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WELCOME TO POLAR BEAR ALLEY 

 

First of all, thank you for choosing Polar Bear Alley! We are very excited to showcase the 

Canadian sub-arctic on our tours and give you an unforgettable experience with Churchill’s polar 

bears.  We strive for the most impactful encounters with these majestic animals while 

maintaining client safety and respect for the bears.  There is truly nothing like encountering a 

polar bear on their terms and in their natural habitat. 

 

ABOUT CHURCHILL 

 

Churchill is the polar bear capital of the world… for a reason.  The town - evolving from an 18th 

century fur trading post - was built on the natural ‘migration route’ for the Western Hudson Bay 

polar bears.  Each year, as the ice melts on Hudson Bay, these bears swim ashore in late July and 

are landlocked until November.   

 

The Churchill coastline provides the best conditions for an early freeze - it is a north-facing 

‘shelf’ where prevailing winds, tides and fresh water outflow create the perfect conditions for the 

ocean to freeze.  Polar bears stage along the coast waiting for an early start to their seal hunting 

season. 

 

Polar bears have been a tourism attraction here since the 1970s and no polar bears have been 

hunted in Manitoba since 1991.  They are quite habituated to human presence.  This really is the 

only place in the world where you can get this close to polar bears without disturbing their life 

patterns. 

 

ABOUT POLAR BEARS 

 

The western Hudson Bay population of polar bears is the most well-known population of polar 

bears in the world.  There are approximately 1,000 bears in this subpupulation (one of 19 around 

the world).  This population is threatened by a changing climate, however, they have responded 

and adapted to a much stronger degree than anyone had predicted.  While they have changed 

their ‘migration’ patterns due to highly erratic ice conditions, the population does seem to be 

‘stable’ for now.  Much debate revolves around these bears between Inuit traditional 

management and scientific research but for now, you can look forward to encountering several 

healthy bears during your trip. 

 

CHECKLIST 

 

Here is a checklist of things you must complete before your trip: 

__ Complete and sign the Medical Form and Waiver. 

__ Purchase trip cancellation and medical insurance 

__ Review trip details on the Polar Bear Alley website and in this information package 

__ Familiarize yourself with location of the tour 

__ Apply for eTA to travel in Canada, if necessary (see below). 
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Note: To secure your spot, medical forms and waivers must be completed when you pay your 

deposit. It only takes a few minutes. If your medical information changes between this date and 

your trip departure, you are responsible for informing us. Your participation in activities may be 

restricted at your guide’s discretion if your medical conditions compromise your safety or the 

safety of others. 

 

ELECTRONIC TRAVEL AUTHORIZATION FOR CANADA  

 

If you are not Canadian or American, or do not have a valid Canadian travel visa, you need 

Electronic Travel Authorization (eTA) to travel to Canada. Most applications are approved 

within minutes and it only costs $7. 

 

FLYING TO/FROM WINNIPEG 

 

You will need to arrive one day early and overnight in Winnipeg as the Churchill flight leaves 

either at 8:15 am or 9:30 am on the first day of the tour, depending on the dates (see below). The 

return flight to Winnipeg arrives at 4:30pm so you could take an evening flight home on the 

same day. However, weather delays are a possibility so some guests prefer to spend the night in 

Winnipeg and depart for home the following morning.  

 

Last minute shopping is available at Mark’s Work Wearhouse (Polo Park), Atmosphere (Polo 

Park), Mountain Equipment Co-op (Downtown) or North Face/Summit (Tuxedo).  Camera and 

batteries are available at Best Buy or FutureShop (Polo Park) or PhotoCentral on Portage 

Avenue. 

 

WINNIPEG TO CHURCHILL FLIGHTS 

 

Calm Air International offers one flight per day from Winnipeg to Churchill, space is limited.   

