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President’s Column: Science Goes Electric
Andreas Zedrosser
Institute for Natural Sciences and Environmental Health
University College of Southeast Norway
Pb. 235, N-3603 Kongsberg, Norway
Email: andreas.zedrosser@usn.no

All of us working in the charming but slightly underpaid world of science (or management and 
conservation) have encountered these words in recent years: “open-access” and “online-only”. Those 
of us who have been long enough in the business of science still remember the good ole days, when manuscripts or reports 
were hand written, typed up on a typewriter, and then submitted via snail mail. Statistical analyses were usually restricted to 
tests that you could calculate by hand or with a pocket calculator. The digital revolution brought us computers, email, and 
internet, and made analyzing large data sets with the use of sophisticated statistics, as well as writing and editing a manu-
script, easy and fast (well, sort of easy and fast). Most people working in ecology and wildlife biology send their manuscripts 
to journals that are well established in the field, undergo the famous or infamous (depending on your perspective) review 
process, and then receive a copy or a pdf of the successfully published paper. Colleagues searching for our paper online 
usually find our paper in an online library, which may or may not give access to the paper, depending on which journals are 
part of the access package. Less than a quarter of newly published papers are immediately available; the rest remain behind 
a pay wall, some permanently. Yes, we can make a pdf file publicly available on the internet ourselves, however this is also 
not as straightforward as we may think. The copyright is usually owned by the journal, and posting the pdf of our paper may 
be illegal and we could be prosecuted.

In what European science chief Carlos Moedas calls a “life-changing” move, European Union member states agreed in 
2016 on an ambitious new open-access target: all scientific papers should be freely available by 2020 (see, for example: 
Enserink, M., DOI: 10.1126/science.aag0577). Open access is the practice of providing on-line access to scientific information 
that is free of charge to the user and that is reusable. The idea behind open access is at the heart of science. Knowledge 
should be accessible to everyone, and data and research results should be reusable, testable and repeatable. The EU defines 
2 main routes to open access: ‘Green’ open access - the author archives the published article in an online repository after 
publication. Some publishers request that open access be granted only after an embargo period has elapsed. ‘Gold’ open 
access is when an article is immediately published in open access mode (for more information see: Guidelines to the Rules 
on Open Access to Scientific Publications And Open Access to Research Data by the European Commission, Directorate-
General for Research & Innovation). All scientists receiving support from EU funds must publish their paper open access 
before 2020, and universities have already started to implement this into their own publication regulations. For example, I 
am currently in the somewhat paradoxical situation that my employer asks me to publish in a low-impact, but fully open-
access, journal rather than traditional high-impact journals, such as Nature and Science.

Open access also means free accessibility of the data underlying publications. This is where open-access may need some 
adjustments from researchers in our field. Collecting data on large mammals, such as bears, is difficult, time consuming, and 
inherently expensive. We often need many years to build up data sets substantial enough for publication. In an open-access 
framework, our data become freely accessible to everybody. However, the costs of data gathering, including resources 
beyond monetary ones, are borne by the data providers and their institutions, not by those who might want to use the data. 
Open-access policies and its consequences are currently causing an animated discussion, partially carried out in scientific 
(open-access) journals. Mills et al. (2016, TREE) propose, among other things, the development of a formal code of conduct, 
which respects the data generated especially in long-term studies, to allow the submission of tabulated summaries rather 
than raw data, extended embargoes on the use of archived open-access data, encouraging cooperative research between 
the data collector and the people wishing to use the data, and the development of an enforceable procedure that enables 
a researcher to be contacted when someone wishes to access primary data. I encourage you to read the interesting discus-
sions on this topic in the papers by Mills et al. 2015, 2016 and Whitlock et al. 2016, all of them in TREE.

