Bear Information (from “Outwitting Bear” by Gary Brown)

“Bears are neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’.  They simply are.  They are bears.”  --Jack Samson

Bears are the only large omnivores on the planet—meaning that in addition to being big, they generally eat anything and everything.  They all have basically the same shape, with heavily constructed, strong, and durable bodies.  Enormous strength and power is displayed by their excellent digging skills, great speed and endurance, and the incredible ability to remove walls from buildings or, in the case of grizzly bears, to kill and carry away an adult elk.

Bears’ necks and legs are short, with the front legs shorter than the hind legs.

The coastal brown bears are larger than the interior grizzlies.

Black Bear

Black bear have straight, roman noses, with short hooked claws (this makes it possible for them to climb trees).  They have a brown nose and the average weight is 250 pounds.  They live an average of 18 years.

Black bear have straight, roman noses, with short hooked claws (this makes it possible for them to climb trees).  They have a brown nose and the average weight is 250 pounds.  They live an average of 18 years.

Brown Bear

They have a dished-in face with a high brow, and short, round ears.  The ears are larger on young bear and appear smaller on older bear as the bear “grows into” his ears.

They are enormous in size, with a strong build, great strength, thick head, and a large distinctive hump of fat and muscle over the shoulder.  This extra muscle enables the brown bear to dig quickly into hillsides in search of ground squirrels, roots, etc.  Their claws are straight, and quite long on the front paws.  The straight claws and weight of the brown bear make it difficult for him to climb trees.    Grizzly bear weigh an average of 490 pounds and live approximately 25 years.

A brown bear can kill a moose by a single blow to the neck with a powerful front leg, lift the animal in its mouth and drag it for great distances.  For instance...a Kodiak brown bear carried a 1000 pound steer a half mile up an almost vertical mountain, much of the way through thick alder tangles.  

Bear Behavior

The only certainty of a bear’s behavior is unpredictability.  Black bears are extremely clever, easily food-conditioned, and creatures of habit, but also adaptable, curious, and playful.  Brown bears are generally shy and peaceful, secretive, and ferocious when provoked.  Brown bears become extremely aggressive when threatened, while black bear are more intimidated by human in a similar situation.  That is why, when encountering a brown bear the best policy is to be non-aggressive and play dead when contact is made.  Whereas, when dealing with a black bear, the best action is to be aggressive and fight back in order to intimidate the bear.  

Bears are highly intelligent.  Some biologists believe that a brown bear can be ranked up there with primates, like monkeys and baboons.  It matters not how intelligent you believe a bear is.  You are safer to treat a bear as an intelligent creature.

Curiosity

Bears’ curiosity may be attributed to many things, but often a potential meal is the source.  They will inspect odors, objects, and sometimes noises to determine if the origin is edible or possibly a plaything, or for reasons we do not understand.  Curiosity is often what brings a bear into the human world.  Young brown bears are particularly curious, according to Herrero, and their curiosity is not yet tempered with a knowledge that humans can mean trouble.

Senses

Vision—It is reasonably good, possibly equal to humans.  Their peripheral, color, and night vision are quite reliable.  Bears approach objects due to their nearsightedness and stand upright to increase their sight distance.

Smell—Smell is the fundamental and most important sense a bear has.  A bear’s nose is its window into the world just as our eyes are.  No other animal has greater acuity of smell.  A bear has been known to detect a human scent more than fourteen hours after the person passed along a trail.  Another bear was observed to travel upwind for more than three miles in a dircct line to a deer carcass. 

Hearing—Bears’ sense of hearing is more sensitive than that of humans and can detect normal human conversation at more than a quarter mile (400 yds)

Pain—Bear live a “world of constant pain”. 

Hibernation

A deep sleep that is used by bears to adapt to limited food sources.  It is not a response to cold.  Bears’ metabolic rates and temperatures do not drop to the low levels of these other animals, and bears may awaken during a warm period and move about outside the den, though usually remaining quite close.  Black bears begin preparing their dens in September, entering late that month or in early October usually on a slope with a southern exposure.  They rarely dig dens.