 

Polar Bear Alley has secured a $1000 rate for flights on Calm Air for the Winnipeg-Churchill 

return portion of your journey. This rate is locked-in at Calm Air’s earliest and lowest airfare and 

can be accessed for Polar Bear Alley clients no matter how late you book.   

 

(If you booked airfare with Polar Bear Alley prior to this rate being finalized, you will be 

credited the difference in your final tour invoice).  

 

There is no need to book your Churchill-Winnipeg flights – we have done it for you! The cost of 

this flight will be added to your invoice.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/visit-canada/eta.html
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FLIGHT TIMES: 

 

Depart Winnipeg 8:15 am – arrive Churchill 10:15 (Oct 17, 24, 31) 

Depart Winnipeg 9:30 am – arrive Churchill 12:45pm (Nov 5 & 10) 

Depart Churchill 1:15 pm –  arrive Winnipeg 4:30pm (All dates) 

 

There can be delays due to weather conditions or mechanical problems so trip insurance is a 

must for this leg. You should plan to be at the Winnipeg airport two hours before your flight to 

avoid delays at security. Our guides will meet you at the airport in Churchill and transport you to 

the hotel on the first day of the tour.  In ‘bear season’, there is usually a late check-in 

requirement as space is extremely limited so we will drop your luggage at the hotel, grab some 

camera gear and extra layers and head straight out to view polar bears. 

 

 

CARBON OFFSETS - PLAN INTERNATIONAL 

 

At Polar Bear Alley, we strive to maintain a high ecological ethic, however many of our 

locations are fly-in only and this, of course, presents a challenge.  To offset our carbon footprint 

as a company, we donate $100 to Plan International (Plan Canada) for each Winnipeg-Churchill 

return flight; specifically, to the I’m A Girl campaign. 

 

Plan International is a non-denominational international charity that supports underprivileged 

populations around the world; many of whom will be affected the most by our currently 

changing climate. 

 

We have chosen this method of carbon offsets for the following reasons: 

It supports women’s health, education and reproductive rights.  As you know, global population 

is a part of our current climate crisis and is a complex issue. 

Planting trees can be a worthy cause, however the return on the carbon exchange is quite delayed 

 

Please indicate if you would like to match our donation ($100 CDN) as part of your tour price 

and we will gladly adjust the invoice.  You may also donate on your own as a carbon offset at 

PlanCanada.ca 

 

SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Churchill is a remote location and we encourage all clients to bring your own eco-friendly mug 

and cutlery for your flights and tours.  It is very challenging to run a truly green business in 

Canada’s north, however, we are working to improve operations each year. 

 

Currently, Churchill’s recycling program is being reworked and as a result we are collecting and 

shipping aluminum cans south to Winnipeg at the end of the season to be recycled there.  We 

understand this is a very small step but there are some very real challenges in the arctic…. Any 

additional suggestions regarding sustainable operations are welcome. 

 

http://plancanada.ca/
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ACCOMMODATIONS IN WINNIPEG 

 

Polar Bear Alley recommends these hotels: 

 

Courtyard Winnipeg Airport (Marriott) 

Located across from the Winnipeg airport this is an affordable option with minimal 

complications.  Rates range from $85 to $125 per night. 

780 Powerhouse Road  

Winnipeg, Manitoba R3H 1C7  

Marriott Reservations in the US and Canada: 1-888-236-2427 

Tel:  1 204-505-8600 

 

Hilton Suites Winnipeg Airport 

This location is approximately 1km away from the airport but provides a courtesy shuttle and has 

a nice restaurant and lounge.  Good locations slightly further away from the hustle and bustle. 

 

1800 Wellington Avenue 

Winnipeg, Manitoba, R3H 1B2 

Tel: 1-204-783-1700, ywgwi-salesadm@hilton.com 

 

Sandman Hotels 

Another recommended option that provides shuttle service to and from the airport.  CHOP 

restaurant is attached and is an excellent steak house with a lively atmosphere. 

