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Cyanobacteria
Cyanobacteria or the blue-green algae grow in cryoconite
holes by trapping carbon dioxide. They appear as a black-
coloured soot. By absorbing sunlight, these bacteria reduce
the albedo on glaciers. Glaciologists say that this process
has been found to speed up the melting of the Himalayan
and the Arctic glaciers. 

A quiet life teems even in the coldest, 
driest desert on earth. Where birds swim

better than fly and mammals move around
on the ice, adapted to the frigidity...

But global warming and the consequent
melting of glaciers and sea ice has 

threatened their existence. 

Sealed fate?
Most seals need sea ice to breed and feed. Ringed, harp and
the weddell seals make lairs under snow mounds to protect
newborn pups from predators. They create holes for breathing
in winter. Decreasing sea ice and early ice breakup have
reduced their habitat. In 1998, ice in the western Arctic broke
up three weeks earlier than usual. Seal mothers had no choice
but to give birth in open waters, which resulted in the drown-
ing of several pups...

Microscape

The Alaskan glaciers and the Alpines are
notorious for their mountain creatures. 

It is an amazing sight to watch flocks
of terns nest in the Arctic in the winter
and fly back over 35,000 kilometres to
Antarctica in spring. 

There are also other popular animals
like the grizzly bears, reindeers, 
moose, grey wolves and caribou that
live here. 

On top of the world

As fjords and valley-glaciers
retreat, and leave hard, rocky
slopes behind on the Alps and
Himalayas, you’ll find mountain
goats nibbling  on  the shrubs and
burying their heads in the snow.
And the moose browse through
thickets of willow and alder. 

But with reduced grasscover due
to retreating glaciers, these quaint
scenes have become a rare sight. 

Sea ice dwellers 

March of the Penguins
Perhaps, the most endearing creatures on ice are
these black-and-white feathered birds. Penguins
are remarkable for adapting to the extreme 
climate of Antarctica. They can move effortlessly
on ice. When the Adelie penguins have to go fast,
they  flop on their bellies and slide over the ice.
The Emperor penguins  are the only birds that stay
in Antarctica all year, in the world’s harshest 
winters. They fast, incubate and feed chicks 
during the coldest part of the winter, which is an
incredible physiological feat, in one of the most
abundant marine ecosystems on earth…

Shallow, cylindrical water-filled holes, called cry-
oconites are a common sight on glaciers. Dark sedi-
ments, deposited at the bottom of these holes,
absorb a lot of solar radiation.  They get warm and
burn a hole in the glacier. These warms pools pro-
vide a haven for microbial life... 

Penguins, polar bears and seals that live in
the Polar regions depend on sea ice for
breeding and feeding. Reduced sea ice cover
in the past few decades has depleted their
habitat and their numbers are shrinking.

Other micro creatures that feed on glacier algae. 
Snow fleas: Insects about the size of a pinhead feed on
algae, conifer pollen. Move in a crazy hopping pattern.
Ice worms: Earthworm’s relatives. Live in tempera-
tures below freezing point in ice crystals. Eat algae.
Red algae:  Called ‘watermelon snow’. Found on 
temperate glaciers. Makes its own food through 
photosynthesis.  
Snow algae: Found on North Pole. Recently discov-
ered, it is believed to unravel  birth, life and evolution
on glaciers.

CROSSWORD
Talking about glaciers and global warming has opened
up a new vista of wisdom for you. Unpack the words in
this grid.

Across:
1. Mountain system in Europe. Glacier type.  (6)
2. Erosive process of glaciers through evaporation. (8)
3. World’s fastest retreating glacier. (4, 4)
4. Alaskan tribe. Commonly known as the Eskimos. (5)
5. “Watermelon snow”.  Unicellular organisms found 

on permanent snow and temperate glaciers. (3, 5)

Down:
6. Ability to reflect sunlight. When it decreases, 

glaciers melt.  (6)
7. Father of Ice Ages. Reminds you of ace tennis 

player. (7)
8. “It’s the coolest one.” The emperors march in the 

blue waters of Antarctica. (8)
9. A set of rules for industrialised countries to reduce

GHG emissions. (5)
10. Rounded, well-bonded snow older than an year. (4)
11. A glacier or an iceberg that breaks off at an edge. (7)
12. Dramatic increase in the glacier flow. 10 to 100 

times the normal flow rate. (5)
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