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Polar Regions
Areas surrounding the Earth’s North and South Poles are known 
as polar regions. They are dominated by the Earth’s polar ice 
caps with the northern resting on the Arctic Ocean and the 
southern on the continent of Antarctica. Despite being extremely 
cold and windy, polar habitats are home to a rich diversity of 
wildlife, both on the land and within in the water. 

What are the differences between the Arctic and Antarctic?

While these polar regions have many similarities, both are also 
very different in a number of ways. Located at the northernmost 
part of our planet, the Arctic consists of the Arctic Ocean, 
surrounding seas and parts of Alaska (United States), Canada, 
Finland, Greenland, Iceland, Norway, Russia and Sweden. The 
Arctic is sea surrounded by land. Conversely, the Antarctic is 
comprised of the southernmost continent, Antarctica, surrounding 
islands and the Southern Ocean. The Antarctic is land 
surrounded by sea. This fundamental distinction drives many of 
the other differences between the two regions. 

Since Arctic sea ice is surrounded by land, it limits how far south 
the ice can expand in the winter months. However, this confinement also means that much 
of the ice can’t move south in the summer, where it would more easily melt. This allows a 
large ice pack to remain in the Arctic year round. In the Southern Hemisphere, sea ice forms 
in the winter around the edges of the continent and is free to expand, so is much larger than 
the Arctic’s. However, in the summer, the sea ice surrounding Antarctica nearly disappears 
because the ice can drift away and melt more quickly. 

The climate of both polar regions consists of long cold winters and short cool summers. 
However, for a few reasons, the Antarctic is much cooler than the North Pole. In the Arctic, the 
ocean (which doesn’t fall below -2°C) keeps the region relatively warm even though the sea 
is covered by ice. Secondly, Antarctica has the highest average elevation of all the continents, 
and temperature decreases as the altitude increases. On average, Antarctica is the coldest, 
driest and windiest continent – a frozen desert with very little precipitation. 

Credit: Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution
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The presence of humans is another one of the biggest 
differences between the North and South Poles. Many 
indigenous peoples live in and around the Arctic including the 
Inuit, Chukchi, Sami, Yupik, Inupiat and others. In the Arctic, 
the permanent population is about 4 million. Antarctica has 
never had an indigenous population. In 1959, a treaty was 
established to protect Antarctica, so that the continent is a 
place only to be used for peace and science. Several thousand 
scientists and support staff periodically inhabit Antarctica in 
pursuit of research, however there is no permanent population. 

What types of animals live in polar regions? 

Not surprisingly, the diversity of wildlife found in the two polar regions is also quite different. 
The Arctic is home to many large land animals including polar bears, reindeer, musk ox, artic 
hares, snowy owls and artic terns. Since the Arctic is part of the land masses of Europe, North 
America and Asia, these animals can migrate south in the winter and head north during the 
more productive, warmer months. There are also many large marine mammals such as walrus, 
seals (bearded, harp, ringed, spotted and hooded) and several species of cetaceans including 
narwhals, bowheads, gray whales, blue whales, fin whales, minke whales, orcas and belugas. 

In the Antarctic, the largest fully terrestrial animal is an insect, a wingless midge, Belgica 
Antarctica. However, there are many animals that feed in the seas and come onto land for 
part or most of their lives including many birds such as albatrosses, petrels, skuas, and adélie, 
chinstrap, emperor and gentoo penguins. Large marine mammals include seals (elephant, 
Antarctic fur, crabeater, Weddell, leopard and Ross), blue whales, right whales, sei whales, 
humpback whales, minke whales, fin whales, sperm whales and orcas. Many species depend 
directly or indirectly on Antarctic krill as an important food source in the Southern Ocean. 

How do they survive the harsh conditions?

Some animals have evolved to survive life in the 
deep cold by developing a thick layer of fat (AKA 
blubber), growing thick fur or a thick layer of feathers 
to keep themselves insulated. In the Southern 
Ocean, the Antarctic toothfish has antifreeze proteins 
in its blood and tissues to prevent them from freezing 
in the frigid waters. Other species are drawn to the 
abundant food supply or nesting grounds in the 
warmer months, but migrate long distances during 
the winter. Despite the harsh conditions, both the 
Arctic and Antarctic are home to a variety of species 
that have adapted to surviving a cold and windy 
habitat.
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Polar Regions Crossword Puzzle
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Polar Regions Crossword Puzzle (cont.)
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Polar Regions Location Game
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Polar Regions Arctic Word Search
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Polar Regions Arctic Maze
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Polar Regions Decoder
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Polar Regions Antarctica Word Search
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Polar Regions Connect the Dots
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Polar Regions Word in a Word Game
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Answer Keys:

Crossword Puzzle Location Game

Arctic Word Search
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Answer Keys:

Maze

Antarctica Word Search
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About us:
Sailors for the Sea is a global conservation organization that engages, educates, inspires and 
activates the sailing and boating community toward healing the ocean. We are a movement and 
a pragmatic voice for action that offers boaters tangible opportunities to create a legacy and 
make a difference.

Sailors for the Sea wants our youth to flourish, to truly become empowered as the next 
generation of ocean stewards. Through our KELP (Kids Environmental Lesson Plans) program and 
our Ocean Fun Packs we hope to inspire children to know and love the ocean before we ask them 
to save it. 

Do you want to learn more about polar regions? 
Check out these KELP activities:

To download more activities or to find out more about Sailors for the Sea visit:
www.sailorsforthesea.org

Whale Blubber 
(Contributed by New Bedford Whaling Museum)

Create a “blubber 
glove” to see 
how whales stay 
insulated and warm 
in frigid cold waters.

Global Climate Change and Sea Level Rise 
(Contributed by California Academy of Sciences)

With some contain-
ers, clay and ice, 
determine what 
type of ice (glaciers, 
icebergs, etc.) cause 
sea level rise.
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