SUMMARY

In deciding to participate in this competition it wasnt difficult for me to choose one of the
offered topics. The title of my work is “Nanoq on thin ice” (“Nanogq"” means the polar bear in
the language of the Inuits) and it concerns the present problems of the largest arctic animals
caused by global warming and melting of the Arctic glaciation. I am interested in the
protection of endangered animals a lot and 1 have always been fascinated by polar bears
whenever | observed them in the Prague ZOO, And this was probably the reason why I have
chosen this topic.

In the process I realized that my knowledge of the problems wasn‘t always sufficient and
because of this I had to look up some information from literature and the Internet and thus [
have leamnt a lot. I have also improved my English because the sources I used were mosily
Czech and so [ had to do a good deal of translating, In this place 1 would like to thank Mr.
Daniel 8. Kivairo, the English lector from my school, who was so kind and helped me with
the imperfections of my English. Moreover, I had a personal dialogue with the zookeeper of
the Prague ZOO, Denisa Zbéhlikovd, who told me a lot about keeping the polar bears in
captivity and to whom I would like to express my thanks.

While writting this essay I imagined I am a veterinary officer working in the Z00O of
Prague who — as a result of meeting someone experienced and listening to his arguments — at
4 tme realizes how serious is the danger the polar bears have to face and how easily they
could disappear from the Earth forever, Because of this she attempts to make the people
acquainted with the current situation of polar bears and get them to think about the results that
our selfish behaviour brings to nature. She works out a short essay concerning her experiences
from the Z0O and informaly includes the basic facts she thinks people should know.

In my opinion it’s necessary to inform the ordinary people about the current cheerless
situation of the polar bears and other endangered animals, because the public still knows only
a little about the difficulties they have to come in terms with. And if we want to improve their
protection we must first learn at least the essential regularities of their lives. Without this
knowledge it would be impossible to understand their needs and better their living conditions,

Through the words of my heroin I presented my view of the future of polar bears as the
animals kept only in ZOOs. Maybe I am too pessimistic but according to my knowledge of
the present situation I can’t see any other way out. As a result I also attempted to convince the
readers to help the polar bears as possible - for example through sponsoring or just often
visiting the nearest ZO0.

In my opinion this essay could be used as an informative material especially in schools, to
help the young people to think and behave ecologically, This is also what I mainly wanted to
achieve and I hope I managed, at least a little.

Tereza Havlenovi

Sources of information:
Herdn, 1. (1978): Medvédi a pandy, Praha, Stitn{ zemédélské nakladatelstvi Praha
The official on-line pages of Wikipedia, OSN and Svalbard



NANOQ ON THIN ICE

Introduction

For some months I have experienced something I would like to share with all people who
aren’t indifferent to the fate of one of the most unique animal species on the Earth — the polar
bears, I realized that the danger of their extinction is really serious and we can do only a little
to save them, But we can’t just inactively wait for the cheerless future for — in my opinion —
we still have the chance to help these majestic animals to survive. To comprehend all
connections the reader will need to be familiar with some basic facts about their life. Because
of this I have included the following article.

Polar bears - factfile

The polar bear (Thalarctos maritimns) is — together with another bear species, kodiak — the
biggest living beast of prey in the world. An adult male can reach 3 m body length and a
weight of 1,000 kg (normally about 2,5 m and 410 kg). Females are a little smaller, usually
about 2 m long and 320 kg heavy.

Polar bears are very well adjusted for living in hard conditions of the frosty arctic areas and
a lot of characteristic adaptabilities can be found all over their bulky body. In comparison
with another bears, a polar bear’s body is unusually long while the head is small and narow
with petty ears, Huge paws are even on the bottom side almost fully covered with fur, which
makes their surface much bigger so the bear is able to walk without sinking deep in snow,
This adaptation also helps insulate and protects against sliding down. Fingers with relatively
short but strong darkbrown clutches are equiped with swimming webs, which are useful for
both swimming and diving. The coat is very bushy, usually white or slightly yellow in
summer, and together with the thick layer of subcutaneous fat provides very good insulation
against cold. The ideal air temperature for polar bears, this means the temperature when they
are neither hot nor cold, is - 16°C (but they are fairly adaptable and the warmer climate they
are kept in in most ZOOs isn’t a big problem). Their brown eyes are located near the top of
the head. This position is a typical feature of most mammals adapted for living in the aguatic
environment. Nose and mouth are black. and in snow-white arctic areas, they can be seen
from an unbelievable distance of 10 km. While sneaking for prey the bear covers its nose
with paws so it can’t be observed. The nostrils can be closed when necessary, for example
during the stay under the sea surface, Polar bears have very good smell and hearing while the
sight is less developed. Other senses aren’t much important for them. Despite this fact they
are considered substantialy intelligent and can learn a lot. Because of their significant abilities
they are often kept in circuses to entertain the audience with different tricks, for example
riding a hike.

