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TARDIGRADES (or “Water Bears’) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tardigrades are widely unknown to the public including many scientists. Lots of people 
have never seen them or heard of them before. They are strange, microscopic (you 
can only see them with a microscope) animals. They are only 0.3-0.5mm long. Although 
they are very tiny they look and act a bit like other animals that are hundreds of 
times bigger than them. 

About 750 species of tardigrade are known to the scientific world. They always live in 
water: in the oceans and in ponds but most typically in small droplets of water bound 
by mosses or lichens. You can bet your life that some tardigrades will be very close to 
you right now, they are usually within a distance of 10 meters or less. They were first 
discovered in the 18th Century and they are more commonly known as “water bears”.  
 

Tardigrades are harmless 

There have been no reports about a tardigrade seeking human contact or annoying 
somebody, e.g. by biting into a person's skin. 
 
Why are tardigrades so fascinating? 

Water bears have miniature legs, claws, muscles, eyes, stomach, mouth and nerves. 
They are mini versions of animals. What’s so special about them? They have a strange 
ability to dry out fully for up to 75 years.  It looks like they are dead and then they 
miraculously come back to life if you add a drop of water. 
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What do tardigrades have to do with Antarctica? 

These amazing, tiny, tough creatures are adapted to survive in Antarctica because of 
their ability to dry out and wait for the right conditions before they come back to 
life.  Tardigrades are some of the only animals that are able to survive deep in the 
Antarctic interior. They seem to be almost totally indestructible.  

People have tried to kill tardigrades in many ways, to test out how strong they are. In 
a dry state they can survive without any food, oxygen or water for years. They can 
withstand acid and solvent attack.  They can also survive extreme high and low 
temperatures (down to -273 ºC). They can survive very high pressures, X-rays, 
radiation and even being in space.  They have been found underneath 5 metres of ice. 

To see them you need to get some moss and look at it under a microscope. 

 


