Polar bears doomed to extinction: report: Species' loss an 'immoral legacy' to leave, expert says
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For the first time, the polar bear has been added to a list of species threatened with global extinction. The polar bear is included in the Red List of Threatened Species published yesterday by the World Conservation Union.

The Swiss-based conservation group, known by its acronym IUCN, includes the polar bear and the hippopotamus among its list of more than 16,000 animals and plants rated as being at serious risk of extinction.


Peter Ewins, director of species conservation with World Wildlife Fund Canada, said climate change is melting arctic ice, which threatens bears because they depend on ice floes for hunting. "Whether you are a little person in school or just somebody who appreciates a walk, you have a sort of iconic feel for what a polar bear represents," Mr. Ewins said from Toronto.


"Knowing that over our lifetimes we sat there while the polar bears became extinct is really quite an immoral legacy to leave for future generations. Our current government has decided it's better not to take any action to address climate change, but just sit and think about it. That's not what the majority of Canadians, when you poll them, say, but clearly that's what the federal government believes is an acceptable ethical practice. I don't agree with that."

A week ago, Tim Flannery, a well-known Australian writer and environmentalist, warned that global warming poses such a serious threat that the bears have begun to drown in the waters they call home -- and could soon perish altogether.


"The projections of the polar bear specialists are that by about 2030, around that date, the species will be extinct," he told CBC Radio. "And that is, I think, an extraordinary, extraordinary implication."


But Ian Stirling, Canada's leading expert on polar bears, told the Edmonton Journal that the bears are in no imminent danger of disappearing, and such claims add dangerous hyperbole to a serious debate. "I don't think it's helpful to make apocalyptic predictions unless there's really some solid ground," he said. "And the information that we do have suggests they won't be extinct in that period of time."


An estimated 22,000 polar bears roam the northern world, 15,000 of them in Canada, where they are divided into 13 populations. For three decades, Mr. Stirling has studied the southernmost group, which lives in the Hudson Bay area and has already shown substantial evidence of being hurt by a warming climate. "Biodiversity loss is increasing, not slowing down," said Achim Steiner, IUCN's director general. "The implications of this trend for the productivity and resilience of ecosystem ... are far-reaching."