 

1750 Sargent Avenue, 

Winnipeg, Manitoba R3H 0C7 

Tel:  204 775 7263 

reservation@sandman.ca 

 

 

FAQ - POLAR BEAR VIEWING 

 

Who is this experience designed for? 

These trips are ideal for people who are passionate about wildlife, photography, learning about 

ecology and northern culture while exploring beautiful places. They are best suited for people 

who are patient and appreciative of their surroundings. Churchill is a wildly interesting place 

both visually but also with a rich history and some local tall tales added into the mix.  You won’t 

soon forget the Polar Bear Capital of the World! 

 

Do you guarantee we will see a polar bear? 

Sadly, there is no guarantee. And, depending on this year’s ice conditions, there could be times 

when we go long stretches without seeing a polar bear.  Nonetheless, we have an extremely high 

success rate.  In 15 years, we have never been ‘skunked’ on a tour (knock on wood). 

mailto:ywgwi-salesadm@hilton.com
mailto:reservation@sandman.ca
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How many guests are on each trip? 

The group size is never more than 8 for our groups with a one guide to four client ratio. 

 

What are the accommodations like? 

The Bear Country Inn is a basic hotel that is owned by Churchill resident, John Hrominchuk Jr.  

He is a good friend of Polar Bear Alley and grew up in Churchill.  The atmosphere is relaxed and 

fun.  This is the one hotel that does not cater solely to the mass tourism tour groups of ‘bear 

season’.  There are independent travellers and small photography groups on site as well - a great 

place to socialize if you like.  Continental breakfast is provided. 

 

What is the food like – and can you accommodate special diets? 

There are a few main restaurants in Churchill and two lounges for after hours drinks - however, 

you will probably be quite ready for bed after a full day outside and then a hearty meal.  Polar 

Bear Alley is looking to work with a local caterer to provide our guests with a special rate for 

lunches and dinners at an ocean view restaurant.  We will update you closer to the start of the 

season once details are ironed out! 

 

How does bear viewing work? 

We tour from dawn until dusk… which is an attainable feat given the latitude and the time of 

year!  The tour usually starts around 730-8am and ends at 430-5pm, depending on conditions.  

We head out just before the sun crests the horizon and often photograph the sunset to end the 

day. 

 

Its a fairly basic equation - we drive ‘safari-style’ along our trail system in search of polar bears 

and other wildlife.  On most days, we spot a polar bear with binoculars and anticipate its path.  

This allows us to set up and let the bear walk towards us.  A perfect encounter starts at a long 

distance and ends with a magical close encounter.  As your guide ‘manages’ the encounter, you 

can simply enjoy the privilege of being on the ground with North America’s largest land 

predator. 

 

Our guides are all well-versed in bear behaviour and patterns.  Respect for the bear is the 

absolute goal during each encounter – for some bears this means standing up to them, sometimes 

it means talking to them and sometimes it means retreating.  Our job is to know the bears so that 

we can manage the humans properly.  For example, Peanut is treated differently than Dr. Hook; 

Brattus is definitely different from Mr. Clean…!! 

 

For the most part, we do not venture far from the vehicles - both for convenience of access to 

camera gear and lenses but also to reduce our envelope - if we stay near the vehicle then the bear 

views us as ‘one entity’ instead of several stimuli. 

 

Some days we have bears all to ourselves and other days we are among the other tour operators’ 

vehicles.  It is a small but tight knit group of guides and operators, so everything is always fun 

even if we end up in the ‘crowd’.  Everyone is out there for the benefit of the bears and their 

clients. 
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Where will we be viewing bears? 

Our territory extends from the municipal boundaries of the Town of Churchill east to the edge of 

the Tundra Vehicle tourism area.  We operate on a series of trails that extend from the main 

highway - the only road - out of Churchill.  Along this 20km stretch, there are eight main trails 

that we use - Miss Piggy Beach, Incinerator Trail, Polar Bear Alley, Mile Three, Ladoon Beach, 

Ithaca Cove and Bird Cove.  All of these locations are on the shores of Hudson Bay and offer 

magnificent backdrops with high chances for polar bear encounters. 