Due to their greatness, polar bears seem to be slow and awkward, but the opposite is true.
Although their normal speed of walking is only 3 — 6,5 km/h, they are able to run even 40
km/h! They are also very good walkers for long distances. Their steps are long but narrow,
they don’t pick up their legs high up the surface. This way of transporting enables them to
walk for a long time without becoming exhausted. The usual speed of swimming, 4 km/h,
makes them the best swimmers among all of the bears. With opened eyes and closed nostrils
the polar bears dive as deep as 2 m and they are able to stay there up to 2 minutes. For moving
in water, they use especially the front legs, not the back ones and the tail as is common for the
majority of other specialised water mammals. The back side of their body is deeply
submerged while the shoulders and above all the head stay high up the water surface. This
position has many advantages and provides the possibility of a long-time swimming.



The main sources of food for polar bears are seals, fish, rodents and the carrions of
cetaceans thrown up on the sea coast, bul in autumn months they eat also different kinds of
berries. The favourite prey are obviously the young seals, especially their babies. They wait
for them near the slots in ice, where the seals come to take in breath, and kill them by astroke
of their strong paws, One seal provides enough meat for an adult polar bear for 6 — 7 days
becuse it contains a lot of fat. Polar bears hunt bigger mammals like reindeer not very often.
Occassionally, they eat smaller animals like birds whose eggs are also popular for them.
Searching for prey takes the most time of the day, but both babies and adults still have enough
time for exploring the surroundings and for games. Polar bears are very playful and also
curious. This is unfortunately often exploited by the hunters.

Despite their enormous size and flagrancy, scientists still haven™t collected much
information about the reproduction of wild polar bears. It is well-known that they make
couples and mate in 2 periods per year: the main one between March and May and the next
between June and August, contingently September. This differs in captivity, polar bears kept
in Z00s usually couple from the second half of February to the first half of May, but the
collected data isn’t always the same. The couple lives together for about 3 weeks and then
separates again. In autumn the gravid female rakes a deep cavity in snow that she will use as a
shelter for the whole winter. The exact lair is situated behind 1 m high rampart made of snow
at the end of the 3 m long and 70 cm high corridor and it is located above the entrance, so the
warm air can’t escape and contributes to the development of ice on the walls of the shelter.
This is very important because the newbom bear cubs require a lot of warmth. It is also the
reason why gravid females spend the winter in shelters, however other adults never hibernate
and stay active for the whole year. This is at variance with the opinion of many people who
think that polar bears keep the deep “winter sleep™ like for example rodents. The gravid she-
bears often use the same shelter as in previous years and some of them even return to the ones
they were themselves born in. After 9 months of gravidity, this means in November or
December, a female bear gives birth to 1 — 4 (in most cases 2) babies. The typical feature of
polar bear’s reproductive cycle is so called “latent gravidity”. This means that the ferilized
ovum stagnates in an inactive stage for several months and continues in its development about
8 — 10 wecks before the birth. Because of this adaptation both the mating during spring and
giving birth to bear cubs in winter are possible. Without it the babies wouldn’t be born later
than 3 months after the insemination.

The bear cubs are born completely defenseless and unexpectedly small, about 25 cm long
and 500 g heavy. Their weight makes only 0,23 % of the weight of the mother. In the first
days after the birth she keeps her babies between the front legs, huddles up them and
preserves them from the contact with the frosty walls of the shelter. The bear cubs are fully
blind at the beginning, the eyes don’t open before the 3 week of life and babies aren’t able
to see earlier than 7 weeks after the birth. Also the hearing and smell don™t function until the
50" day of life. But, in consequence of drinking very nutritious maternal milk, which contains
over 30 % of fat and 10 % of proteins and which they get for almost 21 months, their bodies
develop relatively quickly and at the age of 1 year they reach about 40 % of weight of the
adults, The progressive development finishes usually at the age of 10, but young bears are
able to have their own babies when they are only 4 — 8 vears old, females mostly earlier than
males. Wild animals live about 15 — 30 years, in captivity usually longer.

