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About Me 
 
 

 

I am an active professional zoologist with specialties in the 

identification of ancient animal remains and animal ecology, as 

well as species evolution and adaptation. 

For more than 25 years, I have been investigating the ecology 

and evolution of polar bears, in addition to other vertebrate 

species (dogs, wolves, bluefin tuna, shorttailed albatross, 

mountain goats, northern fur seals, Steller sea lions, and Arctic 

ringed seals) – see www.pacificid.com for a complete list.  

My scientific background includes a solid foundation in the 

mechanisms of evolution, the fossil and archaeological records, 

the geological history of Arctic sea ice, and the ecological and 

genetic evidence of living species necessary for understanding 

their history.  

Over the years, I have written a number of scientific papers on a wide range of topics, including 

human colonization of the Arctic – see www.pacificid.com for this list.  

My Ph.D. dissertation (2004) examined the origin of domestic dogs as well as polar bears and showed 

how evolution actually works; my book Rhythms of Life: Thyroid Hormone and the Origin of Species is a 

version of that work for general readers.  

This broad spectrum science background gives me a big picture perspective on contemporary polar 

bear issues that researchers specialized in data collection and modeling survival are lacking.  

Since August 2012, I have been writing a popular science blog called Polar Bear Science 

(www.polarbearscience.com). The blog’s focus is on polar bear ecology of the past and present – 

without spin, advocacy, or politics.  I am a scientist – I leave prognostications about the future to 

fortune-tellers except when I am writing fiction, in which case I identify it as such (e.g., EATEN: A 

novel). Find my book website at www.susancrockford.com. 
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hapter 1  Polar Bear & Sea Ice Basics 
 

 
Where polar bears live 

The area of polar bear habitat equals the approximate extent of Arctic sea ice in March (the yearly 

maximum), with three important exceptions. Three areas have sea ice in winter but no polar bears: 

Okhotsk Sea (OS), Baltic Sea (BS), and the Gulf of St. Lawrence (GSL). If all three were filled with ice, 

together they would represent 2.4 mkm2 of the total Arctic extent total (Fig. 1). If we remove these 

areas of sea ice from the Arctic extent totals for the satellite record (1979-2016), total polar bear habitat 

at the end of March has been virtually constant at about 14.0 mkm2 per year. 

 

 

Figure 1. Global polar bear habitat is the approximate extent of sea ice in winter (2016) with three important 

exceptions: the Baltic Sea (BS), the Okhotsk Sea (OS) and the Gulf of St. Lawrence (GSL). 

There is no evidence that polar bears ever lived in the Okhotsk Sea or the Baltic Sea. But while there 

were occasional reports of bears in the Gulf of St. Lawrence into the early 1900s, none exist there 
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today. Polar bears are currently well distributed throughout their available habitat, despite recent 

changes in sea ice coverage: there have been no range contractions due to reduced habitat. 

Polar bears live primarily around the edge of the Arctic Ocean, in the so-called peripheral seas that lie 

off the land masses of the Northern Hemisphere, which include the enormous Hudson Bay basin (Fig. 

2). These peripheral seas are often broad expanses of water less than 300m deep that are covered in 

relatively thin, first year ice (2-3 m thick) in winter. The real exception to this pattern is along the coast 

of Alaska, where the shallow region is narrow and often contains thick multiyear ice in winter. 

Some of these peripheral seas, such as Hudson Bay and the Chukchi Sea, are extremely productive and 

support healthy populations of marine mammals such as seals, walrus, whales – and polar bears. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Polar bears live primarily in the peripheral seas of the Arctic Ocean, areas colored light blue on this 
map, including Hudson Bay (depths <300m). No one knows if bears live year round in the deep Arctic Basin 
around the North Pole (dark blue) since it has never been surveyed in winter. But single bears and family groups 
have been documented in the Arctic Basin from spring through fall, some of them feeding on seals.  
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Polar bears have been divided into 19 ‘subpopulations’ for international management purposes by the 

Polar Bear Specialist Group (PBSG) of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN) (Fig. 3). The IUCN publishes a Red List of threatened and endangered species worldwide 

(more on this in Ch. 4).  

 

It is known that polar bears formerly used islands in the Bering Sea as summer refuge areas and 

denning sites (St. Matthew and perhaps St. Lawrence), and ranged as far south in spring as the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence (Fig. 3). But bear numbers were much larger then: the wholesale slaughter by whalers that 

took place from 1880-1930 – combined with post-WWII unregulated hunting – reduced local and 

global population sizes to a fraction of their former glory (see details Ch. 4). We will probably never 

know how many polar bears existed before that great slaughter began. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Polar bear management areas showing former confirmed and presumed breeding areas and historic era 

sightings of polar bears. Map modified from version issued by Environment Canada in 2014 (legend removed). 

AB, Arctic Basin; EG, East Greenland; DS, Davis Strait; BB, Baffin Bay; KB, Kane Basin; FB, Foxe Basin; SH, 

Southern Hudson Bay; WH, Western Hudson Bay; GB, Gulf of Boothia; MC, M’Clintock Channel; LS, 

Lancaster Sound; VM, Viscount Melville; NW, Norwegian Bay; NB, Northern Beaufort Sea; SB, Southern 

Beaufort Sea; CS, Chukchi Sea; LV, Laptev Sea; KS, Kara Sea; BS, Barents Sea. 
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