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It is surprising to estimate the number 

of species that dwell in the glaciers and 

not to forget the extent of generations it 

can breed. 

MELTING GLACIERS: UNRAVELLING A NEW ECOLOGICAL 
NICHE!   

Shweta Chelluboina1      
1
Research Assistant at Manipal Centre for Virus Research, Manipal University, Karnataka. She can 

be contacted at shwetachelluboina@gmail.com 

What most of us experience in our day to day lives 

is the worsening climate and its disastrous effects 

which come in several ways. While we tend to 

focus on impacts of global warming and climate 

change that are apparent, we miss seeing beyond 

the immediate damage. The unpredicted melting 

of glaciers and erosion of polar ice caps exposes 

new unexplored species, an entire micro-

ecosystem that was pressed 

to the surface by layers of 

snow ice. Conditions in the 

glaciers have preserved these 

species chronologically for 

years and in its pristine form.  

Whenever a new species adds itself to an 

ecosystem, it preys for the survival of its kind. Not 

being able to breed causes the species to take 

more risks, like foraging on a host that favours the 

replication of its species or adapting to an 

unfavourable species over time. Such an 

imbalance in an ecosystem makes them vulnerable 

to nature's events. Most microbes inhabiting the 

surface layers of glaciers are usually exposed to 

high radiation, changing seasonality, winds and 

freezing temperatures, while the ones accumulated 

in the deepest layers are least likely to get affected.  

Introduction of such asymmetry can 

result in cascading changes. The more the glaciers 

erode, more the micro-organisms are exposed to 

the environment, unleashing a new niche in the 

habitat. These microbes are now let loose, ready 

to populate. The integrity of the glacier ice is 

disturbed and thus, the system cannot be 

sustained.  

Such an event on a global level can affect 

almost all levels of the food pyramid, the 

producers, the primary, secondary and the tertiary 

(highest) consumers of the food chain. All of us 

are ultimately victims to the most successful 

species on planet Earth. Once these species are 

brought to the surface 

as a result of human 

intervention, two types 

of interaction are 

possible, a harmless 

one, i.e. symbiosis, and 

a harmful one where these microorganisms dwell 

on multiple hosts, breed and mould itself into a 

killing form. 

It is surprising to estimate the number of 

species that dwell in the glaciers and not to forget 

the extent of generations it can breed. The 

microbial communities sustain themselves in the 

deepest layers of ice, akin to microbial stocks 

preserved in labs, which most of the time never 

lose their infectious potential. These microbes 

have now been spilled into the external 

environment after successfully colonizing the 

glaciers.  

With the advent of molecular biology techniques, 

several novel microbes and their adaptive 

physiologies are now understood better; what’s 

left for us is to protect this untouched 

microenvironment from lasting human footprints. 
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