According to the IBA’s membership survey in 2015, our scientific journal Ursus is one of the most important services that 
we provide to our membership, as well as to the management and conservation of bears worldwide. Our members com-
monly refer to is as their main source of scientific information about bears. In short, Ursus is the scientific backbone of IBA. 
However, life for a species-specific scientific journal is difficult, especially with the rise of many open-access and online-only/
electronic journals with very fast (sometimes a bit too fast, some may argue) review processes and rapid online publication. 
The prosperity and success of Ursus will be an important topic for IBA in the future. Online-only publication of Ursus may be 
an option to consider. Although most of us, including myself, still prefer the good feel and read of paper, sending pdf files 
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in the shape of electrons across the world is cheaper and more environmentally friendly than actual paper copies. Open 
access, green or gold, may need very careful consideration, especially if data is involved. However, what Ursus needs most 
is manuscript submissions from bear researchers and especially managers from across the world! See Ursus Submission 
Guidelines on the webpage http://www.bearbiology.com/index.php?id=ursinstr

Important Council Business
Council has unanimously agreed to employ Jon Swenson as the new Editor-in-Chief of Ursus, the scientific journal of IBA. 

Jon has an extensive publication record, but especially also previous experience as an Editor-in-Chief, as Associate Editor 
and Deputy Editor-in-Chief. In addition, he has been the leader of the Nordic Council of Wildlife Research and, as such, 
supervised the transition of the journal “Wildlife Biology” from a traditional paper journal to an online-only journal. Jon will 
take over the role as EiC from Jerry Belant on September 1, 2017. I would like to use the opportunity to extend my gratitude 
to Jerry for the fantastic job he has done for Ursus and IBA for the last years. Thank you, Jerry!

Council has prepared a position paper on “Hunting as a tool in management of American black bear populations”, specifi-
cally in the context of current controversy surrounding proposed American black bear management in the 
state of Florida, USA. The document is available on the IBA website.

Council is working with the company Walthall Design on a new webpage for IBA and BSG. The first draft 
is due in July. We are using this opportunity to incorporate an electronic membership management system 
into the website. Such a system will be of enormous help with keeping track of membership status and 
renewal, and it will assist conference organizers with website payments.

I hope to see you all the 25th International Conference on bear Research and Management from Novem-
ber 12th-17th in Quito, Ecuador! For further information, please refer to https://quitolandofbears.com/

IUCN BSG Co-Chairs  
The Worth of a Single Bear
Dave Garshelis
Co-Chair IUCN Bear Specialist Group
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
Grand Rapids, MN 55744, USA
Email: dave.garshelis@state.mn.us

Rob Steinmetz
Co-Chair IUCN Bear Specialist Group
World Wildlife Fund –Thailand
Bangkok, Thailand
Email: robtyn@hotmail.com 

What is the worth of a single bear? The answer certainly depends on the species, the specific population, and the sex and 
age of the bear. A reproductive female in a very small population would be far more vital to the population’s persistence 
than a young male in a large population.

Suppose a female with a cub was suddenly discovered in a place where no population was known to exist, in a country, 
indeed a region, void of bears. What would that be worth? Well, just this situation — a seemingly spontaneous birth of a 
bear population — may have occurred, ironically, in the birthplace of the first “bear stories”.

When Linnaeus published the 10th edition of his taxonomic treatise, Systema Naturae, in 1758, knowledge of bears was 
limited to the European brown bear. He named it Ursus arctos, meaning “bear, bear” (Latin and Greek). Well before Linnaeus, 
however, a strikingly golden-colored bear was known to occur in the Middle East. It was mentioned a number of times in 
the Bible. This famous biblical mauling incident, in what is now the Israel-Palestine West Bank, is a notable example: “There 
came two female bears out of the woods and ‘tare’ [maul] forty-two of the lads [whether children or young men is unclear, 
and whether they died is not stated].”  

