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Both polar regions are covered by extensive seasonal sea ice which is inhabited by a variety of plants and animals. The number of organisms living in the sea ice may exceed those in the water column by several orders of magnitude per unit volume. However, between the two polar regions there are fundamental differences in sea ice properties such as mean age, thickness distribution, mean salinity, development, crystal structure, and minimum and maximum sea ice expansion. These differences not only influence the space available for settlement but also the abundance, diversity, and distributional pattern of species living in the sea ice system both in the Arctic and Antarctic. Key species from the sea ice community may be used as tools in reconstructing the extent of sea ice cover in the past.
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