 

Do these trips contribute to wildlife conservation?  

Travelling with us puts a value on maintaining wildlife populations in the Canadian arctic. While 

Churchill may seem contradictory at times, it is an absolute success story of bears and people co-

existing.  It is the ONLY location in Canada where polar bears are not hunted and these animals 

are habituated to people; habituated in a way that we are not perceived as threats.  Once fear is 

removed, then so many doors are opened… 

 

We are also leading members of the Churchill Bear Guide Association which places a high value 

on trail maintenance and environmental restoration as well as public education in terms of polar 

bear safety. 

 

What other wildlife will we hope to see other than polar bears? 

Additional trips will be made into the treeline and other locations to search for other species.  An 

afternoon along the coast will be spent with an arctic hare and also with red foxes.  The red fox 

has three phases - the traditional red phase, ‘cross’ fox phase and silver fox; these colour morphs 

are spectacular especially in the first snow and first frost.  Arctic foxes are increasingly rare as 

the red fox expands its territory in a warming climate, they are more likely to be seen in 

November or the final week of the season. 

 

A full species list may include (from common to rare): 

Ptarmigan, Gyrfalcon, Hudson Bay Eider, Scoter, Tundra Swan, Spruce Grouse, Snowy Owls, 

Peregrine Falcon, Northern Hawk Owl 

Red Fox, Arctic Hare, Snowshoe Hare, Pine Marten, Arctic Fox, Woodland Caribou, Wolverine, 

Wolves 

 

Northern Lights Viewing 

Churchill is one of the best places in the world to view the aurora borealis.  We are often right 

under the ‘Auroral Oval’, an area of the highest northern lights activity circling the magnetic 

pole.  Northern lights viewing or photography can be coordinated depending on the space 

weather (solar activity) forecast.  Sunspot activity usually takes about three days to hit the earth’s 

magnetic field and create magical aurora.  When this combines with a crisp, clear night, the 

results are unforgettable.  You will want a sturdy tripod and wide angle (or close) lens.  A remote 

trigger is also advisable for aurora photography.  Finally, a head lamp is a key piece of 

equipment for your settings and changing exposure lengths in the dark (don’t worry bear guards 

will accompany you if you are outside of town limits). 
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FAQ - GENERAL 

 

What level of fitness is required? 

Guests need a good level of fitness and good balance for these trips.  We do not walk long 

distances (unless the group is really keen) but we are outside much of the day.  There will be 

short walks but for the most part, we try to stay in the envelope of the vehicles.  You will need to 

get in and out the vehicle fairly easily - while we stand our ground with most bears, our policy is 

to ‘retreat’ if cubs are being too investigative or if there is an older, unhealthy bear.  We have 

operated for 15 years without having to use our guns as deterrents and are very proud of this 

achievement. 

 

A slightly higher level of fitness is required for trips in November as opposed to October, due to 

the ice and snow conditions.  Blizzards can hit the Churchill region for 2-3 days in November - 

while they make for epic polar bear photography, the conditions for clients are more challenging. 

 

What about Waivers, Medical Forms and Travel Insurance? 

To secure your spot on a trip, waivers and medical forms must be completed when you pay your 

deposit. It is a simple process that takes 5 minutes. It is also mandatory that tour participants 

purchase independent trip cancellation insurance to protect against 

any unforeseen circumstance.  

 

Is this a photography tour or workshop? 

No. People who want to come to view wildlife without taking photos are most welcome. 

However, most of our guests do like to take photos and the Churchill area has endless 

opportunities for great photography. Although this is not specifically a photo workshop, all Polar 

Bear Alley guides are accomplished photographers and will do all they can to help you get more 

out of your photos and your experience. 