This Middle Eastern bear is often ascribed to a vaguely defined subspecies Ursus arctos syriacus (Calvignac et al. 2009), 
originally ranging from Turkey and the Caucasus south to Egypt. It was first described for science by Wilhelm Hemprich and 
Christian Ehrenberg, German naturalists who observed and collected thousands of specimens (including many new spe-
cies) of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish, invertebrates, and plants from Egypt north to Lebanon and Syria during 
an expedition from 1820 – 1825. They collected the type specimen of this bear — which they called the Syrian bear, Ursus 
syriacus — in Lebanon.

Hemprich and Ehrenberg (1828) accompanied their species descriptions with beautiful color plates whose richness and 
detail have been compared to the contemporaneous bird drawings of John James Audubon in America. However, their 
drawing of the Syrian bear was not a very realistic rendering (although the skull drawing was quite good). Their draw-
ing showed a bear nearly as white as a polar bear, but their text describes it as having a fulvous/tawny–white variegated 

http://www.bearbiology.com/index.php?id=ursinstr
https://quitolandofbears.com/
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coat color (translated from Latin via Google 
translate). 

By the late 1800s, bears were rare in both 
Syria and Lebanon, due to habitat loss and 
hunting. Written accounts exist of a few 
Syrian bears killed near the border of these 2 
countries in the early 1900s. A small number of 
bears apparently survived in Syria and along 
the Syria-Lebanon border until about 1960, 
according to local reports at the time and skins 
and cubs seen in a marketplace (Talbot 1960, 
Hajjar 2011). However, an intensive field survey 
in Syria conducted in 1989–1995, combined 
with information gathered from local institu-
tions, hunters, and taxidermists, revealed no 
extant bears, despite documenting many other 
carnivores including various canids, mustelids, 
mongoose, hyena, and felids (Masseti 2009).

Remarkably, in January 2004 a French 
photographer, Issam Hajjar, observed tracks in 

the snow in southwestern Syria that looked to him to be a bear. Learning of this discovery several years later, we published 
this finding in International Bear News (Garshelis and McLellan 2011, Hajjar 2011). Then, in 2011, Issam observed more tracks 
in the snow in the same general area, and in January 2015 a photo was taken of a purported small, tawny and white bear 
about 50 km north (Garshelis et al. 2015). The small size, odd coloration (although with an uncanny match to Hemprich and 
Ehrenberg’s description), and slightly unusual shape of the animal in the fuzzy photo raised some questions about whether 
it was really a bear.

On December 29, 2016, even more exciting proof of surviving Syrian bears emerged: video of a bear in Lebanon. This 
observation occurred in the same vicinity (in brown bear terms) of the purported bear tracks and photo observed earlier 
across the border in Syria (<25 km west of the photo location; all tracks and photos within an area of approx. 450 km2). Again, 
oddly, the encounter was in winter. And again, the images are blurry — taken with a night-vision camera, then played and 
refilmed with a cell phone. But this time it seems unmistakably a bear, possibly a mother and cub (yearling) (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=G6V0KCMzXPU). So, whereas the previous tracks could be dismissed as a wandering male from 
Turkey (minimum 400 km away), this sighting, if indeed there is a cub, would seem to confirm the existence of a resident 
population.

(left) Drawing of a Syrian bear skull and (right) original plate of a Syrian bear showed it to be all white, 
but their text described it as variegated tawny and white. Source: Hemprich and Ehrenberg (1828).

Bears in the Middle East were well known since Biblical times. They were officially 
described to science by Hemprich and Ehrenberg in 1828 (here a clip of their 

article, in Latin). They disappeared from Syria and Lebanon (thought to be 
extirpated) by the mid-1900s, but since 2004 there have been sightings of 

tracks in the snow, a photo, and a video, all in the same region.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6V0KCMzXPU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6V0KCMzXPU
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We always need to be cautious with such evidence. 

Possibly the video was a fake — i.e., not really from Lebanon. 
Or possibly the bears were captive bred and released or 
escaped. Or perhaps the small animal in the video is not a 
cub, but a stray dog running around the bear.

