How Climate Change Could Be Making Polar Bears Healthier and More Dangerous
by Mitchell Thompson
June 21, 2017 – A new study found climate change is having an unlikely effect on polar bears: it’s making them healthier, stronger and, in turn, more dangerous.
As sea ice melts, polar bears living near the Yukon-Alaska border are coming ashore to devour whale carcasses left behind by hunters.  As a result, the bears are gaining weight and their mercury levels are dropping, a new study in Environmental Science & Technology found.
But they are also moving into towns, in search of other food sources, and they’re getting harder to scare away, residents say.
Historically, polar bears living in the Beaufort Sea stuck to the ice along the continental shelf year-round.  The sea ice would bring them close enough to shallow waters — and that meant easy ringed-seal hunting.  Now, the ice has retreated, due to climate change, and prey is harder to reach.
A clever 20% of the area’s bears have moved inland, to feast on the carcasses of harvested bowhead whales, Alaska Science Center biologist Todd Atwood said.  During whaling season, “there’s a lot of good food there, if you’re a polar bear,” he said.
With gut piles as tall as the polar bears, they spend weeks picking the whale bones — gorging themselves on blubber, organs and muscle tissue, Barrow resident Nagruk Harcharek said.  “The bears see these bowhead whales are harvested and dropped off at the same time, in the same place every year.  The carcasses are a predictable food source for the bears,” Connecticut University professor Melissa McKinney said.
That’s why the number of bears on shore has risen steadily, from none 20 years ago to dozens at a time in 2017.  The carcass deposit studied was visited by 82 polar bears in one day, Atwood said.
The bears appear to be living better for it, Atwood said, at least in the short term.
Is this a good news story, in the short term?   Yeah.  But the bowhead whale carcasses are a finite resource  “The bears don’t have to do a lot of foraging, they just walk about 500 yards.  They eat a bunch and pick at the bones.  Then they go and sleep the rest of the day and then they come back and eat.”  The deposit allows the bears to recover many of the calories lost traveling and fasting while the ice receded.  Science Daily noted this has caused a significant increase in the beached bears’ body mass index.
Though rotting bowhead whale meat has its own pitfalls, the study found it may have caused the bears’ mercury levels to drop.  When the study began in 2004, McKinney said, a study revealed a mercury concentration of 5.4 micrograms per gram of hair.  Mercury levels above 5 micrograms per gram of hair can impede neurological development and cognitive function, while adversely affecting bears’ livers and kidneys.  By the end of the study, the mercury concentration was closer to 2 micrograms. 
“Mercury concentration in the western hemispheric Arctic is generally increasing or stable.  So this is an outlier case.  It isn’t related to a drop in mercury in the environment; it appears to be due to a change in the bears’ diet,” McKinney said.  Whereas ringed seals eat fish and animals that are higher in the food chain, bowhead whales eat zooplankton.  That’s driving an overall drop in mercury concentration among the bears, McKinney said.
The bowhead whale harvest is a longstanding tradition for the Barrow, Nuiqsut, and Kaktovik communities, but it runs on an annual quota system.  That caps the number of carcasses at about 25 whales for Barrow, the largest community, and fewer for the others, Harcharek said.
“With more bears coming on shore, the amount of food available per bear will fall,” Atwood said.  Already, “you get bears running through the towns looking for food, once the bone pile starts to shrink.”
Whalers already carry rifles to protect themselves from bears along the coast.  “We trade polar bear stories all day.  I know a gentleman who was attacked, he had a load of whale on his sled and, when he was out alone, he had some snow-machine trouble,” Harcharek said.
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