Grizzly Bear
(Ursus arctos)—Endangered
Description
The grizzly bear gets its name
fromitsfrost-tippeddorsalhairs.
Thefurcolorvariesfromdark
brown and nearly black to pale
yellow. The hump between its
shoulders is a muscle overlying
the shoulder blades. The total
length of the adult body ranges
from 6 to 7 feet. The height at the
shoulders can be 3 to 3.5 feet.
Grizzly bears weigh between 325
and 850 pounds. Grizzlies walk
flat-footed, hence they are not
adaptedforfastlocomotion. They
can stand up on their hind feet.

Habitat
Grizzliesareopportunistic
omnivoresandneedplentyof
space to exploit the land’s
resources. A grizzly may have a
home range of up to 150 square
milesdependingonhabitat
quality. Food supply must be
bothdiverseandabundant,
allowingbearstocopebetterwith
competitive pressures. Bears must
work hard to meet their body’s
presentdemandsforenergyand
nutritionandstillhavesomeleft
overforhibernation.
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The habitat must have enough
potential den sites to accommodate the bears. The bears select
sites usually in the subalpine zone
where snow deposition is high.
Snow acts as insulation. They
may also choose sites close to a
body of water, because of water’s
mediatingeffect on harsh,cold
temperatures. Grizzlies may dig
theirowndensormodifyanother.
Den openings are usually found
on the side of a slope that is
protectedfromprevailingwinds.
While it is true that grizzlies are
generalist consumers, they also
have food preferences. The
habitat’ssupplyofVaccinium
berries and pine nuts has an effect
on how far the bears will travel.
If habitat yields are low for these
preferredfruits,bearsmayenlarge
their home range or sustain
themselves on grasses, forbs, and
sedges. In this case, the bears will
most likely lose weight. One
study shows that weight gain for a
bear is largely determined by the
pinenutharvestwithinitshome
range.
Over half of the grizzly diet is
animals. Much of the animal
protein a grizzly gets is from
carrion. They will locate the
carrionbysmell,sometimes
traveling as much as 18.6 miles to
a large carcass. The grizzly may
also kill, trapping small rodents in
its powerful 4 to 6 inch claws or
bringingdownalarge
malnutritionedgameanimalin
deep snow.
Grizzliesseasonallymigratetorich
sources of food like garbage
dumps, berry crops, and salmon
runs. The bears may move up to
54 miles to congregate at these
commonfeedingstations. During
dry seasons, wetlands become a
veryimportantaspectofhabitat
because of the high plant productivity. Wetland plants are succulent and high in protein. Travel

corridorsconnectingfoodsources
are essential during these migrations. Cover along these corridors
is also important. It lessens a
grizzly’s chances of a human
encounterwhilemigrating. The
grizzlybearthrivesbestwhen
isolatedfromhumandisturbance.
Grizzlies once extended across the
plains. They were most abundantlydistributedalongdrainages.
Theywerefoundthroughoutthe
lower 48 states where only 1% of
their historicrange existstoday.
However,theAlaskanand
Canadianpopulationsareconsidered to be healthy.

Life History
The breeding season begins from
mid-Maytomid-Julyforthe
grizzlies in Yellowstone. Even
thoughthetimingisdifferent
every year, the duration of the
season is about 26 days. During
this time bears are promiscuous.
Severalmalesmaymatewitha
singlefemale. Maximumrecorded
duration of estrus is 27 days.
Bears in their first year of sexual
maturity (average age is 3.5 years
old) are in estrus for a week or
less. These younger females do
not conceive. The earliest known
conceptionoccurredinfemale
bears who were 4.5 years old.
The age at first conception varies
withlatitudeandwithinpopulations. It is possibly a function of
available forage or the female’s
weight.
Whenfertilizationissuccessfulthe
zygote develops and then stops at
the blastocyst stage or in the
middleofdevelopmentuntilthe
female dens, a process called
delayedimplantation. Itallows
females to mate during the season
when quality foods are the most
availableanddetermineifthe
summer’s resources are going to
be enough to support gestation
and subsequent lactation. Gesta-
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tionandlactationarenutritionally
demandingandmaydrainthe
motheroftheessentialelements
she needs to sustain herself. As a
result, this strategy grants both the
mother and her cubs a better
chance for survival. Including the
timeimplantationisdelayed,the
gestational period is six months.
Grizzlies begin to prepare their
dens in October and November.
Somemayevenstartpreparations
inSeptemberwhilethey are still
completelyalerttoinsuresafety
for themselves. They can gain up
to 400 pounds of fat before
hibernation.
The cubs are born between
January and March. The mother
and her new cubs emerge from
theirdenanytimefromlateMarch
to early May. Six month old cubs
begin eating solid food, supplementingtheirmother’smilk. At
this time the mother teaches her
cubs where to forage and how to
huntsmallanimalsincluding
ground squirrels. She also
protectshercubsfrommale
grizzlies, wolves, and other
predatorswhowelcomeabear
cub meal. Mortality rates for first
year cubs are high. One study
shows almost 50% of grizzly cubs
dieduringthistimefrommalnutritionandpredation. Surviving
cubswilldenwiththeirmother
fortheirfirsttwowinters.
No females reproduce every year.
In fact, out of 19 bears studied 12
hadreproductivecyclesofthree
years or higher. The average
reproductiverateforthisstudy
was 0.70 cub/year.
Grizzles usually live for 15 years.
However, there are a few cases of
bears living 30 years or more in
thewild.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline
The grizzly needs a large area of
quality habitat. This demand has
placedbearsindirectcompetition
with human progress. The soils
mostvaluedbyfarmersyieldthe
highproteinplantsgrizzlies
require. The presence of grizzlies

