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TUNDRA 

The tundra is a cold, treeless area; it is the coldest biome. The tundra is 

characterized by very low temperatures, very little precipitation (rain or 

snow), a short growing season, few nutrients, and low biological 

diversity. The word tundra comes from the Finnish word tunturia, which 

means "treeless plain."  

There are two types of tundras, Arctic tundras and alpine tundras.  

1) ARCTIC TUNDRAS are frozen, windy, desert-like plains in the 

Arctic that are dotted with bogs and ponds. Permafrost (a layer of 

frozen subsoil) covers the ground, so there is very little drainage of 

water. The short growing season lasts for only 50 to 60 days. Arctic 

tundras are located in the far north of Greenland, Alaska, Canada, 

Europe, and Russia.  

The growing season in the tundra is very short, usually only 6 to 10 

weeks. In the summer, the top layer of soil may thaw out. When the ice 

melts, it can't drain into the soil because of the permafrost, so water 

collects in bogs and ponds. 

Plants 

The soil there is frozen from 25–90 cm down, and it is impossible for 

trees to grow. Instead, bare and sometimes rocky land can only support 

low growing plants such as moss, heath and lichen. The plants tend to 

be small and close to the ground. This protects them from strong winds 

and cold temperatures. 



 

 
 

Animals that live on the tundra must be able to adapt to very cold 

temperatures. They must also be able to raise their young during the 

very short summer months. Many animals that live in the tundra, like the 

caribou, migrate to warmer climates during the winter. Others, like the 

arctic ground squirrel, hibernate during the winter months. 

Some animals of the Arctic tundra include:  

o Mammals – Arctic foxes, Arctic hares, caribou, ermine, 

lemmings, musk oxen, polar bears, porcupines, Arctic 

shrews, squirrels, voles, weasels, wolves  

o Birds - Arctic loons, snowy owls, falcons, ptarmigans, 

ravens, snow buntings, snow birds, snow geese, sandpipers, 

Arctic terns, tundra swans, many species of gulls  

o Fish - cod, flatfish, salmon, trout  

o Insects - Arctic bumblebees, blackflies, flies, grasshoppers, 

mosquitoes, and moths.  

 

2) ALPINE TUNDRAS are located high in mountains worldwide, 

above the tree line. The growing season is about 180 days, and 

nighttime temperatures are usually below freezing. Alpine tundra does 

not contain trees because it has high altitude. Alpine tundra is 

distinguished from arctic tundra, because alpine tundra typically does 

not have permafrost, and alpine soils are generally better drained than 

arctic soils.  

 



 

 
 

The Alpine Tundra's climate is similar to that of the Arctic Tundra. Most 

of the year is winter but there is also a little spring, summer, and autumn. 

During the winter, the temperature can drop very low, due to the thin 

atmosphere at high altitudes. The precipitation (mostly snow) the Alpine 

Tundra gets is not all absorbed in the soil because it is so thin, like in the 

Arctic Tundra. The Alpine Tundra receives about 30 centimeters of 

precipitation per year. In all the major mountain ranges of the world, the 

Alpine Tundra is found. The Alpine Tundra is more abundant in the 

eastern hemisphere, where the Himalayas are located (the largest 

mountain range in the world). The Himalayas are the tallest mountains in 

the world, meaning they are colder. 

There are only about 200 species of Alpine plants. At high altitudes there 

is very little CO2, which plants need to carry on photosynthesis. Because 

of the cold and wind, most plants are small perennial groundcover plants 

which grow and reproduce slowly. They protect themselves from the cold 

and wind by hugging the ground. 

Alpine animals have to deal with two types of problems: the cold and too 

much high UV wavelengths. This is because there is less atmosphere to 

filter UV rays from the sun. There are only warm blooded animals in the 

Alpine biome, although there are insects. Alpine animals adapt to the 

cold by hibernating, migrating to lower, warmer areas, or insulating their 

bodies with layers of fat. Animals will also tend to have shorter legs, tails, 

and ears, in order to reduce heat loss. Alpine animals also have larger 

lungs, more blood cells and hemoglobin because of the increase of 

pressure and lack of oxygen at higher altitudes. 



 

 
 

Some animals of the alpine tundra include:  

o Mammals - elk, marmots, mountain goats, pikas, sheep  

o Birds - grouse-like birds  

o Insects - beetles, butterflies, grasshoppers, and springtails.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

SOURCES: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tundra 

http://www.enchantedlearning.com/biomes/tundra/tundra.shtml 

http://www.blueplanetbiomes.org/alpine.htm 

http://www.nhptv.org/natureworks/nwep8b.htm 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tundra
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/biomes/tundra/tundra.shtml
http://www.blueplanetbiomes.org/alpine.htm
http://www.nhptv.org/natureworks/nwep8b.htm

