nearly
0.4° F warmer than in 2000. Finally, a study commissioned by Canada’s Department of Fisheries and Oceans
examining the relationship between air temperature and
sea ice coverage concluded that “the possible impact of
global warming appears to play a minor role in changes
to Arctic sea ice.”
The Hunter study went beyond climate models to
estimate the effect of sea ice losses on polar bears using
data from another study commissioned by the FWS.
That study provided data on sea ice from the late seventies through 2006. However, rather than using the entire
27 years’ worth of measurements of ice-free days, Hunter
selectively used only five years of data — omitting
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the most recent year. [See the figure.] Thus, the basic
forecasting principles the Hunter paper violated include
using all relevant data and the most recent data.
History and Bear Biology Show Warmer Temperatures Aren’t a Threat. Fortunately, comprehensive
research demonstrates that since the 1970s — while
much of the world was warming — polar bear numbers
increased dramatically to approximately 25,000 today
(higher than at any time in the 20th century). Research
conducted by the World Wildlife Fund shows that of the
20 distinct polar bear populations worldwide only two
— accounting for about 16.4 percent of the total number
of bears — are decreasing. Those populations are in areas where air temperatures have actually fallen, such as
the Baffin Bay region. By contrast, another two populations — about 13.6 percent of the total — are growing,
and they live in areas were air temperatures have risen.
Evolutionary biologist and paleozoologist Susan
Crockford, of Canada’s University of Victoria, points out
that polar bears have historically thrived when temperatures were warmer than today’s — during the medieval
warming 1,000 years ago and during the Holocene Climate Optimum 5,000 to 9,000 years ago.
Polar bears thrive during warmer climates because
they are omnivores, like brown and black bears. Though
seals are currently their primary food source, research
shows that they have a varied diet and take advantage
of other foods when those are available. Their diets can
include fish, kelp, caribou, ducks, sea birds, the occasional beluga whale and musk ox and scavenged whale
and walrus carcasses.
Mitchell Taylor also testified to the FWS that a modest warming may be beneficial to bears. It creates a better habitat for seals and would dramatically increase the
growth of blueberries on which the bears like to gorge.
Conclusion. Studies submitted to the FWS in support of listing the polar bear are based on flawed forecasting methods and incomplete data. Environmental
lobbyists regularly say that environmental policy should
be driven by the science, not politics. Based on this
standard, there is no justification for listing the polar bear
as threatened under the Endangered Species Act at this
time. To the contrary, the best available science shows
that polar bears have flourished and their population has
increased dramatically during the past century of warming.
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