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Learning from Arctic Animals

Adapting to Freezing Temperatures

Most people are familiar with a green and brown camou age
pattern. But did you know the US Marine Corps developed a
SNOW camou age pattern to wear in snowy regions of the world?
The pattern is called Disruptive Overwhite. It has a white
background with gray digital shapes on nylon fabric. In addition,
the nylon is lightweight, blocks wind, and repels the rain or snow.
The garments, such as shirts, pants, and jackets, do more than
assist with camou age. In fact, they also help keep a person’s
body temperature comfortable with special features such as
zippers, aps, or drawstrings. Today, people can purchase these
garments in many stores all over the world.

The animals of the Arctic Circle adapt, or change, to
survive the cold, harsh winters. When the
temperatures drop and snow falls, many animals in
the Arctic must change their summer fur to a winter
coat. Their food choices also change depending on
what is available in the snow-covered tundra, the
coldest of all habitats on Earth.
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Changing Colors with the Seasons
The fur of some Arctic animals changes from the
woodland colors of the fall to pure white like winter
snow. If they kept their woodland colors, these Arctic
animals would stand out in the white snow and they
would be unprotected. So, their fur must change to
white. As a result, the animals can hide in the snow
from their enemies and search safely for food.
Therefore, when animals change their colors to blend
in with the season, they are more likely to survive.
6
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Staying Warm and Dry!
As winter approaches, the thickness of the Arctic wolf’s
coat changes. The coat has inner and outer hairs. The
inner hairs are shorter and softer for insulation. The
longer outer hairs act as a water- and snow-proof layer.
The two types of hair keep the Arctic wolf warm and
dry. The hairs become thicker as temperatures drop.
Similarly, the hairs on its paws also insulate them from
snow and ice.
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Changing from Reddish Brown to White

A White-ish Coat

An ermine, also known as a stoat, is a small mammal
that belongs to the weasel family. It is found in the
Arctic parts of North America, Europe and Asia. The
color of their fur depends on the season. During the
spring and summer months, the ermine has reddish
brown fur on its back and white fur on its belly. Then, as
it prepares for the snowy winter, its coat changes
entirely to white. This winter coat provides the ermine
with camou age to hide from its predators. Some
enemies include the snowy owl, Arctic fox, and hawks.

The Arctic wolf, also named the Polar Wolf or White Wolf, lives in the
Arctic tundra of Greenland, Alaska, Iceland, and Canada. Unlike other
Arctic animals, the Arctic Wolf does not change its color with the
seasons. Another di erence is that the Arctic wolf is not entirely
white. It has gray patches scattered over its body. They are the same
white-ish color all year round and yet the wolf survives.
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Almost the Top Predator
Arctic wolves do not have many enemies because they are near the
top of the food chain. That means very few animals will hunt them.
However, they will hunt caribou, Arctic hares, Arctic foxes, deer, and
musk oxen. In fact, they will eat the entire animal: meat, skin, and
17
even the bones. They only have to watch out for Polar Bears.

How Else Does the White Fur Help the Ermine?
The ermine’s white fur also helps it blend into the
snow so it can hunt its prey undetected. The ermine
is a carnivore, or meat-eater. It searches for small
prey such as mice, shrews, voles, and lemmings.
When small mammals are scarce, or hard to nd,
the ermine will eat insects, birds, and eggs.
When hunting, the ermine stalks its prey, creeping
along slowly. When it is time to pounce, the sneaky
predator will use quick movements to surprise its
prey.
9
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Fur That Traps Heat
The fur of the Arctic fox is adapted for the coldest of
habitats. Each fur strand, or ber, is empty inside. The
hollow fur ber traps the warm air from the fox’s body.
As a result, the fox is able to keep a consistent warm
body temperature.
Fur can also prevent slipping and sliding on the icy
surface. The thick fur on the paws of the Arctic fox
does just that. It helps them walk on both snow and
ice without freezing or slipping.
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The Arctic fox molts, or sheds, its fur in the autumn.
After it sheds the old coat, a new white coat appears
for winter camou age. Similar to other Arctic predators,
the white fur allows the Arctic fox to blend in with the
snow.
Foxes eat mostly rodents, such as lemmings, voles, and
other small mammals. In fact, the Arctic fox will even
eat an animal that is already dead. They will also snack
on insects, eggs, and berries hidden in the snow. With
their keen senses, they can detect an animal that is
burrowing under the snow.

The Arctic hare is the largest hare in North America. In
the summer, it has grayish brown fur and characteristic
black tips in both ears. Like the ermine, its fur changes
to all-white fur for the winter months. However, their
distinctive ears with black tips remain the same color in
all seasons.
Similar to the ermine, its white fur helps it camou age or
hide from predators. The Arctic hare has a lot of
enemies in the wild. They include Arctic fox, Red fox, wolf,
Mountain lion, snowy owl, and even the ermine.
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Changing from Grayish Brown to White

Changing Food
In the warmer seasons, food is abundant. The Arctic hare can
choose to eat buds, crowberries, dwarf willows, leaves, roots, and
bark. Unlike in the nice weather, food is scarce, or di cult to nd,
during the winter months. The winter diet of the Arctic hare is very
di erent from the other three seasons. In winter, the Arctic hare
must dig through the snow to nd woody plants or moss. This takes
time and it is risky to be out in the open because a predator could
be lurking nearby. Luckily, their white fur blends into the white
snow, giving the Arctic hare enough time to safely dig out its food.
In all seasons, the Arctic hare is an herbivore and only eats parts
of plants and trees.
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