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Polar bears. are they a real risk?

Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth

Spitzbergen, the largest island in the Svalbard
archipelago, lies north of both Norway and
Siberia. While it is a haven for wildlife, there is an
interesting relationship between its 3000 resident
humans, the 30,000 tourists that visit annually
arriving as independent travellers or on large cruise
ships and the 1000 polar bears.

Warning notices everywhere — even on the road
between the main town of Longyearbyen and the
airport — highlight the risk of polar bear attack.
There are also many stories about unfortunate
encounters with bears. The friendly Norwegian
chap in the world’s northernmost post office who
sold me stamps told me that he has a cabin close to
the airport where he retreats with his family from
town life, and a bear came calling.

My informant phoned the police, who came with
a chopper and scared the bear away. This is the
commonest kind of encounter. Even so, lo-
cals venturing out of town carry at least a flare
gun and most also have a rifle or travel with some-
one who is carrying a rifle. The idea is to scare the

bear withthe flare gun and only use the rifle as a
last resort. Whenever a bear is shot though, the in-
cident is investigated and any killing that is deemed
unnecessary is severely punished and the perpe-
trator is likely to have to leave Svalbard forever.

Locals are cautious, especially since bears wander
into Longyearbyen town on occasion, but not all
tourists take note. The post office told me of a French
couple who decided to camp alone, out of town;
their cooking sent sumptuous scents to the nostrils
of a hungry bear, who accepted the invitation for
dinner, and ate them. I was unable to substantiate
this story, although one French woman was attacked
and sustained non-life-threatening injuries to her
arm before the bear was frightened away and was
later killed. This made me wonder how many urban
myths exist about the risk of harm or perhaps whether
such incidents are exaggerated to encourage tourists
to take more care so that polar bears aren’t shot.

There seem to have been six fatal attacks on hu-

mans by bears recorded in the archipelago in the last



60years, but on average there are about four serious
confrontations each year.! Many fear that as pressures
on polar bears grow because of climate change, these
numbers are set to increase.’

The most recent human death from a polar bear
attack was in 2020 when a Dutch citizen was
attacked in his tent and died of his injuries. The
bear was destroyed. Before that, in August 2011,
members of a British Schools Exploring Society
expedition to the Von Postbreen Glacier were set
upon by a starving bear with broken teeth. Four
explorers sustained serious injuries and a 17-yearold
man died.

If polar bear statistics are combined for the entire
range inhabited by polar bears, that’s Canada,
Greenland, Norway (including Spitzbergen),
Russia, and the United States there were 73confirmed

polar bear attacks in which 20 people were killed
and 63 injured between 1870-2014, or an average of
about seven a year. As is often the case with travel
health statistics though, the denominator is often un-
known. Furthermore, increased access to polar bear
country and better reporting must make this historical
data rather unreliable. That said, Svalbard is probably
one of the few places on earth where ordinary tour-
ists might assume the environment is safe, ignore the
warnings, wander out on foot and encounter a polar
bear.

Whatever the data suggests though, the chances of
sustaining a serious injury or being killed by a polar
bear is small, for those following local advice.
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