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Polar bears are special. It’s a statement that 
I keep saying over and over again. Because 
once you experience the magic of polar 

bears, there is no going back.

And this time I was so grateful to share this ex-
perience with an exceptional group of conserva-
tion-first photographers on our Wildlife Collective 
photo tour, which coincided with Polar Bear week. 

We landed in Churchill, the self-declared polar 
bear capital of the world, on November 1st, full of 
enthusiasm and excitement. Historically, this had 
been the very best window to see the most polar 
bears, with the ice forming rapidly on the Hudson 
Bay and the bears emerging to test it out. 

This year, however, was very different. There was 
open water when our group landed and there is 
still open water as of mid-November. In the last 3 
years, the Bay froze by November 11th. This year, 
it may only be December. As you can imagine, this 
delayed onset has significant implications for po-
lar bears. The longer the Bay takes to freeze, the 
more time the bears have to wait before they can 
return to hunting ringed seals, their primary source 
of food. Most of the bears we saw looked healthy, 
so we hope for the best.
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So it was within this context that our tour started. 
Within a few hours of landing, we were treated to 
a special sight, a mother polar bear nursing her 
cub, which was the first time I had seen this be-
havior.

For our first evening, polar bear conservation took 
center stage. Our group was treated to an exclu-
sive event at Polar Bears International (PBI) house 
where we had amazing discussions with PBI staff. 
We learned first-hand about their advocacy, re-
search, and commitment to secure a future for 
polar bears across the Arctic.

A few days later we were treated to the most amaz-
ing aurora display that I had ever seen. At one point, 
the Northern Lights bedazzled from every direc-
tion. With vibrant greens, reds, and many shades 
in between, it was challenging to decide which di-
rection to point your camera. Eventually, most of 
us put our cameras down and opted to fully ab-
sorb this amazing visual display.

After that incredible night, we woke up to another 
unexpected treat — hoarfrost. But not your usual 
hoarfrost. This one was extra thick and lasted a 
full two days. It was stunning to see thin blades 
of grass grow ten-fold in volume, swaying in the 
wind with newfound confidence. With the land-
scape transformed, it made for a magical setting 
for photography.

During our last few days, we were treated to sev-
eral more special encounters with polar bears. As I 
said goodbye to the amazing photographers in our 
group, it was with a heavy heart. We had shared 
so many moments, laughs, and sightings that will 
never be forgotten.

With the warmer temperatures this year in Chur-
chill, polar bear conservation became even more 
real. Polar bears are the poster child of climate 
change and their long-term outlook is bleak. As 
climate change accelerates in the Arctic, it means 
there will be longer periods of time without sea ice, 
where polar bears will be forced onto land.

For this year’s Polar Bear week, PBI launched a 
campaign to fund new ground-based radar sys-
tems to function as early warning devices that can 
trigger alerts and prevent encounters, saving the 
lives of both polar bears and people. As part of our 
photo tour, The Wildlife Collective donated $1,000 
CDN to this important campaign.

Polar bears are special and we must do everything 
we can to protect them.

Zac Mills, 2021

https://polarbearsinternational.org/


A tender moment between mom and cub
Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/1,250th, ISO 800



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/4, 1/800th, ISO 3,200

The three-legged fox



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/500th, ISO 800

On the rocks



Canon R5, 11-24mm lens, f/4, 5s, ISO 6,400

Lady Aurora dances above the Husdon Bay



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/4, 1/2,000th, ISO 3,200

The Arctic Fox in its white coat



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/400th, ISO 6,400

Hands up if you love polar bears



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/1,250th, ISO 3,200

The approach



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/640th, ISO 1,600

Colorful textures abound



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/1,600th, ISO 2,000

The lookout



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/1,250th, ISO 1,600

The Arctic King



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/8, 1/2,000th, ISO 400

Snuggles anyone?



Canon R5, 70-200mm lens, f/2.8, 1/2,000th, ISO 800

Sparring polar bears



Canon R5, 70-200mm lens, f/2.8, 1/1,000th, ISO 800

The elusive silver fox



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/800th, ISO 1,600

Waiting for ice



Canon R5, 70-200mm lens, f/2.8, 1/1,000th, ISO 800

Favorite chew toy



Z ac Mills aims to capture moments that 
amaze, inspire, and educate. A former 
World Bank economist, he traded in the 

suit,  t ie, and briefcase for a l ife of adventure 
behind the lens. At home in the wilderness, his 
photography approach is to capture the spir-
it of the wild and make images that stand out 
and tell a story. 

Zac founded The Wildlife Collective to teach 
the art of wildlife photography and inspire di-
rect conservation action. He leads photo tours 
to the world’s best wildlife destinations and 
promotes conservation through education, 
partnerships, and his involvement in several 
community organizations. He lives in the Ca-
nadian Rocky Mountains with his wife and two 
young children.

See more of Zac’s work:
zacmillsphotography.com

Want to learn wildlife photography and make 
a difference? thewildlifecollective.com
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