hinderseffortstoextractminerals,
coal, and oil. Some ranchers
believe the grizzly bear is a threat
to their livestock. Perceived as
pests, these bears are eliminated.
Thus, the most serious threats to
grizzlies are humans.

diet, behavior, physiology, etc.
Managementmustcloselyfollow
the research. However, enormous
costsplaguethemanagement
programs designed to protect the
grizzliesfrompoachingand
maintaintheirhabitat.

Someeffortstocontrolpoaching
have been in vain. Humans who
fear or contend with the bears
easily bait and kill them. It is
difficultforlawenforcerstodetect
illegal kills. Enforcers and
conservationistsneedtoknowa
grizzlypopulation’sdynamicswell
enough to protect them. However, grizzly populations are
alwaysdifficultandexpensiveto
monitor.

There has also been talk of
reintroducingthegrizzlybearin
the Bitterroot region of Idaho. A
populationherewouldbethefirst
step to link the two populations in
theYellowstoneecosystemandin
Montana. Restoringgeneflow
betweenthesepopulationswould
increasegeneticvariationandthus
adaptabilityandsurvival.

Anotherthreattogrizzlysurvival
isencroachinghumanurbanizationandrecreationaldevelopment. Humandevelopment
continuestomovesteadilyinto
grizzly home ranges. Wilderness
connectionsbetweenthegrizzlies
in the western U.S. and the larger
CanadianAlaskanpopulationhave
been severed, isolating grizzly
populations and thus, gene flow.
Reduced habitatsare unable to
supporthealthypopulationsof
grizzlies. In these cases, malnutritionandparasitesusceptibilitykill
the bears.

You can respect the restrictions
placed on hikers, campers,
hunters, and other nature users to
avoidwildernessareasreserved
for grizzlies. You can go to
YellowstoneandGlacierNational
Parks and learn more about the
grizzly bear through the educational programs offered there. Do
notallowfeartodictatewhether
or not you support grizzly bear
reintroductions. Rememberthat
mostgrizzlybearattackshave
occurredinNationalParkswhere
there are high human densities.
The bears have learned to
associatehumanswithfoodand
have become more bold. These
reintroductionsunderconsideration are supposed to occur in
wilderness areas.

Recovery Efforts
Investigationsareunderwayto
claimlandascriticalhabitatfor
the grizzly bear. The Endangered
Species Act of 1973 protects land
thatsatisfiesspatialandnutritional
needs and includes sites for
breeding,reproduction,and
shelter. Research biologists are
workinghardondelineatingsuch
habitat. Modern techniques for
determininggrizzlyhabitatare
being developed. Satellite
imageryanalysiscoupledwith
ground truthing has proven to be
ausefulmethodforhabitat
delineation.
Conservationistsalsoworktohave
more population data. They use
radiocollars,biotelemetry,scat
analysis,marking/tagging,and
mandatoryhunterreportstolearn
moreaboutgrizzlymovements,
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Distribution of the Grizzly Bear in 1850.
Distribution of the Grizzly Bear in 1920.

Grizzly Bear habitat photo courtesy of Barrie Gilbert.
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