Status of the polar bear

Status and distribution

Polar bears are not evenly distributed throughout the
Arctic, nor do they comprise a single nomadic
cosmopolitan population, but rather occur in 19 relatively
discrete subpopulations (Figure. 1). There is however an
uncertainty about the discreteness of the less studied
subpopulations, particularly in the Russian Arctic and
neighbouring areas, due to very restricted data on live
capture and tagging. The total number of polar bears
worldwide is estimated to be 20,000-25,000. The
following subpopulation summaries are the result of
discussions of the IUCN/SSC Polar Bear Specialist
Group held in Seattle, Washington, USA in June 2005
and updated with results that became available up to June
2006. The information on each subpopulation is based
on the status reports and revisions given by each nation.
We present estimated subpopulation sizes and associated
uncertainty in estimates, historic and predicted human-
caused mortality, and subpopulation trends, and rationale
for our determinations of status. Where data allowed, or
the approach was deemed appropriate for a jurisdiction,
results of stochastic subpopulation viability analyses
(PVA) to estimate the likelihood of future population
decline are presented.

Figure 1.  Distribution of polar bear populations
throughout the circumpolar basin.
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Status table structure

Subpopulation size

Table 1 presents subpopulation sizes and uncertainty in
the estimates as T 2 standard errors of the mean, 95%
Cl, or ranges. These estimates are based on scientific
research using mark and recapture analysis or aerial
surveys and the years in which data were collected are
presented to give an indication of the current reliability
of subpopulation estimates. For some subpopulations,
scientific data were not available and population
estimates were extrapolated from density estimates
and/or local traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). In
some cases, this also includes simulations based on the
minimum size necessary to support local knowledge of
subpopulation trends. Although these data are presented
in addition to or in some cases as an alternative to dated
scientific estimates, methods other than mark and
recapture analysis or aerial surveys have unknown and in
most cases inestimable errors.

Human-caused mortality

For most subpopulations, particularly those in North
America, harvesting of polar bears is a regulated activity.
In many cases, harvesting is the major cause of mortality
for bears. In most jurisdictions, the total numbers of
bears killed by humans in pursuit of sport and
subsistence hunting, accident, and in defence of life or
property are documented. Where data allow, we present
the five-year mean of known human-caused mortality
(removals) for each subpopulation. We also present the
anticipated removal rate of polar bears in each
jurisdiction based on known increases in hunting quotas
and/or the average removal rate of polar bears by
jurisdiction over the past five years.

Trend and status

Qualitative categories of trend and status are presented
for each polar bear subpopulation (Table 1). Categories
of trend include our assessment of whether the
subpopulation is currently increasing, stable, or declining,
or if we have insufficient data to estimate trend (data
deficient). Categories of status include our assessment of
whether subpopulations are not reduced, reduced, or
severely reduced from historic levels of abundance, or if
we have insufficient data to estimate status (data
deficient).
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