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Alaska Animal Facts 
 

 
• Iceworms really do exist. A small segmented black worm, less than an inch long, 

the iceworm lives in temperatures just below freezing. They can be found on the 
surface of glaciers at dawn, dusk, and on cloudy days. 

 
• There are 25 different types of mosquitoes. Only female mosquitoes bite. They 

use blood for egg production. 
 

• Ten million swans, geese, and ducks nest in Alaska each year. That’s ten times 
the population of people in Montana. 

 
• Killer whales are the fastest marine mammals alive (over short distances). A 

killer whale can swim the distance of half a football field in three seconds. 
 

 
• In Alaska, caribou outnumber people by over 250,000. 

 

 
• Penguins do not live in Alaska; they live in the Antarctic. Alaska has puffins and 

murres, both have some similarities to a penguin. 
 

• Alaska has no reptiles (snakes or lizards) and no rabbits (they are all hares). A 
rabbit is born with hair already. In Alaska, you need all the warmth you can get. 

 

 
• Raccoons are not native to Alaska, but have been introduced on Kodiak Island and 

parts of the Southeast. 
 
 
 

Alaska Animal Summaries 
 
 
Dungeness Crabs 
Invertebrates, they live in the ocean and eat worms, clams, crabs, starfish, fish parts, and 
algae. They are eaten by fish, other crabs, and otters. They protect themselves with their 
front claws. They molt their shells and even migrate to and from deeper water with the 
seasons. Crab is a major money-maker for Alaskan fisherman; only male crabs can be 
sold. 

 

 
Wood Frog 
One of the only amphibians found in Alaska, wood frogs are found in grasslands, forest, 
muskeg, and even tundra. The frog is dark (to absorb heat from the sun) and about three 
inches long. These frogs hibernate in old vegetation during the winter. They eat insects 
and small animals and are eaten by birds and larger animals like mink and otter. There is 
also a spotted frog and the western toad. 
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Pink (or Humpback) salmon 
One of five types of salmon, the red (sockeye), chinook (king), chum (dog), and silver 
join the pink salmon. Female pink salmon release their eggs in rocky nests, where they 
are fertilized by the male salmon. After all 1,500-2,000 eggs are released both salmon 
die. In the spring, newly hatched fry swim to the ocean to grow and return again to 
spawn. Salmon feed on insects, squid, and smaller fish and are eaten by larger fish, 
bears, eagles, seals, whales, and people. Adult males develop a large hump on their back 
before spawning. 

 

 
Halibut 
These fish live in deep waters, on the floor of the ocean. One of their eyes migrates to the 
topside of the fish. The topside of the halibut tends to be the color of the ocean bottom; 
the underside a lighter color. In this way, the halibut is camouflaged from predators. They 
are also very powerful swimmers. Halibut eat a variety of fish as well as crab and shrimp.  
Young halibut are eaten by larger fish and sea mammals. 

 

 
Lesser Canada Geese 
The most common geese in Alaska, they nest in coastal wetlands, coastal tundra, and 
river valleys. They mate for life and are flightless for about a month each summer when 
they molt. Predators include fox, gulls, wolves, bears, wolverine, eagle, raven, and man. 
Geese eat grasses, berries, and grains. Geese have overpopulated in protected areas like 
Anchorage. Harvesting their eggs, leaving only one in each nest may help reduce the 
population of geese in urban areas. 

 

 
Bald Eagles 
Their name comes from the white feathers on their head. These feathers do not grow 
until four or five years of age. They live along Alaska’s coasts, lakes and riverways; they 
prefer the tallest trees in a stand. Their diet consists of fish, small mammals, waterfowl, 
crabs, urchins, and already dead animals. Young eagles are sometimes eaten by ravens or 
magpies. Eagles are considered threatened in the rest of the United States; they used to 
be endangered. It is illegal to possess any portion of an eagle, even a feather. 

 
 
Willow Ptarmigan 
This is Alaska’s state bird. Their wings are white all year, but their whole body turns 
white in the winter. Their feet are covered in feathers for insulation. They live in alpine 
and dry lowland tundra and migrate from one feeding place to the other in the winter. 
They can be seen gathering in flocks of several thousand, returning to their breeding 
grounds in the spring. They eat the buds and twigs of willow and other shrubs, seeds, 
berries, and some insects. They are eaten by fox, lynx, golden eagles, and humans. 

 

 
Raven 
The largest songbird and all-black bird in the world. Considered highly intelligent, the 
raven has over 30 calls. They are long-lived (29 years for one in captivity) and mate for 
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life. They are found in many habitats all over Alaska. They eat small mammals and 
birds, berries, eggs, and dead meat. Raven eggs may be eaten by crows, weasel, or jays. 
They cache their food and regurgitate unneeded food in the form of a pellet (like owls). 
They are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty between the United States, Canada, 
and Mexico. 

