How have people adapted to extreme climates?
Humans live all over the world in lots of different environments, on different terrains and in different climates. Often we adapt by changing our behaviour in small ways, making tools and changing the clothing we wear. But there are some really remarkable ways people have been able to physically adapt to their surroundings. Read on to find out about some of the ways in which humans have adapted to live in some extraordinary places.
Please note: some of what you read will be amazing, but isn't to be tried for yourself!
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People live at heights of over 4,000 metres above sea level on the Tibetan Plateau
Life at height
When people climb mountains they can get altitude sickness. This is one of the things that makes it such a difficult task. We measure altitude as the distance of the ground above where the sea would be, which we call sea-level. Unless you live in the mountains, most people in the UK live near to sea level. As people climb mountains, the amount of oxygen in the air gets much lower– at the summit of Mount Everest, every breath contains only one third of the oxygen you would breathe in at sea level. People with altitude sickness experience awful flu-like feelings and sickness as they get further up.
But people in different parts of the world have adapted to live in mountainous regions in different ways.
The average height of the Andean Plateau in South America is 3,750 metres above sea level. People here have adapted to the air there in two ways. They can take in more air with each breath, meaning they get more oxygen than someone that lives at sea level. Their blood also contains a higher concentration of red blood cells, which carry oxygen around the body.
The Tibetan Plateau across Central and Eastern Asia is even higher up, with an average height of over 4,500 metres above sea level. People here have adapted in different ways to the high life than those in South America. Tibetans’ average breathing rate is high, meaning that they bring more oxygen into their bodies than people who live at sea level by taking in more breaths. They also have widened blood vessels, meaning that blood flows more easily around the body, transporting oxygen where it’s needed.
The Sherpas, who live in the heights of the Himalayas, have adapted in another way. It has been found that many Sherpas are able to create more energy with less oxygen, which stops some of the symptoms of altitude sickness.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Igloos are just one way Inuit keep warm, but did you know that many Inuit have adapted to create warmth from their food?
Life in the cold
The arctic regions of the globe are seriously cold places to be. But people have been living in the far northern parts of the globe for centuries. How do they manage?
You may know about Inuit peoples’ clever use of snow to make shelters called igloos, and their use of animal skins to keep warm. However, you may not know that many are also better adapted to deal with low temperatures.
The Inuit have historically hunted and gathered food, including lots of large sea mammals like whales and seals. This means their diet has been high in meat and fat. Over thousands of years, many people living in arctic areas have developed the ability to turn these foods into a type of fat that lets them burn calories more quickly and generate more body heat. This helps them keep warm from the inside in sub-zero temperatures.
Why doesn't an igloo melt?
Bajau fisherman often dive deep to catch their supper on just one breath!
Life at sea
A number of groups of people in south-east Asia live traditional lifestyles based at sea, hunting for food by diving down to the sea bed.
But how do they breathe diving down so deep? You might be used to seeing divers with specialist equipment, but for people such as the Bajau, who live off the coasts of Malaysia and Indonesia, this isn’t an option. They’ve lived this way for centuries and adapted to the lifestyle in natural ways.
The Bajau divers are able to get down to the sea bed to hunt with spears. This is because they’re able to relax and slow their heart rate, slowing down the speed at which the body uses energy and decreasing the need for oxygen. They’ve become used to holding their breath for long periods of time. Their bodies also create more haemoglobin, the chemical in red blood cells that carries oxygen around the body, meaning they can do more with the little oxygen they have.
Moken children are able to see with amazing clarity - but how?
Another group that dive for food, the Moken people, live off the west coast of Thailand. Their children spend much of their days diving for food. The reason the children go out diving is because they’re able to see underwater, while the adults cannot.
Normally, when we swim underwater, the water makes it difficult for our eyes to correctly create the image of what is in front of us – it becomes really blurry. However, Moken children are able to make the pupils (the black centre of their eye that let’s light in) as small as they possibly can, increasing the distance at which their eyes can focus. They’re also able to change the shape of their eye’s lens, the part behind the pupil that bends light rays to create a clear image. This can make up for the blurriness of the image when underwater. Dolphins and seals have similar adaptations to improve their ability to see in the sea! Adults unfortunately lose these abilities as they get older.
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