Brown bear begin preparing their dens during the same period as black bears, but enter two weeks later, and emerge a short time later than the black bear.  Brown bear dens are usually on the north slopes and dug in dry earth, under large boulders or the root systems of trees.  

Reproduction

Black bear sow has her first litter at 3-5 years old.  A brown bear will have her first litter at 5 years.  The black bear breeds during June or July and gives birth in January or February to two cubs.  A brown bear mates in May or June and cubs are born in January or February.  

Traveling

Bears travel constantly in search of food or a mate, or simply to investigate something that aroused their curiosity.  No other four footed animal in all the world travels so far in its lifetime.

Bears attain speeds of 25-40 mph.  They have been known to run without a break for 10 miles, and they run uphill, downhill, and sidehill with speed and agility.  A sow and two cubs can travel more than twenty miles in mountainous terrain in one hour.

Bear Habitat 

Bears have home ranges, but are not territorial.  They do not defend a territory from other bears.  They consume essentially anything and everything.  Guided by their stomachs, these wanderers and opportunistic feeders are in a continual search for food, and they seldom feed very long in a single small area.  Of all bear activities, the highest percentage of time is devoted to seeking food.  Brown bear consume considerably more foliage and roots and significantly less fruits and seeds than black bear.

Bear are normally active both day and night.  Because of human activity, many bear have become nocturnal.  Bear movements are mostly predicated on their search for food, and therefore they are more active during periods of natural food shortages.  Remember, bears are unpredictable individuals.  There are always exceptions, and there is no such thing as a “typical” bear.

Bear Sign

Tracks are five toed.  Brown bear tracks have toes closely together, foreclaw marks twice as long as the toe pads with tracks forming a relatively straight line.  Black bear tracks have toes loosely spaced forming a curved arc, with claw mark length not more than toe pad length (if visible).

The key to successfully sharing bear country with those who were here first is prevention of conflicts.  That translates into preparation, and taking actions to eliminate the causes of the potential conflicts—matching wits with bears.  Prepare for the risks—personal risks—which are in no manner as great as the risk of traveling to and from home on the highways.  Second, be willing to undertake careful planning and preparation for the specific actions necessary to coexist with bear.  “You conquer fate by thought,” as Thoreau said.

Conflicts with bears

An encounter may be a relatively close observation or meeting with a bear—close enough to be exciting, but not necessarily a conflict.  A conflict is a serious situation, one caused by the behavior and requirements of each.  What humans might consider unprovoked is always provoked as far as a bear is concerned.  The reasons for its actions, though, are not always apparent to us.  Every bear has a reason for attacking...there is no such thing as an unprovoked attack.  (Larry Kaniut)

How do you feel when someone talks to you with his face only six inches away from yours?  Uncomfortable?  That person has invaded your critical space.  Bears, like humans, have a critical space, an area around them in which they feel threatened when a human enter it.  A bear’s critical space my be five feet, twenty feet or a quarter mile.  You can’t begin to guess what a bear’s space is.  When a bear is approached too closely, whatever the distance, its reactions to the encroachment will depend on its individual temperament and mood at that moment.  It may display a nonaggressive response or, in many such situations, an aggressive one.  Whatever the reaction, it may not necessarily be due to surprise, as it may have been well aware of your presence for some time, but wasn’t bothered until you violated its area of comfort.  

· There are basically five factors to a conflict.  These factors can occur one at a time or any combination of several.  The factors are:

· People surprise bears

· People enter into a bears’ critical space

· People pose a threat to sows and their cubs

· People pose a threat to food sources a bear is guarding

· People are preyed upon by bears (rare)

Alertness is paramount while in bear country.  Keep your head up, looking ahead and around you.  Too often, people travel with their heads down, more concerned with where they place their feet than with what is around them.  Remember, bears use human routes to get from place to place and a trail encounter is always possible.

“whenever we go where the wild bear lives, we feel a keen sharpening of the senses, an unforgettable level of alertness.”  --George Laycock