 

 
Common Loons 
They live in freshwater lakes all over Alaska, and not only do they mate for life, they 
return to the same lake every year. They lay two eggs and the baby loons ride on their 
mother’s back when very young. They eat aquatic plants, fish, leeches, snails, frogs, and 
insects. They are eaten by fox, gulls, and eagles. Loons can dive up to 240 feet. Wake 
from motor boats can drown young chicks and fishing line can entangle both adult and 
young birds. 

 

 
Horned Puffin 
A seabird, the puffin only comes to land to breed. They have orange and red beaks and 
feet and are known as “sea parrots”. They nest on cliffs or in burrows dug into steep 
hillsides. They lay only one egg which is nurtured by both parents. They eat fish and 
zooplankton. Puffin eggs are vulnerable to other birds and small animals. Puffins may 
abandon their nest if disturbed, so their colonies are protected by state and federal laws. 

 

 
Harbor Seals 
Warm-blooded, air-breathing marine mammals found in the coastal waters of Alaska, 
these seals “haul out” of water onto ice, shoals, buoys, and beaches to rest, give birth, or 
nurse their pups. They can dive to 600 feet and hold their breath for 20 minutes because 
of reduced heart rate and retention of oxygen by their muscles. They have a single pup 
that swims right after birth. They eat fish, octopus, and squid. Harbor seals live to be 
26-32 years old. 

 
 
Wolf (Gray Wolf or Timberwolf) 
Weight: 70-120 lbs with the females weighing 5-10 pounds less than males on average 

 Habitat: Barren Tundra, woodlands with rivers and lakes. Build dens in hillsides. 
 Mating: Start breeding at two years in Jan – March. Gestation is approximately 

nine 
weeks resulting in 4-7 pups 

 Lifespan: Up to ten years in the wild average of four 
 Causes of Death: Lack of food, Battle with other wolves either in own pack or 

other 
packs, rabies, infection due to injury, avalanches 

The wolf population lives over 85% of Alaska in a wide variety of habitats. They range 
in color from black to almost white. They are highly social animals, living in packs with 
an alpha male and an alpha female. The range of a pack can be 200-1000 square miles. 
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Wolves eat moose, caribou, Dall sheep, deer, mountain goats, beaver, hares, rodents, and 
sometimes fish and eat birds.  They are occasionally eaten by other wolves.  Wolves are 
an important variable in keeping animal populations in check. The gray wolf is on the 
endangered species list in 48 states. 
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Red Fox 
The red fox is found throughout Alaska. They are related to wolves both being members 
of the dog family. They always have a white tip on their tail, but can range in color from 
red to silver to black. Like wolves, fox build dens in which to have their kits. Fox eat 
rodents, hares, squirrels, birds, eggs, insects, plants, and dead meat. They cache their 
food for later use. Fox predators include wolves, coyotes, lynx, wolverine, and eagles. 
They can be quite tame in areas where contact with humans is common. 

 

 
Beaver 
North America’s largest rodent, the beaver is found in forested areas all over the state. It 
has large webbed feet and a broad, flat tail used for swimming and balance when cutting 
down trees. Beaver slap their tail on the surface of the water as a warning signal to other 
beaver. Beaver have ear and nose valves that close when the animal is underwater. 
Beaver require two to three feet of water all year round for transporting food and hiding 
from predators. To ensure this level of water, beaver sometimes construct dams. Beaver 
lodges and dens are used as food caches. They are a single room with multiple exits for 
food access and escape. Beaver eat bark, aquatic plants, roots, and grasses. Beaver are 
eaten by wolves lynx, wolverine, bears, and man. 

 

 
Sea Otter 
A relative to mink and land otter, the sea otter lives throughout the coastal waters of 
Alaska. Its hind feet are webbed and its fur is very dense. The otter relies on trapped air 
in its fur for insulation in the cold water. They are good swimmers and divers, holding 
their breath for four minutes. They eat clams, urchins, crab, fish, and octopi. They have 
one pup in late spring which may hitch a ride on its mother’s chest. Otters are adept with 
their front paws, cracking clams with a rock. In the wild, otters never eat on land. 
Predators include eagles and killer whales. 

