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High Protein Diet May Harm Polar Bears
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A high protein diet appears linked to kidney disease and shortened
lifespans for captive polar bears, a relationship similarly suspected in
humans.

The paper takes careful look at what zoos have fed polar bears
revealing they mostly offered a diet intended for big cats, containing
about 2-3 parts protein to 1-part fat, a reversal from what was observed
in the wild.

"Zoos made some assumptions in the past about the nutritional
requirements of polar bears because their diet is almost exclusively

animals". "But, unlike cats, they do not need and cannot tolerate high
protein.”

Polar bears feed almost solely on seals and are classified as
carnivores. But recent research has demonstrated that polar bears, like
other bears, have nutrition and physiology more closely aligned with
primates, including humans.

It showed wild polar bears preferentially consume a diet that is 2
parts fat to 1 part protein which keeps their protein levels within the
low range of their requirements. "Although we knew that polar bears
selected for the blubber of their prey, this was the first time we were
able to quantify how much fat they were actually consuming". "When
it comes to feeding polar bears, the general mindset has been that they
are carnivores. No one has really been paying attention to the amount
of protein they might need, much less limitations on how much they
might tolerate."

In the current paper, the researchers propose that both polar bears
and their closest relative, the grizzly bear, require relatively low levels
of protein similar to requirements of humans, primates and other
omnivorous species.

When captive bears were offered blocks of pure lard and blocks
of high protein meat, they preferentially chose the same ratio of fat to
protein as they normally consume in the wild.

Careful examination of captive polar bear death records of both
sexes showed clearly that the most common cause of death was kidney
disease. Bears dying with kidney disease died 10 years earlier than bears
that did not suffer kidney disease. Liver disease and cancer were the
second most common causes of death.

Of over 600 wild bears examined, the team found no evidence of
liver or kidney disease.

"A slate of early deaths across sexes that is limited to two major
organs raised several red flags for us," said researcher, who has
researched both grizzly and polar bear nutrition for more than 35 years.

The researchers propose that zoos adopt this food or other
alternatives that mimic the fat-protein ratio found in the wild for
captive polar bears, while carefully monitoring the new regime to see if
it improves the bears' health and longevity.
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