A skeptical person will await more definitive evidence 
before getting too excited. Hopefully, though, these 
sightings by the public will spur a more rigorous survey that 
might confirm more confidently the existence of bears in this 
region. Camera trapping surveys in other parts of Lebanon 
have revealed a range extension of other mammals (Abi-said 
and Amr 2012), and in other parts of the Middle East, carni-
vores have been rediscovered or confirmed through camera 
trapping (Ahmed et al. 2016).

How wonderful it would be if the bear videoed in Lebanon 
prompts more investigative surveys that unearth a long-
isolated and hidden population of this Biblical bear. Even if 
the Biblical stories mentioning bears are mainly fable, there is 
clearly something miraculous about bears disappearing from 
this region and then reappearing, seemingly from nowhere. 

A companion article in this newsletter by Dr. Darem 
Tabbaa (page 13), who first recognized the importance of Issam Hajjar’s photos of the tracks, notes that animal characters, 
including the Syrian bear, are being used to help young Syrian students learn social studies in school. This suggests that 
despite the absence of bears for so long, there remains a continued appreciation of this animal in Syrian culture. By contrast, 
a recent report of live Syrian bear cubs being handled by school children in Lebanon (https://newsroomnomad.com/endan-
gered-syrian-bear-cubs-used-props-south-beirut-school/) indicates that these bears are still often an object of amusement, 
just as they were for centuries in this region: indeed, frequent capture of live animals hastened their demise.

If the recent video truly signifies a remnant population that somehow persisted from the past, undetected till now, in the 
very region where it first became known to science, the region that spawned the very first bear stories, then the “worth” of 
that bear can only be described as priceless. 
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Clip from a video of a Syrian bear spotted in Lebanon, 
December, 2016.  Is the smaller animal a yearling or a dog?

 See the video and judge for yourself: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6V0KCMzXPU

https://newsroomnomad.com/endangered-syrian-bear-cubs-used-props-south-beirut-school/
https://newsroomnomad.com/endangered-syrian-bear-cubs-used-props-south-beirut-school/
https://archive.org/details/SymbolaephysicaMammEhre
https://archive.org/details/SymbolaephysicaMammEhre
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6V0KCMzXPU
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Interview with Dr. Ximena Velez Liendo, Winner of the Whitley 
Award for Conservation 
Julia Bevins 
Chair, Bear Conservation Fund
Email: BCF@bearbiology.com

Julia: What does the Whitley Award mean to you?
Ximena: In Bolivia, the Whitley is well-known. We’ve had 3 Bolivians who received this award, and each time, the effect was 

amazing. Suddenly my project is on the news, people congratulate me in the streets. Furthermore, I’m getting really posi-
tive responses from the Bolivian government, and some recognition from other South American countries. Also, this is the 
second Whitley for the Andean bear with Susy Paisley receiving this award in 1997.

Julia: How did you come to be a bear biologist and who inspired you?
Ximena: Susy Paisley held an Andean bear workshop in Bolivia when I was a student 20 years ago and she inspired me to 

become the bear biologist and human being I am now. Now, I’d like to be for others what Susy was to me then.
 Diana Doan Crider is so positive, so capable of handling so many projects simultaneously, and she’s so successful! She 

cares about everyone. She’s the “bear” I want to be when older, a true inspiration. Diana showed me a table that helped 
me prioritize, where time spent in the important but not urgent creates greater effectiveness. Diana says, “put in your 
100%, otherwise move on.” I gave my 100% for this Whitley Award, and look what I got! 

 How has the IBA helped me? By encouraging me to keep trying, even if I failed. This Whitley award I have just won, it is the 
result of years of hard work, not just from me, but all the people who have helped me. A big portion of the Whitley Award 
goes to my IBA family.