 

 
Porcupine 
The second largest rodent in Alaska, the porcupine is entirely covered with barbed quills 
(except for its belly, footpads, and nose). A newborn porcupine is born with hair that 
within hours develops into quills for protection against weather and enemies. Porcupines 
have poor eyesight, but a keen sense of smell. They eat the inner bark of spruce, 
hemlock, and birch. In the spring they eat a variety of buds and leaves. They have a taste 
for salt from perspiration left on ax handles, canoe paddles, or leather. They also eat 
antlers and bones of dead animals to obtain calcium and phosphorus.  Porcupines are a 
favorite meal for wolves, coyotes, lynx, and wolverines. Native Alaskans use porcupine 
quills for decoration and jewelry. 
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Red Squirrel 
Found in spruce forests over most of Alaska, much of the red squirrel’s summer is spent 
cutting and storing green spruce cones. A single cache may be three feet deep and 15-18 
feet wide. They also store mushrooms on tree branches. They eat seeds, berries, insects, 
and eggs. They are eaten by hawks, owls, marten, and housecats. They will nest in 
multiple sites, in a hole in a tree or in a mass of twigs, leaves, and lichen. A red 
squirrels’ territory is about an acre. They remain active all year and help scatter seeds to 
other areas. 

 

 
Gray whales 
These whales migrate a distance of 10,000 miles between California and Alaska every 
year. Newborn calves are 16 feet and 1500 pounds.  Gray whales are bottom feeders, 
laying on their sides and filtering crustaceans through their hairy baleen plates. Their 
only predators are killer whales and man. In the 1800’s and 1900’s, gray whales were 
hunted almost to extinction. The International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling 
in 1946 protected the whales so that they now number 16,000 to 20,000. 

 

 
Beluga Whale 
The name Baluga derives from Russia and means “the white one.”A toothed whale, as 
opposed to a baleen whale, the beluga whale is found in the coastal waters of Alaska. 
They are born dark gray and turn white by the age of five or six years. They eat mainly 
fish, with occasional octopus, squid, and clams. They are eaten by polar bears and killer 
whales. Beluga will travel in groups of up to 1,000 animals. They are very social with 
many vocalizations and are known as canaries of the sea. Belugas have been known to 
migrate up freshwater rivers. Native Alaskans harvest beluga for muktuk (the outside 
rubber) and for oil and fuel. 

 

 
Polar Bear 
A marine animal, the polar bear lives most of its life in the water. Polar bears live near the 
ice pack, migrating with it in the spring and fall. Adaptations include hollow hair for 
swimming, a white coat, and hairy feet. Female bears build a den in drifting snow and 
give birth to two cubs in December. They don’t emerge from the den until late March or 
April. Polar bears eat ringed seals, walrus, and beluga whales. They are also scavengers, 
eating dead meat. Polar bears can only be hunted by Eskimos. 

 

 
Brown Bear/Grizzly Bear 
Brown Bears and Grizzly bears are of the same species, differentiated into subspecies 
geographically. Brown bears are found in coastal areas, whereas grizzlies are found in the 
interior of Alaska. Grizzlies tend to be a lot smaller in size in comparison to the brown 
bear. This is due to their mostly vegetarian diet, where the coastal browns eat primarily 
fish. Brown bears live throughout Alaska except for the far western islands of the 
Aleutian chain. They have a dish-shaped face and a hump on their back above the 
shoulder. Brown bears eat many types of food including salmon, berries, grasses, roots, 
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and cow parsnip. Bears will also eat moose and caribou and will also scavenge. Bears 
are dormant during the winter. Seventy percent of all North American brown bears live 
in Alaska. Brown bears are not true hibernators, they go into a deep slumber but awake 
periodically during the winter. Males are known as boars and females are sows. 

 Size: 300-550 lbs for interior grizzlies and 500-1400 lbs for coastal browns. 
Females tend to weigh ½ or ¾ as much. Stand at about 9 ft tall. 

 Life Span: 20 years in the wild 30 in captivity 
 Mating: May – July. 1-4 cubs 2 on average are born in Jan-Feb. Cubs at birth are 

hairless and weigh approx. 1 lb. Stay with mother 2-3 years 
Delayed Gestation When a female brown bear mates, the fertilized egg does not 
attach itself to the lining of the uterus as it would in other mammals. It remains 
dormant and unattached inside the uterus. The egg will attach itself uterine lining, 
during hibernation.  The bears mate in late spring and give birth in mid winter, 
however, the gestation period is only 3 months long. If the sow has not put on enough 
weight and have a high enough fat reserve to sustain herself and her young through 
the long winter, the egg will not attach to the womb and will be aborted. 

 

 
Black Bear 
Black bears live in the forested areas of Alaska. Black bears all have brown pointed 
muzzles. They eat moose calves, plants, salmon, berries, and dead meat. Sometimes a 
bear will even eat another bear. Black bear go into dormancy in the winter, waking up 
periodically to hunt for food. 

