Habitat Changes

Climate change in the Antarctic has made significant changes in the habitat and its populations.  Normally, warming in the area is related to the circumpolar wave that circles warm air and cold water around the Antarctic once every eight years.  However, in the late 1970’s the warming trend extended passed the normal four to five years of warming in the normal cycle.  Although, more evidence needs to be collected, it is thought that this warming trend is due to global warming.  
A reduced amount of sea ice due to warmer air and sea temperatures in the Antarctic led to the reduction of populations of krill and crustaceans.  The decrease of this food source is causing a decrease in the population of the emperor penguin.  Over the last 50 years, the population of the emperor penguin has declined to 50 percent.  [image: image1.jpg]


Emperor penguins like it cold, so the warming climate has made difficult for the specie to reproduce at the same as it had in the past.  The low rate of egg and fledglings survival has contributed to the sharp decline.  In the 1980’s, a period of cooling, caused the population of the emperor penguin to stabilize.  The fluctuation of temperature and food supply is a major contributing factor to the delicate population balance.
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Although the climate change seems to adversely affect the population of the emperor penguin, the lack of sea ice has enhanced the population of the Adelie penguin, which needs ice free land to breed.  The increased tundra area due to ice recession is giving the adelie penguin additional breeding grounds.
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Polar Bears survive in one of the harshest of all environments on the Earth.  But, with the shrinking ice sheets, the polar bears’ habitat is disappearing.  The floating sea ice allows the polar bear to hunt for food.  Standing on the ice, the bear looks for seals, beluga whales and fish to satisfy their hearty carnivorous appetites. But the future might mean a time when there is little or no floating ice for the hunt.  The polar bear will have to adapt and spend more and more time in the sea looking for food.  Although they are considered marine mammals, most of their life is spent out of the water.  Extended periods of time swimming in the sea can cause exhaustion and drowning.  The polar bear has been added to the endangered species list in 2008, the first animal added to this list with a connection to climate change.  The polar bear is also an important animal for the Eskimo populations.  The Eskimos rely on the polar bear for food and clothing.  With the reduced population, food and polar products will decline for this native people.

As the waters around the Antarctic warm, the possibility of an increased population of predators looms.  Prior to recent times, the frigid waters have kept sharks, squids, and King Crabs at bay. As the climate warms, predators will find comfort in the warmer oceans with a fresh source of food.  Many species are not able to protect themselves from such ferocious hunters.
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A rise of ocean temperature of 2 to 3 degrees can adversely affect other populations.   Animals living on the frigid floor near the Antarctic might not survive.  Many rare species may become extinct altogether.  In the past 50 years, the temperature of the ocean has increased one degree.   Sea spiders, limpets and sea urchins are the most vulnerable.  Giant marine woodlice and sea lemons are among the other animals in danger as well.  It is feared that these animals will lose many bodily functions.  Animals  isolated from influences for millions of years now could face extinction.  These animals are extremely temperature sensitive and the ecosystem can easily be at risk.
Antarctic icefish have adapted to live in   the deep freeze of the 
ocean around the Antarctic.  Many of the species do not contain hemoglobin, allowing them to survive in the oxygen rich icy waters.  These fish produce special “anti freeze” proteins.  These proteins bind with ice crystals to prevent the fish from freezing.
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It is believed that any warming will be a danger to these species.
Further fear is the introduction of small rodent mammals to the environment.  The introduction of mice, rats and cats into a warmer Antarctica might decimate many populations such as the ground nesting birds.  The change of the salinity of the oceans around the melting ice sheets will cause changes in the distribution of biomass constituents.   Competition for food sources and depleting food sources will affect most of the existing species and will be felt all along the food chain.  Major changes of such populations can disturb food chains, and alter ecosystems.  Repercussions could extend globally.
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