Julia: The Bolivian bear project has been underway for 18 years. What are your important findings?
Ximena: The distribution map took 4 years to finish and covers the whole eastern slope of the Andes and the result is incred-

ibly useful. This is the 1st and only project of national scope for a Bolivian wildlife species.
 With Whitley, we are focusing on the south where the barriers to Andean bear conservation are complex. In the south, 

people are poor; the protected areas comprise only a small fraction of the Andean bear range; we have 3 sympatric large 
carnivores: bears, jaguars, and pumas; and climate change is baking this area.

 In Bolivia, most conservation effort is placed in northern rainforests. I’m finding it difficult to convince people to invest in 
southern dry forests because with so few protected areas, results cannot be guaranteed. 

 I just finished a proposal yesterday for one of the most diverse forest ecosystems in the whole Andes, but it’s a dry ecosys-
tem and hard to sell. I’m trying to change this attitude by showing people that every species that lives in a dry forest lives 
there because of superior adaptations. They’re champions!

Julia: What will reduce human-bear conflict in Bolivia?
Ximena: The best ideas for reducing human-bear conflict come from indigenous people, who have not only current knowl-

edge, but also ancestral knowledge. Sometimes I think we are such an arrogant bunch of scientists, we tell indigenous 
people what to do and when, while they’ve been living for hundreds of years in their region. Conservation done well is a 

The Whitley fund for Nature (WFN) is a
 charity offering recognition, training 

and grants to support the work of 
proven grassroots conservation 
leaders in developing countries.

The WFN Patron, HRH The Princess Royal, presenting Ximena her award. 
Ximena won a Whitley Award for  “An uphill climb: enabling coexistence

 of Andean bears and farmers in the Bolivian muountains”.

©
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slow process. Here in Bolivia, indigenous people are shy. They fear they know nothing. When I take time to listen to them, 
they begin to feel proud of their knowledge, and ideas just start bubbling.

 Also, if you use this method, if something fails, it is “our” fault, not theirs, not mine. We integrate. We put all of our brains 
together for the best solutions.

 Twenty years ago, “best practice” for bear conservation was to keep bears locked in protected areas. Then the focus 
shifted to preserving habitat. Later, “best practice” was to employ indigenous people in conservation. Now we realize 
we should not be teaching indigenous people what to do, rather, we should go and listen. Our old belief that “in order 
to save the species, we need to get rid of people” is completely counterproductive. I remember telling Susy “I don’t like 
people, I want to work with bears.” I’ve since learned the only way to work with bears is to work with people. 

 When you assist indigenous people in launching their own conservation efforts and these succeed, you can keep moving 
and add to the geographic scope of your work. This is sustainable conservation at its best.

 Many young people leave indigenous communities and, disillusioned, return becoming proud of those things they have 
that others don’t, their region’s particular wilderness and wildlife. I can feel that generational change of attitude and that 
gathering pride in the natural environment. 

 I have been training 2 indigenous people as para-biologists. Once they are trained, they can visit other nearby communi-
ties, and in turn, teach others. Eventually they’ll train other para-biologists. I need more field assistants. If I, an outsider, 
start from zero in a new community, it will take me a whole year to gain trust. These para-biologists have family connec-
tions in these nearby communities and already have trust. They can step in, garner enthusiasm and begin training. With 
them, I have a jump-start on trust and a jump-start with local dialects. They can easily translate my technical words into 
everyday words for their community members. This is an experiment as well, the question being “does this model allow 
for our conservation efforts to grow exponentially?”

 I thought this process of training para-biologists would be long. It’s actually moving very rapidly. We only started a year 
ago and I’m seeing a change in attitudes, and it is very promising. 

 I love that I have helped Bolivians build pride in their natural environment. We are improving indigenous Bolivian’s lives 
by acknowledging them as the authority on wildlife and wild lands. It’s no longer a source of shame to be a farmer or 
campesino. Campesinos feel so neglected, so “less than” everyone else, if this project can help them then I’m happy and 
our work is done. The Andean bear conservation initiative belongs to them.