 

Do you have any pre-trip photography tips? 

Churchill is one of the best locations for light - ‘magic hour’ starts basically at sunrise and lasts 

through most of the day - with only a short break for lunch.  The depth and variety of light and 

colours (whether the bay is open or frozen) is truly amazing. 

 

Most people use lenses in the 200-500 mm range most commonly.  600mm lenses can give you 

quite the impact with closeups but also bring a second body with a 100-300mm for closer 

encounters.  Multipliers and doublers are absolutely fine in Churchill given the high quality of 

light. 

 

Can we bring drones? 

No. It is not permitted to fly drones near the bears and there are very few other opportunities to 

fly drones safely.  Most of the Churchill coast is classified as an ‘advanced’ security zone due to 

the proximity of the airport so you would need a special certificate to fly a drone and permission 

from NavCanada. 
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Special requests can be made as Polar Bear Alley does have the necessary certifications and has 

experience in attaining permissions from NavCanada.  We can assist you if a drone image is a 

high priority, however these requests would require significant advance notice and involve 

additional fees. 

 

Are cell communications and wifi available?  

Churchill has cell coverage for most of the coast but there are still a few ‘dead spots’ which are 

kind of a blessing actually (ha!).  Wifi is available at the Bear Country Inn and at most 

restaurants and/or lounges.  Wifi is also available at the Churchill Northern Studies Centre.  

Keep in mind that Churchill is experiencing a lot of visitors at this time (most are on the tundra 

buggies for the day…) but everyone is back in town at night and all using wifi.  Speeds can get a 

bit ‘slow’… 

 

What other services does Churchill have? 

Churchill has a full service pharmacy and a Regional Health Centre that is quite well staffed.  

The town office is available for printing or business needs as well as the lobby/front desk at the 

Bear Country Inn.  The Northern Store, centrally located along Kelsey Boulevard, is a full-

service grocery store with a liquor outlet inside.  Other services include a hardware store 

including some limited camera or eye-glass repair items.  A Canada goose dealer is also located 

at the small Tamarack Foods outlet along the edge of town.  

 

Do we need our passport?  

Yes! Even if you are a Canadian citizen, please bring your passport!!  The post office in 

Churchill has a special ‘polar bear stamp’ for visitors and it is a very nice souvenir of your visit. 

 

What about gratuities for Guides? 

At Polar Bear Alley, there are no expectations around tips. However, for those who would like to 

provide a gratuity, $10-25 per day is a good guideline. 

   

Additional Questions? 

 

Please feel free to contact us at polarbearalley@gmail.com or @polarbearalley on Instagram 

with any specific concerns or questions. We are also on facebook at Polar Bear Alley 

(@polarbearblog). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:polarbearalley@gmail.com
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Packing List 

            

Other Clothing: 

• Light and heavy warm layers - temperatures can range from 0C(32F) to -40C(-40F)… usually 

we are in the range of -5C to -20C. (Note: please avoid cotton as it doesn't dry quickly and we 

want to avoid ‘sweat’.  Wool, fleece or synthetic layers are excellent.) 

• Suitable long outdoor pants (e.g. tough insulated nylon pants are best) - heavy ski pants are a 

bit much in terms of mobility. Avoid cotton pants and jeans. 

• Long-underwear layers (top and bottom). Merino wool (HIGHLY recommended) or synthetic 

materials. 

• Cold weather hat with some form of ear protection from the cold and/or excessive guide banter 

• Warm sweater/Warm jacket 

• Gloves or mittens 

 

Personal items: 

• Sunglasses and sun block 

• Spare eyeglasses and contact lenses 

• Personal toiletries; Personal medications labeled clearly. 

• Backpack to carry camera gear and personal items into the field 

• Small water bottle and/or re-useable coffee mug 

• Binoculars 

 

Camera Gear 

Be sure to bring memory cards, batteries and your battery chargers. 

