Grizzly Bear

(Ursus arctos)—Endangered

Description

Thegrizzly beargetsitsname
fromitsfrost-tipped dorsal hairs.
Thefurcolor variesfromdark
brownandnearly black to pale
yellow. Thehumpbetweenits
shouldersisamuscleoverlying
theshoulder blades. Thetotal
length of theadultbody ranges
from 6to7 feet. The heightatthe
shoulderscanbe3to35feet.
Grizzly bearsweigh between325
and 850 pounds. Grizzlieswalk
flat-footed,hencetheyarenot
adaptedforfastlocomotion. They
canstandupontheirhind feet.

Habitat

Grizzliesareopportunistic
omnivoresandneed plenty of
spacetoexploittheland’s
resources. A grizzly mayhavea
homerange of up to150square
milesdependingonhabitat
quality. Foodsupply must be
bothdiverseandabundant,
allowingbearstocopebetter with
competitive pressures. Bearsmust
work hardtomeet theirbody’s
presentdemandsforenergyand
nutritionandstillhavesomeleft

over forhibernation.
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Thehabitat musthaveenough
potential densitestoaccommo-
datethebears. The bearsselect
sitesusually in thesubalpinezone
wheresnow deposition ishigh.
Snow actsasinsulation. They
may alsochoosesitesclosetoa
body of water,because of water’s
mediatingeffectonharsh,cold
temperatures. Grizzliesmay dig
theirowndensormodifyanother.
Denopeningsareusually found
onthesideof aslopethatis
protected fromprevailing winds.

Whileitistruethatgrizzliesare
generalist consumers, they also
have food preferences. The
habitat'ssupply of Vaccinium
berriesand pinenutshasan effect
onhow farthebearswill travel
If habitat yieldsarelow for these
preferredfruits bearsmay enlarge
theirhomerangeorsustain
themselvesongrasses,forbs,and
sedges. In this case, the bears will
most likely lose weight. One
study showsthat weightgainfora
bearislargely determined by the
pinenutharvestwithinitshome
range.

Overhalf of thegrizzly dietis
animals. Muchof theanimal
proteinagrizzly getsisfrom
carrion. They willlocatethe
carrion by smellsometimes
travelingasmuchas186 milesto
alargecarcass. Thegrizzly may
alsokill, trapping small rodentsin
itspowerful4to6inchclawsor
bringingdownalarge
malnutritionedgameanimalin
deepsnow.

Grizzliesseasonally migratetorich
sourcesof foodlikegarbage
dumps,berry crops,andsalmon
runs. Thebearsmay moveupto
54 milestocongregateat these
common feedingstations. During
dryseasons,wetlandsbecomea
veryimportantaspectof habitat
becauseof thehigh plant produc-
tivity. Wetland plantsaresuccu-
lentandhighin protein. Travel

corridorsconnectingfoodsources
areessential during these migra-
tions. Coveralongthese corridors
isalsoimportant. Itlessensa
grizzly’schancesof ahuman
encounter whilemigrating The
grizzly bearthrivesbest when
isolated from humandisturbance.

Grizzliesonceextendedacrossthe
plains. They were mostabun-
dantly distributedalongdrainages.
They werefoundthroughoutthe
lower 48states where only 1% of
theirhistoricrangeexiststoday.
However,the Alaskanand
Canadian populationsare consid-
eredtobehealthy.

Life History

Thebreedingseason beginsfrom
mid-May tomidJuly forthe
grizzliesin Yellowstone. Even
thoughthetimingisdifferent
every year,thedurationof the
season isabout 26 days. During
thistime bearsare promiscuous.
Severalmalesmay matewitha
single female. Maximumrecorded
duration of estrusis27 days.
Bearsintheirfirst yearof sexual
maturity (averageageis35years
old)arein estrusfora week or
less. These younger femalesdo
notconceive. Theearliestknown
conceptionoccurredin female
bears who were4.5yearsold.
Theageatfirstconception varies
withlatitudeand within popula-
tions. Itis possibly a function of
availableforageorthe female’s
weight.
Whenfertilizationissuccessful the
zygotedevelopsand thenstopsat
theblastocyststageorinthe
middleof developmentuntilthe
femaledens,aprocesscalled
delayedimplantation. Itallows
femalestomateduringtheseason
when quality foodsarethe most
availableanddetermineif the
summer’sresourcesare going to
beenough tosupportgestation
andsubsequent lactation. Gesta-



tionandlactationarenutritionally
demandingandmaydrainthe
motherof theessential elements
sheneedstosustain herself. Asa
result, thisstrategy grantsboth the
motherandher cubsabetter
chanceforsurvival Includingthe
timeimplantationisdelayed,the
gestational periodissix months.

