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RELATIONSHIPS WITH BEARS: WHAT IS POSSIBLE?

Stephen Herrero

Bears evolved from tree-dwelling,
Rather

than remaining specialized hunters

carnivorous ancestors.
living in trees with an exclusively
meat diet, they came to the ground
and evolved to become generalists
capable of gathering and eating a
diverse diet including fresh green
vegetation, roots, berries, nuts, fish
and meat. When food was scarce,
bears typically hibernated.

Another

tree-dwelling

also has
that

descended to the ground over time

creature

ancestors

and became omnivorous generalists,
capable of eating many of the same
This creature was

The
dietary overlap between bears and
sets the

sometimes competitive relationship.

things as bears.
human beings. potential

people stage for a
While there is some dietary overlap
between bears and people, bears are

Bears are
with

and

designed differently.
animals
bodies,
capable of applying great force when
digging,
trying to subdue prey or a perceived

powerful large,

compact muscles

moving rocks, or when
adversary. Polar bears and brown
bears are the largest species of
Carnivores in the world, bigger than

lions or tigers. In paw to hand

combat a bear will almost always
The

strength of bears and the rare, but

win over an unarmed person.

possibly serious even fatal, attacks
on people is one of the major
challenges of maintaining bear
populations.  What people have
and bears don’t, is a very large brain
While we

in unarmed

relative to body size.
can’t subdue bears

combat, we can understand their
By applying
knowledge and appropriate

behaviour and needs.
this
technology people can coexist with
bears with acceptable safety for both
species.

What kinds of relationships with
bears are possible and desirable?

It was a clash of titans when bears
and people first met hundreds of
thousands of years ago. Bears and
people competed. Groups of people
armed with stone-pointed spears
could sometimes kill a bear. Bears
were particularly vulnerable when
in their dens. Bears were eaten,
their hides were used for warmth,
claws and teeth became ornaments
testifying to the prowess and valour
of the hunter.

strength, character, and the danger

Because of their

bears posed to people, bears became

worshiped as symbols of the power
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of nature. Bears sometimes killed

or seriously injured people. Bears
were to be respected because

disrespect could bring tragedy to a

person. The Ainu, here on
Hokkaido, recognized that by
respecting  bears they  were

honouring the bear’s home land
which was also their home land.
By respecting bears the power of a
bear’s spirit became part of the Ainu
people.

Firearms changed the relationship
After

the invention of firearms people

between bears and people:

could kill bears at a distance, not in
hand to

hunting became less

claw combat. Bear
dangerous.
With the invention of repeating
rifles people began killing large
This led to

populations.

numbers of bears.
extirpation of Dbear
Brown bears on Honshu were
eliminated as was the brown bear
of Hokkaido. The

that was revered

over much
animal once
became a dangerous pest to be
removed for agriculture and other
human development. Similar
things happened throughout most of
the brown bear’s range around the
world. Surviving bears were able
to avoid people by occupying
difficult to access areas such as
steep mountain slopes or remote

rocky peninsulas such as Shiretoko.

Around the world bear numbers
plummeted as human numbers
grew exponentially.

Bears having lost the struggle for

dominance and space now live in the

shadow of a human dominated
landscape:
where we choose to not eliminate
them.

areas

Bears now survive only

In some rural agricultural
they are tolerated as
dangerous pests. The respect of
the Ainu has in some places been
replaced with contempt and fear,
based lack  of

knowledge regarding how to live

primarily on
safely with bears. Because bears
will always be dietary generalists
they are attracted to peoples’ crops,
foods, and edible garbage. This can
lead to bears damaging people’s
property and occasionally injuring
people. A major step toward
informed bear management is for
peoples’ foods and garbage to be
secured so bears can’t get at them
and get into trouble.
Bear-resistant food and garbage
storage containers, electric fences,
and crop locations remote from
bears are some of the approaches
that have been successful in Canada
and the USA.

Outstanding successes in coexisting

with wild bears: Two outstanding

examples of living with bears and

successful attractant management
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come from Yellowstone National
Park in the USA, and Canmore,
Alberta, Canada.

brown (grizzly) and black bears used

In Yellowstone

to get much of their energy rich food
from people’s garbage. Some of
this came from dumps where up to
70 bears congregated and fed, knee
deep in garbage. Another major
source of food for the bears was
food

Bears were also fed by
The lack

of attractant management led to

people’s and garbage in
campsites.

tourists along roadsides.

many bears getting into trouble by
destroying campsites and injuring
in the late

1960s successful efforts were made

people. Beginning
to wean bears from anthropogenic
food sources. Some of the most
addicted bears couldn’t learn new
habits and had to be killed. Today
research by Yellowstone grizzly bear
management specialist Mr. Kerry
Gunther shows that bears no longer
forage on people’s food or garbage
and there are fewer injuries to
people, less property damage by
bears, and fewer bears killed or
removed. The dramatic decrease in
deaths has

helped the Yellowstone brown bear

human-caused bear

population recover and be taken off
Each

year millions of visitors come to

of the threatened species list.

