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BACK TO THE FUTURE
In 2012, our wildest sci-fi dreams 
seemed possibly within reach, at least 
for an elite few. In a story about two 
up-and-coming flying-car companies, 
senior writer Nicholas Köhler reported 
on their progress:
While Terrafugia is intent on getting its 
Transition to a good swath of the 
moneyed set—it’s slated to go into 
limited production late next year with a 
US$279,000 price tag—[Carplane 
project manager John] Brown doesn’t 
believe the flying car will be the mass 
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I
f you know less about lemmings 
than Dominique Fauteux does—and 
you almost certainly do—then what 
you do know about lemmings is likely 

false. And it probably goes something like 
this: lemmings follow each other around 
in a brainless herd, and when the mood 
strikes them, they will commit mass sui-
cide by jumping off any accessible cliff. 

The legends, misunderstandings and 
outright fraud that added up to that repu-
tation are based on the mysterious popu-

lation cycles that make the tiny rodents 
fascinating to Fauteux, a research scien-
tist in zoology at the Canadian Museum 
of Nature’s Natural Heritage Campus in 
Gatineau, Que. Lemmings undergo popu-
lation cycles that last three to four years, 
during which their numbers can fluctuate 
a hundredfold. So Fauteux and his team—
they work each summer at research sites on 
Bylot Island and Cambridge Bay in Nunavut, 
and near Salluit in northern Quebec—will 
see an “outbreak” with a bumper crop of 

When life serves  
you lemmings

An explanation for the Arctic rodent’s epic  
population cycle may finally be at hand

BY SHANNON PROUDFOOT

lemmings one year before their numbers 
drop to near zero the following year, and 
perhaps stay that way for another season 
before suddenly exploding again. “You 
have a new outbreak, with lemmings all 
over the place,” Fauteux says. “You have 
to be careful to not step on them.”

Those strange boom-and-bust cycles led 
to the story that lemmings commit mass 
suicide when they become too numerous. 
But it was the 1958 Walt Disney Produc-
tions film White Wilderness that cemented 
that myth, with footage of lemmings char-
ging off a cliff. It was billed as a documen-
tary, but the scene was faked, with people 
behind the camera herding the animals 
to their staged deaths. “You can see dis-
tress in the lemmings,” says Fauteux of 
the scene. “You can clearly see that when 
they fall over the cliff, they were absolutely 
not prepared for that.”

The real reasons why their populations 
fluctuate have been the subject of scientific 
intrigue for decades. And after massive 
numbers of lemmings were observed last 
year earlier than expected in their popula-
tion cycle, Fauteux and his team hope to be 
able to solve this enduring puzzle in 2022.

Lemmings are unusual rodents in that 
they breed over the winter, beneath the 
snow. One female can reproduce four to 
five times over the nine-month Arctic winter, 
with up to seven babies per litter. Fauteux’s 
team believes predation is what drives the 
dramatic population trends, but how that 
might occur involves a complicated web 
of six degrees of Arctic separation. 

Lemmings are prey for snowy owls, long-
tailed jaegers, hawks, falcons, cranes, Arc-
tic foxes and ermines. “They’re the ones 
being eaten because they are easier to find, 
easier to catch, and they are all over the 
place,” Fauteux says. “They’re just like little 
chicken nuggets running over the tundra.” 
All the birds on the lemming predator list 
migrate, leaving the last two as the only 
winter predators. 

Fauteux’s team hypothesizes that the 
ermine is the X factor, because they are 
not present in the ecosystem every year, 
yet researchers see lemming populations 
decline when they are there. To test this, 
after the snow melts in June, the research-
ers will collect and examine lemming nests 
built out of dried grasses. Arctic foxes 
can’t fit into the nests, so any evidence of 

predation—a scrap of skin, say, or a severed 
paw—points to ermines as the executioners. 
The ermines’ efficiency at killing the lem-
mings could explain why there are years 
when their population doesn’t rebound. 
Fauteux’s team has wooden boxes they 
use to trap lemmings for study, and they 
returned one summer to find the ermines 
had turned one into a winter pantry. “It’s 
a bit disgusting,” he says. “We found 28 
carcasses of lemmings stashed in one.”