 

 
Caribou 
Caribou live in lowland and alpine tundra and the northern forests of Alaska. They are 
members of the deer family and have split hooves to support them on snow and to help 
them swim. These animals are the only member of the deer family where both males and 
females grow antlers. Newborn caribou can outrun a man a few days after birth and 
swim across lakes and rivers. Caribou eat a variety of plants, mostly willows, birch, and 
grasses, switching to lichens (reindeer moss) in the winter. They continually migrate to 
different areas for food. They are eaten by wolves, bears, wolverine, and people. Native 
Alaskans hunt caribou. Domesticated caribou are called reindeer. 

 Size: Adult males(bulls) weigh 300-400 lbs &Adult females(cows)weigh 175-275 
lbs. Newborn calves weigh 10-15 lbs at birth and double in weight in 10-15 days. 

 Mating: Peak breeding period is in October. The males(bulls) starting shedding 
the velvet from their antlers in late August/September in preparation for the 
rutting season. The bulls stop feeding and battle to win mating rights. One strong 
bull caribou will mate with multiple females(cows.) He will herd the cows(a 
dozen or more) in a constant manner and will fight any and all challengers. These 
battles are not likely to be violent or cause injury. They will begin breeding at two 
years of age. 

 Lifespan: Caribou live to be 8-10 years of age 
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Caribou are plagued by flies throughout the summer. Warble flies lay eggs in the 
animals fur and once hatched burrow into the skin of the hide of the animal where thy 
will eat and live until spring. Nostril flies deposit living larvae in the nostrils of the 
caribou. The larvae collects at the back of the throat and is coughed out the following 
spring; pupating on the ground and soon changing into flies. 

 

 
Moose 
The largest member of the deer family, moose thrive in forests and river thickets. Only 
bulls have antlers for use in courtship displays. Young are born as twins, leaving their 
mother after a year. They eat willow, birch, aspen, pond weeds, and grasses. They are 
eaten by wolves and bears. Moose migrate as little as 60 miles. Deep snow can lead to 
malnutrition of hundreds of moose. Moose live in urban areas and may eat fruit trees and 
gardens. 

 Size: Male Moose(bull) can weigh between 1000 and 1600 lbs. Females 
(cows) between 800 and 1200 lbs. Calves weigh 25-35 lbs at birth and grow to 
300 lbs. in the first 6 months. Bull moose can stand 7 ft tall at the shoulder 
and 70 lb antlers that can reach 6 ft. 

 Lifespan: Moose can live to 20 years of age 
 MatingRutting begins in September and October. With the velvet from the 

antlers shedding in late august. Females begin to breed at 1 ½ to 2 years. Bulls 
will fight for dominance and breeding rights often to the point of injury. The 
stronger male wins the cow. Bulls don’t eat during rutting season and lose up 
to 300 pounds. 

 Gestation: 240 days with the birth of 1-3 calves(2 on average) 
Dall Sheep 
Dall sheep live on open alpine ridges and meadows. Male sheep have large curly horns; 
female sheep have smaller, only slightly curved horns. A sheep’s age can be found by 
counting the rings on his horns.  It takes seven or eight years for a ram’s horns to make 
full circle. Dall sheep eat grasses and sedges. In the winter, sheep may eat willow, 
lichen, and moss. Most sheep populations will visit mineral licks in the spring. They are 
eaten by wolves, wolverines, bears, coyotes, and eagles. 

 Size: Males(Rams) weigh 200 lbs and females(ewes) 125 lbs. 
 Lifespan: 15 years 
 Mating: Females breed at 2 ½ years of age. The rams and ewes stay separate in 

the summer and join up in the fall for mating season 
 Gestation: 180 days 

 
 
Mountain Goat 
Mountain goat live in rugged mountain country. They have longer hair than Dall sheep, a 
beard, and black horns.  Both males and females have horns.  Goats graze on grasses and 
shrubs in the summer meadows and hemlock and others browse in the winter. Predators 
are wolves, coyotes, bears, and eagles. Mothers and kids form nursery flocks. 
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Musk ox 
Musk oxen are related to sheep and goats. They have changed little since the Ice Age and 
are well adapted to living on the Arctic tundra. Musk ox has long hair with fine 
underhair. This soft underfur, called qiviut, is gathered and knitted into scarves and other 
garments. Both male and female have horns. They are very social animals living in 
harems with a dominant male. Males prove dominance by clashing horns at high speeds. 
They protect their young by forming a line or circle with their horns outward toward the 
threat. The musk ox main predator is the wolf. Musk oxen eat a variety of grasses and 
woody plants. They are eaten by wolves and humans. They seek out areas blown free of 
snow in the winter. 