Yellowstone. Bears are the wildlife

species most people hope to see.
Park rangers manage the many
people who fulfil their dream by
seeing wild bears and other large
The park

people to remain about 90 metres

mammals. requires

from bears. This allows bears to
meet their needs and people to enjoy
seeing bears.

have  the
of federally supported
The

challenge of not attracting bears

Few communities
resources
Yellowstone National Park.
with our food or garbage can
sometimes be addressed in small
towns in a cost effective manner
exists.

provided public support

Canmore 1s a town of about 10,000

border of Banff
National Park. People used to put

people on the

their garbage out on the street once
a week for pick up by the town.
This is what is done in most cities in
Canada. But Canmore has bear
habitat all around it and bears were
attracted

awaiting pick up. Too many bears

into town by garbage

got into trouble and had to be
removed. By switching to
bear-proof, sturdy metal containers
(Haul AlI™) for each block the town
saved money and bears were no
longer attracted into town by
garbage.

What is possible regarding brown

bears and the Shiretoko ecosystem?
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When bears are repeatedly exposed
to people in a predicable manner,
yet are not injured or killed, they
typically come to accept people at
closer distances. This dynamic
called

habituation. Habituation is a major

change 1in behaviour 1is
way that people and bears come to
tolerate each other at fairly close
distances. Many people enjoy
seeing wild bears in their natural
habitat and being reasonably close
to them. This can be acceptably safe
for bears and people. People need
to recognize that such bears are not
They will tolerate people at
than do

However,

tame.
closer distances
non-habituated bears.
people should not approach even a
habituated bear to the point where
it shows signs of stress such as
drooling, teeth clacking, or running
a short distance at a person.

Also necessary for safety for bears
and people in this context is that
bears are not able to use boldness or

aggression to get at people’s foods or

garbage. People should not feed
habituated brown bears either
accidentally or on purpose. Such

and habituated

brown bears have killed and eaten

food-conditioned

people. Michio Hoshino, one of the
wildlife
was killed by a

world’s greatest
photographers,

food-conditioned brown bear.

There is great potential for people to
safely enjoy watching bears in
natural environments such as the
This i1s the

watching

Shiretoko Peninsula.
best

opportunity in Japan and one of the

brown bear
best in the world. The brown bear
habitat is very productive of high
quality foods such as salmon,
berries, nuts, green vegetation, deer
and whales. This supports a dense
population of bears that offers great
opportunity for viewing.

At McNeil River Falls, Alaska,
carefully regulated bear watching of
habituated coastal bears has taken
No bear

has been killed; no person has been

place for over 40 years.

injured. Thousands of people have
been inspired by watching wild
bears in untamed nature. In 1995
my wife and I were there along with
Masami  Yamanaka and Dr.
Tsutomu Mano. One day we saw
over 40 brown bears at the same
This

was awesome but one doesn’t need

time, all within 150 metres.

to see large numbers of bears to be
Just

the opportunity to see one of these

inspired by a bear in nature.

large and powerful Carnivores

searching for natural foods or
interacting with other bears can
create a sense of awe and respect for
nature.

There will be many details to
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address to fully develop the brown
bear viewing opportunities on the
Shiretoko Peninsula. Masami
Yamanaka has suggested that a
major bear-viewing opportunity on
Shiretoko could be from boats. I
like this idea. It could offer excellent
observation opportunities, little
disturbance of bears, and
outstanding safety for people. The
delta of the Khutzeymateen River in
British Columbia, Canada, has been
used successfully for over 10 years
for boat-based observation of brown
bears.

In Shiretoko National Park there
are many opportunities to
encourage people to observe and be
inspired by bears and their natural
environment. This can be done
with safety for people and for bears.
If this opportunity is taken in
Shiretoko National Park it could
help to nurture people’s respect for
bears and wild nature, and inspire
visitors to live sustainably with

nature.
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“Bear management case studies from Katmai National Park”

Vic Knox, Deputy Regional Director, Alaska Region, National Park Service

Katmai National Park is located in
southwest Alaska, about 460
kilometers (300 miles) southwest of
Anchorage. It was established in 1918
as a national monument and then
redesignated in 1980 as a national park
and preserve. One of the purposes for
which the park was established is to
protect the brown bear population
(approximately =~ 2200  bears)—the
largest protected population of Alaskan
brown bears in the world. Salmon and
rainbow trout fishing is exceptional,
and for years was the main reason
visitors chose to come to the park. In
the last decade, a major increase in
interest has developed in bear viewing
to the point that it is now the main
activity of most park visitors.