Bear cubs are born in winter, when the weather conditions are the worst of the whole vear,
but it 1s no disadvantage because the she-bear solicitously cares for them in the safe and warm
lair raked up in snow and in March, when the conditions become favourable again, the
youngsters are developed enough to follow the mother on her wanderings. She-bears look
after the babies always alone, without any help from males, who sometimes even kill them, so
the mothers must protect children very carefully, The care for the bear cubs is very physically



demanded for her, especially in the first period when she must stay with them all the time and
can’t even eat and drink for several weeks, At the age of 3 months the babies are eventually
able to follow her out of the shelter. Since this time she must teach them how to overpower
different obstructions and above all how to acquire food. She defends her children furiously in
all circumstances so it can be really dangerous for a human being to meet such a bear family.
The she-bear stops looking after the youngsters when they start to hunt their prey alone but
they still follow her and stay in the common shelter during the next winter. The family
definitely separates mostly 2 or 3 years after the birth of the bear cubs. Brothers and sisters
sometimes stay together one more year but then finally start to live solitarily,

One of the most typical feature of all bears, which distinguishes them from other beasts of
prey, is their very limited extent of facial mimicry. Changes in the expression of face can be
realized only by the movements of the ear auricles, exposure of teeth and the not very visible
turning up of the nose. Any other signalizations characteristic for the rest of predators like for
example distinct movements of the tail are never used by bears. As a result it is unexpectedly
difficult even for those experienced experls who are in touch with them every day for a long
time 1o recognise their state of mind and predict their next behaviour confidently. And this
obviously has earned them the distrust of so many people who consider bears = including the
polar ones — extremely dangerous and absolutely inscrutable. In fact, bears have only 2
possibilities of expressing their feelings and thus communicate with another individuals. They
can use either the optical or acoustic signals while the communication through odours is very
restricted. The optical expressional means include the movements of ears, mouth, nose and
moreover some characteristic positions of the body. Among sounds the most important ones
are produced in the face of danger, in the state of fear, dissatisfaction, pain or extreme rage.
Also the communication between the she-bear and her babies is al first based mostly on
making special sounds.

Because of the limited sources of food the polar bears live — with the exception of the short
season of reproduction — strictly secludedly, although they are relatively tolerant of each
other. There are very good long-time experiences with keeping them in groups without any
problems in ZOOs all over the world.

In the wild nature polar bears hold a dominant position in their environment and in many
circumstances they don’t have any serious competition, perhaps except from the walrus. But
this natural balance is more and more damaged by the influence of mankind. And a human
being is an enemy really difficult to confront.

Polar bears live only in the north arctic arcas of MNorth America, Asia and Europe,
especially on the mountaineous arctic islands and contiguous coastal lines of continents, from
where they sometimes penetrate inland. They can also travel far south on individual sailing
ice floes.

About the author

You have already learnt something about the polar bears and now I would like to introduce
myself and tell you a little about my work. My name is Jana Novdkovd and I live in Prague.
Two years ago I fimished my studies of veterinary medicine at the university in Brno and since
then I have been working in the ZOO of Prague where I specialise on large mammals. But my
biggest passion has always been the polar bears. I can remember myself well as a little 6 year-
old girl spending unbelievably huge amount of time literally “stuck on™ the glass barriers of
their dormitory and observing them fully fascinated. My parents could leave me there without
apprehensions and go wherever they wished with the certainty that they would find me in the
same place. When the closing time came and 1 had to go home I always ended up heart-
breakingly crying. When I was older I decided to study veterinary medicine because 1 longed
to dedicate my life to helping animals I love so much, And then my top-secret dreams came



true and I got my contemporary job. It isnt always easy and cheerful but I cherish it a lot and
I would never leave it for another one.

Polar bears in the Z0O of Prague

When I started working in our ZOO there were only 2 polar bears. They were both
females, the mother and her daughter. The first one was 20 years old and originated from the
Z00 of Berlin which exchanged her, with Prague ZOO, for a pair of giraffes in 1990. Her
name is Laura. The youngest one, Sulika, was born here, in Prague, in 2003 s0 she is 4 year-
old now. When I came in 2005 Sulika was still a cub dependent on her mother who gave her
the maternal milk as long as 12 months after birth, At the times there were no problems in
their mutval relations and they could be kept in the common dormitory together. It was
pleasant for them because they could play with each other and thus werent bored all the time,
But 5 months ago the situation completely changed and after 3 vears of peaceful coexistence
they started to fight. In my opinion it was due to conditional instincts they have from the wild,
although they were both born in captivity. Laura’s genes assigned her to drive Sulika away
and thus be prepared for the next gravidity. Sulika became extremely afraid of Laura and the
circumstances proved to be such serious that we had to separate the two she-bears. Of course
we had enough space to keep them separately (the polar bears’s exposition was completely
reconstructed in 1997) but we all felt that the solitude wasn't good for them. I hoped it was
just a transient provision and put my expectations in the early arrival of a male, who would be
able to restore the natural hierarchy of the whole group and thus atone our rivals.