Julia: Ximena, you are helping catalyze a change in Bolivians from a kind of false pride of machismo to a true pride of culture, 
place and bears. Do you have your own particular advice for young people wanting a career as a bear biologist?

Ximena: Be as much stubborn as possible! When you are in a career such as bear biology, you will face significant obstacles. 
We are so lucky to study this species! So even though sometimes the bears don’t show up, or budgets are short, or we 
can’t get a job, please keep trying. 

 Diana gave me beautiful advice once when I was having a hard time. She told me “Up in the mountains, in order to get 
to the next mountain, you may have to cross a valley. Sometimes the valley crossing will take many days. Don’t feel bad 
about going through the valley. That’s how bears find new areas to forage. You just need to keep walking, that’s what the 
bears do.” 

 I also want to encourage other IBA members to apply for the Whitley Award. I know some who would qualify.

Julia: Thank you.

This interview has been edited for brevity.
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IBA Grants Program News
Research and Conservation Grants Awarded for 2017
Paolo Ciucci, Chair
IBA Research and Conservation Grants Committee
Email: paolo.ciucci@uniroma1.it

Tropical Bears Grant
In 2017, a very generous gift received by IBA’s Bear Conservation Fund (BCF) enabled IBA to offer for the first time 1 special 

2-year $30,000 USD grant of for either conservation-oriented research or science-based conservation work on any of 3 
tropical bear species. We received 16 applications concerning 5 bear species (Andean, Sun, Asiatic black, and Sloth bears) in 
9 countries, requesting a total of $461,400. Most of them were research-based projects, investigating such diverse aspects 
as occupancy, population abundance and genetics, habitat use, nutritional ecology, and 3 were basic conservation-oriented 
projects involving practical conservation actions (damage prevention, anti-poaching campaigns, education and communi-
cation). We expected competition to be stiff for this grant, so we carefully evaluated proposals to be exemplary and with a 
very clear value for species conservation.

Although at least 5 top-ranked proposals have been judged to be of excellent quality, only one project could be funded: 
Roshan Guharajan was awarded the proposal “The effects of anthropogenic activities on sun bears and other large mam-
mals”. The project will be funded $15,000 USD in 2017 and $15,000 USD  in 2018, and the main aim is to evaluate the effects 
of different logging regimes and hunting pressure on sun bears in Borneo, one of the last strongholds of the species. The 
Research and Conservation Grant (RCG) committee positively judged Roshan’s project on the basis of its exemplary submis-
sion, the qualification of the applicant, the scientific rigor, the relevance of the planned action and, most importantly, for 
its immediate and long-term practical conservation value. The project will speak to the efficacy of practices and policies of 
conservation logging already being employed, which are expected to provide workable solutions in natural resource utiliza-
tion and management. Roshan’s references are exemplary and his project work will further his academic training, as he is a 
current PhD student in the Leibniz Institute for Zoo and Wildlife Research in Berlin. Roshan is supervised by Andreas Wilting, 
and Dave Garshelis acts as a project collaborator. Congratulations to Roshan and collaborators!

Regular Grant
In 2017, the RCG committee received 34 proposals requesting a total of $241,398 USD for various research and conserva-

tion projects, including scaled-down versions of 10 Tropical Bears grant proposals and 24 new applications. We judged to 
be of excellent to very good quality and interest at least 14 top-ranked proposals, and based on the funds made available 
this year by BCF, we were able to grant all of them. The approved projects include important research on 5 species of bears 
(Brown, Andean, Asiatic, Sun and Sloth bears) in 10 countries, with awards ranging from $1,490 to $10,000 per project (Table 
1). Three among the granted projects were totally (brown bear in Mongolia), or in part (Sun and Asiatic black bear in Thai-
land, Sun bears in Borneo) funded by the Homer Fund ($5,000 USD each, for a total of $15,000 USD).