The only way to visit the park is by
float plane.

Over 40,000 people visit Katmai each

year. Roughly half of the visitors fly
in for the day and return home that
evening. Brooks Camp, the busiest
area of the park is home to about 100
bears each summer, and receives
250-300 people daily during July when
salmon are in the Brooks River. There
is a lodge there where 65 people stay
each night throughout the summer.
The challenges come in finding an
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appropriate balance between protecting
bears in their natural environment and
providing visitors an opportunity to
observe bears safely. Bear-human
interaction can provide tremendous
rewards if managed appropriately, but
those interactions are not without risk,
and they can become very dangerous
without educating visitors and taking
reasonable precautions.
The objectives of Katmai’s bear
management program are:

1. Retain the natural population
dynamics of bears
Allow their natural patterns of
feeding and habitat use to
continue
Preclude a learned orientation
of bears toward people,
especially with regard to food
Minimize bear-human conflicts,
and
Provide opportunities for
humans to learn about, observe,
and appreciate bears.

2.

Knowledge of the world in which a bear
lives helps us understand conflicts
between bears and people so we can
take steps to prevent them, thereby
protecting bears as well as ourselves.
Brooks Camp has a remarkable safety
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record, reflecting the incredible
tolerance and adaptability of well-fed,
habituated bears, deliberate NPS
management practices, and to a certain
extent luck. Elevated walkways and
platforms facilitate bear viewing.
Park regulations prohibit visitors from
approaching or remaining within 50
yards of bears and park policies

discourage staff from moving bears,
unless they are near human living
areas.

Use of designated food and gear storage
facilities has greatly reduced damage to
visitor’s property, as has electric fencing
around the campground. Placement of iron
“burglar” bars over windows and iron guards
over projecting cabin timbers has
discouraged chewing. Fishing is mostly
catch-and-release, and any fish caught are
stored whole in a special building.
Picnicking is permitted only in designated
areas. Garbage is emptied every night by
NPS staff. An incinerator in Brooks Camp is
used to burn trash that is safe to incinerate.

Alaska’s brown bears are in general a lot
more tolerant of the proximity of other bears
in coastal feeding areas, and many also
become accustomed to repeated human
presence.  Some bears exhibit high levels
of habituation and under most circumstances
pay little attention to humans, even at close
distances. As long as bears are not
food-conditioned, aggression toward humans
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from highly habituated bears is extremely
rare, but can occur if humans push the limits
of bears’ tolerance.

Trained park staff are stationed throughout
Brooks Camp to assist visitors, manage
visitor traffic, and provide interpretation.
The park provides training in bear biology,
bear behavior, hazing techniques, and use of
bear spray and firearms.

We have a floating bridge across the
Brooks River that enables visitors to
get from the lodge to Brooks Falls.
When the salmon are in the lower river,
there are many bears near the bridge,
so we close the bridge. This can cause
delays of several hours. To reliably
move people and equipment across the
river without delays, we are proposing
to build an elevated bridge there in the
future.

The fact that many bears at Brooks are
tolerant of other bears and humans at
relatively close distances has enabled
development of unique visitor opportunities.
At the same time, the large human presence
within what has become a prime bear feeding
area presents exceptionally challenging
management situations.  Bears regularly
use many of the same areas used by people:
trails, bridge access points, boat and plane
landing areas.  Some individual bears and
family groups are now less responsive to
certain hazing attempts, perhaps having
habituated to these stimuli. Successful use
of these techniques depends upon careful
application, consistent enforcement and
escalation of consequences for unacceptable
behaviors and using a variety of techniques
in combination. Much can be accomplished
using staff voice, clapping, moving toward
the bears a bit, etc. to let the bear know what
is unacceptable behavior. The challenge is
to find the best ways to accommodate both
the bears’ needs to access the food resources
and the human activity occurring in the area.
Bear management at Brooks is an attempt to
appropriately educate the animals as well as
the people.
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Bear viewing on the Katmai Coast
provides a different kind of visitor
experience. There, far fewer people
view bears in a wilder setting without
structures and facilities. Small groups
go to the same places each day to view
bears.  Predictable behavior makes
the bears more comfortable with
humans and enables groups to view
bears at closer distances. A key to the
success of coastal bear viewing is
general  agreement among  the
commercial guides on how to behave
around bears in this setting.
Commercial Guides, the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game, and the
National Park Service developed a set
of Bear Viewing Best Practices to
reduce the disturbance of bears and
their habitat. Observing these
practices allows visitors to observe
bears carry on their natural behavior in
relative safety.

Many of Shiretoko’s issues about bear
management and visitor management
are similar to those at Katmai. We
encourage continued collaboration in
the future.
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