But presently, it isn’t easy for the ZOO to acquire a new polar bear because the demand is
huge all over Europe and only a few bear cubs are born at any time. Catching wild animals is
rather an expectation and nearly all of the polar bears currently kept in Z0Os were bom in
captivity. Unfortunately there aren’t many ZOOs bringing up the bear cubs sucessfully. In fact
it is very difficult to provide the polar bears sufficient conditions to reproduce themselves and
only a few Z00s achieve this. The main problem is that the wild-living she-bears give hirth to
their babies in principle in the lair they raked up in snow before and don’t leave it until the
youngsters aren’t able to follow them out. Of course it is impossible for the zookeepers to
provide the gravid females with the possibility of making such a shelter and this intervention
in the reproductive cycle seems to be too serious. Although we try our best to provide the
place which would be fit enough and usually give them at least 2 alternative indoor “maternal
hospitals™ to have on choice the she-bears probably don’t have the peace they need and often
kill the newborn bear cubs immediately or refuse to care them. In this situation we have only
2 alternatives: we can let them die or attempt to bring them up artificially. The first possibility
is really cruel but stll has a lot of supporters among the experts who claim that it is in
accordance with the nature to “leave events their course and don’t try to change them™. [ agree
that the animals, although kept in Z00, should have a chance of living in conformity with
their wild manners but in some cases it is more reasonable to help them a little. And a
situation like this - I think — is one of them because the polar bears are in apparent danger of
extinction and therefore we have the duty to save as many of them as possible. Moreover, by
far not every bear cub that people attempt to bring up finally survives. In fact the chance of
living to see the adulthood oscilates around 50 %. This high mortality is contingent especially
on the requirement of instantanecus ensurance of sufficient amount of warmth and
subsequently food which would be nutritious enough to substitute the unusually fatty maternal
milk. If we manage to deal with all these difficulties and successfully bring up a bear cub we
mostly will face one more unpleasant fact — the young bear got used to people too much, it
will tend to consider them members of its species forever and won't become a real part of the
bear family for the rest of its life. I have heard about artificially brought up individuals
completely unable to live without the zookeepers who looked after them when they were
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little. These attendants couldn’t even go for holiday because the bears stopped receiving any
food immediately and were manifestly very sad. In cases like these it could be completely
impossible to put such animals together with the others and they must be kept separately for
the whole life.

However 11 is rare, sometimes evervthing goes well and the she-bear cares for her babies
without any problem. In these instances we just detach the male (under the customary
circumstances all members of the group live together for the whole vear but there always must
be only one male) and never approach or otherwise disturb the young family. To assure that
the bear cubs are alive we usually use the microphone installed in the shelter but the first time
we sight them is when the mother brings them out. It usually lasts about 3 months. During this
period the she-bear doesn™t get any food, we just give her the fresh water to drink. Because of
this it is necessary to fatten her enough before.

As a result of all the complications I have mentioned above the Prague Z00 had to wait
for a male several years, after the only one kept here before died.

The unexpected opportunity

[t seemed to be a normal Monday morning. I parked my bicycle at the usual place and was
slowly approaching the door of my office when 1 saw John, the director of our 200, who was
running to me smiling crazily and shouting happily: “Jana, we have found him! We have
eventually found him!" At first I didn’t understand his crack-brained behaviour but then 1
comprehended — he had received an offer of a polar bear, the male we had looked forward to
for so long! T was extremely surprised and could only ask: “From which Z00 7" John, with a
strange grimace on his face, replied mysteriously: *You wouldn't guess.” I didn’t have a
mood for joking and asked again urgently. But I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard John's
answer: “He isn’t from any Z00, he lives in the wild.” John probably understood my
confusion and started to explain: “The male we could get originates from one national park on
the Svalbard. Someone wounded him by shooting when he entered one small settlement
where he probably searched for anything to eat. His injury was so serious that they had to
narcotize and treat him immediately, otherwise he would die. After that he spent several
weeks at some intercepting station where he fully recovered but the attendants are now afraid
of giving him back to the wild because he got used to people too much. They think he should
be sent in some Z00. The manager of the national park ascentained we are looking for a male
and therefore decided to address us, T must give him an answer at the latest tomorrow. [ would
certamnly agree but I wanted to consult it with you before. What do you think about this 7" |
didn’t need much time for reflection: “In my opinion it is the opportunity that won't repeat
itself. We should take the advantage of it, there is nothing to think about.” John seemed to be
satisfied: I knew you will share my enthusiasm. U'll answer them immediately!” He turned
and was expressly leaving for the office when he probably remembered something: “There is
one more think I haven’t told you yet,” he said. “We must ensure his transport to Prague so
we will have to fit out on Svalbard. I know it’s hastily but T would like you to participate. You
should make sure that the bear is really healthy before we take him over.” After that John
disappeared in his office.