Grizzliesbegin topreparetheir
densin Octoberand November.
Somemay evenstart preparations
inSeptember while they arestill
completelyalerttoinsuresafety
forthemselves. They cangainup
t0400 poundsof fat before
hibernation.

The cubsareborn between
JanuaryandMarch. Themother
andhernew cubsemergefrom
theirdenanytimefromlateMarch
toearly May. Six monthold cubs
begin eatingsolid food,supple-
mentingtheirmother’smilk. At
thistimethemotherteachesher
cubswheretoforageandhow to
huntsmallanimalsincluding
groundsquirrels. Shealso
protectshercubsfrommale
grizzlies,wolves,andother
predatorswhowelcomeabear
cubmeal. Mortality ratesfor first
year cubsarehigh. Onestudy
showsalmost 50%of grizzly cubs
dieduringthistimefrom malnutri-
tionand predation. Surviving
cubswillden withtheirmother
fortheirfirsttwowinters.

Nofemalesreproduceevery year.
In fact,out of 19 bearsstudied 12
hadreproductivecyclesof three
yearsor higher. Theaverage
reproductiverateforthisstudy
was0.70cub/ year.

Grizzlesusually livefor15years.
However,thereareafew casesof
bearsliving30 yearsor morein
thewild.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Thegrizzly needsalargeareaof
quality habitat. Thisdemandhas
placed bearsindirect competition
withhuman progress. Thesoils
most valued by farmersyield the
high protein plantsgrizzlies
require. The presence of grizzlies

hinderseffortstoextractminerals,
coal,and oil. Some ranchers
believe thegrizzly bearisa threat
totheirlivestock. Perceived as
pests,thesebearsareeliminated.
Thus,themost seriousthreatsto
grizzliesarehumans.

Someeffortstocontrol poaching
havebeenin vain. Humanswho
fearorcontend withthebears
easily baitandkill them. Itis
difficultforlaw enforcerstodetect
illegal kills. Enforcersand
conservationistsneedtoknowa
grizzly population’sdynamicswell
enough to protectthem. How-
ever,grizzly populationsare
alwaysdifficultandexpensiveto
monitor.

Anotherthreattogrizzly survival
isencroachinghumanurbaniza-
tionandrecreationaldevelop-
ment. Humandevelopment
continuestomovesteadily into
grizzly homeranges. Wilderness
connectionsbetween thegrizzlies
inthe western US.and thelarger
Canadian Alaskan populationhave
beensevered, isolatinggrizzly
populationsand thus,gene flow.
Reducedhabitatsareunableto
supporthealthy populationsof
grizzlies. In these cases,malnutri-
tionand parasitesusceptibility kill
thebears.

Recovery Efforts

Investigationsareunderway to
claimlandascriticalhabitatfor
thegrizzly bear. The Endangered
Species Actof 1973 protectsland
thatsatisfiesspatialand nutritional
needsandincludessitesfor
breeding reproduction,and
shelter. Research biologistsare
workinghardondelineatingsuch
habitat. Modern techniquesfor
determininggrizzly habitatare
beingdeveloped. Satellite
imageryanalysiscoupled with
groundtruthinghasproventobe
ausefulmethodforhabitat
delineation.
Conservationistsalsowork tohave
morepopulationdata. They use
radiocollars,biotelemetry,scat
analysis,marking/tagging and
mandatoryhunterreportstolearn
moreaboutgrizzly movements,
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diet,behavior, physiology,etc.
Managementmustclosely follow
theresearch. However,enormous
costsplaguethe management
programsdesignedtoprotectthe
grizzliesfrom poachingand
maintaintheirhabitat.
Therehasalsobeen talk of
reintroducingthegrizzly bearin
theBitterrootregion of Idaho. A
populationhere would be thefirst
steptolink thetwopopulationsin
the Yellowstoneecosystemandin
Montana. Restoringgene flow
between these populationswould
increasegenetic variationand thus
adaptabilityandsurvival

What You Can Do

Youcanrespecttherestrictions
placedonhikers,campers,
hunters,and other nature usersto
avoid wildernessareasreserved
forgrizzlies. Youcangoto
Yellowstoneand Glacier National
Parksandlearn moreaboutthe
grizzly bear through theeduca-
tional programsoffered there. Do
notallow feartodictate whether
ornotyousupportgrizzly bear
reintroductions. Rememberthat
mostgrizzly bearattackshave
occurredinNational Parkswhere
therearehigh humandensities.
Thebearshavelearnedto
associatehumanswithfoodand
havebecome morebold. These
reintroductionsunder consider-
ationaresupposed tooccurin
wildernessareas.
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- Distribution of the Grizzly Bear in 1850. ;

- Distribution of the Grizzly Bear in 1920.

Grizzly Bear babitat photocourtesy of BarrieGilbert.
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