They have observed that when there 
are many snowy owls—which prey on 
ermines—the decline in lemmings doesn’t 
occur. That might in turn explain the fluc-
tuation in ermines. 

One effect of climate change that could 
affect lemmings is more frequent rain-on-
snow events, which create a hard ice layer 
that makes it difficult for them to dig their 
nests. Fauteux’s team tested this in the lab 
by simulating rainfall on snow samples they 
collected, then watching the burrowing 
of the lemmings they trapped to study. 
The lemmings switched from using their 
claws to using their teeth in order to break 
through the ice. Fauteux finds this adapta-
tion impressive, but says it could eventu-
ally require too much energy from them, 
leading to death or reduced reproduction. 

“In the end, we don’t expect that the lem-
mings will disappear,” he says, “but we cer-
tainly expect that the peaks, the amplitude 
of the cycles, will go down.” 

These little Arctic chicken nuggets are 
critical to the rest of the food chain above 
them. In Norway, Arctic foxes relied on lem-
ming booms to reproduce well, and their 
population is now endangered. In Green-
land, there was no lemming outbreak for 
eight years, and snowy owls declined 98 per 
cent in the same period. “It’s no wonder 
that, since 1924, famous ecologists have 
been studying them,” Fauteux says. “In an 
ecological way, they are really mysterious.”

When he was a student, Fauteux would 
spend three months every summer in the 
Arctic, in his estimation “one of the most 
beautiful places on Earth.” Even when he’s 
focused on specific scientific questions, 
he says, “You see everything connected, 
everything happening at the same time.” 
Now that he has greater responsibilities, 
Fauteux’s time in the field is shorter, and 
those are the weeks of 2022 that he’ll be 
waiting for.  

RUNNING LOW
Supply chain gaps meet rising 
consumer demand. Prepare  
for a year of shortages. 

IS YOUR FRIDGE RUNNING?
Consumers are already waiting weeks or 
even months for some new appliances to 
show up, and experts say not to expect 
backlogs to clear anytime soon. Pray 
that old dryer can last one more year. 

AN EMPTY LOT
A semiconductor shortage has already 
thrown a wrench into the auto parts 
supply chain. Now warnings about a 
global magnesium shortage (a key 
component used to make aluminum for 
many car parts) could hit the brakes on 
the entire industry. 
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Lemming in the leaves: the ‘little chicken nuggets’ are critical to the Arctic food chain

commuter vehicle of the future, the 
promised “airplane in every garage.” 
Carplane’s market will include  
leisure and business travel in the 300- 
to 1,000-km range, but emergency and 
military applications, including  
the delivery of organs for transplant,  
is where Brown sees the most 
immediate future for the flying car.

In the same issue, writing 
from an imaginary future, 
Scott Feschuk had a slightly 
more  clairvoyant take:
Also, the whole “flying car” 
thing didn’t really work out. 
We’re as surprised as you 
are. After all, what could be safer than 
giving terrible drivers the ability to 
make poor decisions in literally an 
infinite number of directions? 

Besides, what 
billionaire 
wants a flying 
car when 
they’ve already 
been to space 
and back?

BUILD IT YOURSELF
The CEO of Ikea said in October that 
shipping delays from China will continue 
to be a problem well into the new year. 
The company has already been leasing 
its own ships and buying shipping 
containers (pre-assembled, one hopes) 
to try and keep the Poängs flowing. 

PEDALS TO THE METAL
Bicycles were among the most sought-
after, hard-to-find items in Year One of 
the pandemic. Now, heading into Year 
Three, bike shops report they’re still 
struggling to keep up with demand for 
two-wheeled transportation.

BEARINGS


