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Another adaptation to the extreme polar temperatures on Svalbard is the coat.  The fur of 
Svalbard reindeer is longer and thicker than that of the Norwegian reindeer.  Even at 
temperatures far below freezing the snow doesn’t melt on it, showing that the fur insulates the 
warm body from the cold air very efficiently.  Not living in herds reduces competition for food 
which led to smaller, simpler antlers than those of the mainland reindeer.  Males shed their 
antlers after the October rut and are without them throughout the winter; they re-grow them 
the following summer.  The females keep their antlers until after they’ve given birth.  All the 
calves are born at the beginning of June, just before the snow melts and the plants start to 
grow.  Calves start eating plants at a month old, but continue to suckle until the middle of the 
following winter.  Their fur is thick and bushy and they stay close to the mother.  From the end 
of November to early February it’s dark all day as well as all night.  The reindeer continue 
feeding for as long as they can reach the frozen plants beneath the snow.  They take their 
cues for breeding and moulting for the changing day length.  So Svalbard reindeer have 
adapted to a different environment than their counterparts on the mainland.  When reindeer 
adapted to living here new features, such as long fur and more fat, appeared.  While others 
such as elaborate antlers and the capacity to run fast disappeared.  The behaviour as well as 
the anatomical structures have changed.  Few adaptations are without snags.  What’s an 
adaptation in one situation may be a liability in another.  So by studying adaptations, the 
different physical environments, and biological circumstances, we can learn something about 
the continuing process of evolution. 
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