I couldn’t recuperate from all these news. We had found a male! That was fantastic. 1
couldn’t wait to see him and hoped we would leave for Svalbard as soon as was possible. |
must say [ also looked forward to the expedition because 1 had never visited such a distant
country and I was sure it would be an exciting experience. Because I wanted to be well
prepared I didn’t wait for anything and went to the library where I borrowed the guide-book
about Svalbard. Here are some information I have leamt.



Svalbard

The Svalbard is a group of 4 large and about 150 lesser islands located in the Arctic Ocean,
580 km north off the coast of Norway and nearly 1,000 km from the North Pole. It is situated
far north of the Arctic Circle and thus forms the northemn-most lands of Europe. In precise
translation the name means the “Cold Coast™. The total area of the archipelago is 61,022 km*
and about 60 % is glacierized. The largest island which covers an area of 37,673 km” is now
called Spitsbergen. Formerly, this name was used to refer to the entire archipelago, while the
main island was called West Spitsbergen. There are numerous fjords among all of the islands,
the highest peak is called Newtontoppen (1 717 m).

The Svalbard’s climate is influenced a lot by the North Atlantic Current which keeps the
surrounding waters open and navigable most of the year and makes the western coast
considerably warmer than the east. The average summer air temperature is higher than the
freezing point. In winter it is much lower, usually around - 12°C.

The islands were probably firstly sighted by ancient Vikings as early as 1194 but it wasnt
garlier than 1596 when the Dutch seafarer Willem Barents discovered them for the civilised
world, He saw the islands when his ship was sailing past their west coast on ils voyage 1o
China and named them “Spitsbergen”, which means the “Jagged mountains”. In the 17"
century the international hunting of whales which was enormously intensive was centralized
there and nearly caused the extermination of the Greenland whale. Afier that the Norwegian
and Russian hunters started arriving. The new “bloom™ came at the beginning of the 20™
century and was connected with the development of exploitation of the first-rate coal by
British and American companies. The first modern coal mine was opened in 1906 and the
settlement that grew up around it was named after its American owner J. M. Longvear -
Longyearbyen. People also started thinking about whom the islands exactly belong to. On
February 9, 1920 The Svalbard Treaty — very significant for its following fate — was signed in
Paris by 39 states. This document recognized Norway’s sovercignty over the Swvalbard
although it limited its military use and allowed the citizens of signatory states to utilize the
industrial wealth of the islands. All of the nations retained the rights to their settlements and in
fact the Svalbard became something like an international territory a little similar to the
Antarctic. As a result permanent Russian coal mining settlements gradually grew up at the
towns of Barentsburg and Pyramiden. With the Svalbard Act of 1925 Norway officially took
over the territory and made it part of the Kingdom but it isn’t a Norwegian dependency and
has some autonomy in taxation, non-discrimination, environmental conservation and certain
military activity.

The islands also plaved an important role in the history of polar expeditions. The first one
reached them in 1821, in 1863 they were sailed around by the skipper Elling Carlsen. In 1893
and 1896 the Norwegian polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen with his unusual ship Fram left from
and returned to the Svalbard after “the Drift-ice Expedition™ during which he attempted to
reach the Morth Plole using the sledge. Also another famous Norwegian explorer, Roald
Amundsen, prepared there his airplane journey to the Pole in 1926,

The archipelago has a population of about 2,700 people, mainly miners and scientists.
Most of them are Norwegian and Russian, The official language is Norwegian. The capital of
the Svalbard and also the biggest town is Longyearbyen where the Svalbard Airport is
situated. The settlements aren’t linked by any roads and the main traffic means include boats,
planes, helicopters and snowmobiles.

To protect the unmique wild nature several national parks and reservations have been
established in recent years especially on the main island Spitsbergen. The predominant
terrestrial mammalian species are the Svalbard field mouse, the Arctic fox, the Svalbard
reindeer and the polar bears. Their population is estimated at 4,000 and they occur near the
human habitations very often. As a result all people must be careful and always carry a rifle