For our international guests, don’t forget to bring a 120 Volt converter for your electronic 

devices and plug adaptors for North American socket 

Camera gear can be stowed in the vehicles but space is at a premium so a light daypack along 

with your camera and tripod is preferred 

Consider bringing extra lens cloths in individual zip-loc bags so you always have a dry cloth 

We often bring a small towel to wipe condensation or dry snow off our camera and lens bodies 

A plastic bag or nylon lens cover can be an essential piece of gear when it is snowing but there is 

lots of wildlife action - this is also critical for northern lights photography 

You may want to consider getting a $9 silica pack to put in your camera bag to absorb moisture 

caused by temperature change while we are getting in and out of the vehicles  

 

Lastly, and most importantly, please bring your enthusiasm and appreciation for wildlife and 

natural beauty. As with any wildlife trip, it is always an asset to bring along a good dose of 

patience and an ability to appreciate your surroundings. 

 

Please feel free to contact us with any more questions or concerns!  We look forward to 

exploring the world of polar bears with you!! 
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Bear Season Review 2019 - Polar Bear Alley 

 

Here is a quick review of the 2019 season and while every year is different, this should give you 

some idea of what to expect for your Churchill visit!! 

 

Week 1 - October 19-25 (Fall colours with some snow) 

The first week of the season had great bear interactions and behaviours.  Beluga whale kills are 

becomingly increasingly more common as the ice changes and this season, a whale carcass 

attracted 6-10 bears.  From the first week we had sparring bears and a couple mothers and cubs 

entering the area. 

 

The light was really amazing for this first trip and photographic conditions really let us maximize 

our time on the tundra.  There was only a small amount of snow but the colours were amazing - 

ocean was very blue, yellow and red grasses, lichens on the rocks were really highlighted.   

 

Red foxes, ptarmigan and arctic hares were present from the beginning to the end of the season.  

 

Week 2 - October 26-November 1 (Transition from fall to winter, change in backdrops) 

Bear numbers and behaviours remained exceptional.  Bears remained near the carcass but started 

spreading out along the coast as well.  The sparring partners continued to entertain clients on an 

almost daily basis. 

 

More families passed through the area and an older mother with a single cub entertained the 

groups.  This was a very tolerant mom who let her cub roam quite far which was fun to watch 

but a ‘headache’ for the guides as the cub was quite bold. 

 

Two wolverines were spotted at the carcass and several foxes patrolled the area, including a 

beautiful cross fox. 

 

Week 3 - November 2-8 (Snow and ice building) 

During this trip, we watching the bay go from essentially no ice to almost frozen, a real change 

from ‘cold’ to real arctic conditions including a blizzard.  Clients enjoyed a variety of backdrops 

and the continued presence of our family groups. 

 

Some older bears arrived this week and displaced some of the younger bears running around, 

making for a change in dynamic and behavious.  It was a very entertaining week although a few 

of our trails snowed in. 

 

A wolf pack also passed through the area but was only visible in the very early hours of the day 

if at all. 

 

Week 4 - November 9-14 (Arctic landscape, winter wonderland) 

Ice was present for this entire week and during this time, several bears headed out to hunt seals 

but many bears were present right to the last day of tours.  Our family group entertained right to 

the end, venturing out to test the ice every day before finally making her decision to leave.  We 
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did not see any sparring in this last week but that was mainly due to an old bear’s injury - he 

simply could not fight with his sparring partner… most of his time was spent ‘bluff charging’ 

other bears in an attempt to retain his dominance. 

 

Manitoba Conservation’s Polar Bear Alert program emptied out ‘the polar bear jail’ this week 

signalling the end of the season.  Here they release bears directly on to the ice from the traps and 

this adds a few more viewing  

 

An arctic fox appeared, adding to the wildlife count for the season - they are getting rarer as the 

climate changes and red foxes advance their territory northward. 