As always, we are very grateful to all applicants who sent proposals for consideration this past year, and urge bear 
researchers, biologists, and conservationists to submit worthy projects for next year through the IBA web site (deadline Dec 
1st, 2017)!

RCG committee members (Ali Nawaz, Jörg Rauer, Gordon Warburton, Shenandoa Garcia-Wrangel), the BSG co-chairs 
(Dave Garshelis and Rob Steinmetz), and the Homer Fund Committee members (Gabriella Fredriksson and John Hechtel) all 
worked hard reviewing the proposals received last December. This year, coincident with the turnover in the IBA administra-
tive positions, the RCG committee enjoys 2 new members: Adrés Ordiz (Norwegian University of Life Sciences, Norway) and 
Karyn Rode (Alaska Science Center, U.S. Geological Survey); Andrés and Karyn replace 2 long-time members, Jörg Rauer and 
Shaenandhoa Garcia Rangel to whom the RCG committee express deepest gratitude for their dedication and the time they 
devoted to the committee.

Our thanks go to all those responsible for soliciting and donating the funds, which together support the grants program. 
It is amazing to realize that their support truly benefits such diverse work going on in the world of bear conservation.

Remember that proposals for IBA’s Research and Conservation Grants Program for 2017 are due December 1, 2017. We 
highlight that this year, in addition to the Regular Grant; BCF is funding one special 2-year grant for participatory-based work 
on bear conservation. 

Visit: http://www.bearbiology.com/index.php?id=30 for detailed information about the grants program and instructions 
for submitting proposals.

http://www.bearbiology.com/index.php?id=30
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Table 1. List of 14 proposals that have been granted under the Regular Grant (2016-2017)

Proposal No. Principal 
Investigator

Affiliation Species Country Project Title Grant (USD)

IBA-
SG_07_2016

Falconi Lopez 
Nereyda

University of 
Massachusetts

Andean 
bear 

Peru Andean bear distribution and land use 
change implications for populations in Peru

 $10,000.00 

IBA-
SG_08_2016

Filipczyková 
Eva 

Universidad 
Técnica 
Particular de 
Loja,Ecuador

Andean 
bear

Ecuador Marking behavior, population density 
estimates, and terrain use of Andean bears 
Tremarctos ornatus – generating knowledge 
for conservation of a threatened umbrella 
species

 $3,000.00 

IBA-
RG_14_2016

Mardaraj 
Prakash 

Saurashtra Uni-
versity, India

Sloth bear India ‘Sloth Bears go hunting’: Exploration of new 
feeding habits of Melursus ursinus in Eastern 
India

 $4,772.00 

IBA-
RG_16_2016

Penteriani 
Vincenzo 

Spanish Council 
of Scientific 
Research

Brown bear Spain Brown bear behavior in human-dominated 
landscapes: the effect of human density and 
ecotourism

 $4,500.00 

IBA-
RG_17_2016

Pigeon Karine fRI Research, 
Alberta

Sloth and 
Asiatic
black bears

Nepal Why aren’t there Asiatic black bears in the 
Terai of Nepal? Implications for sloth bear 
conservation

 $8,500.00 

IBA-
SG_19_2016

Ratnayeke 
Shyamala 

Sunway 
University, 
Malaysia

Sun bear Malaysia Landscape characteristics and population 
genetic structure of Malayan sun bears 
(Helarctos malayanus) in Malaysia

 $4,974.00 

IBA-
RG_21_2016

Rehman Ejaz ur Quaid-i-Azam 
University, 
Pakistan

Brown bear Pakistan Investigating population of brown bear in the 
K2 Valley, Karakoram Range

 $9,360.00 

IBA-
RG_23_2016

Salviamo l'Orso Salviamo l'Orso 
(NGO)

Brown bear Italy Consolidating the Genzana Bear Smart Com-
munity

 $1,490.00 

IBA-
RG_26_2016

Sharp Thomas Wildlife SOS 
(NGO)

Sloth, Sun 
and Asiatic 
black

NE India First Steps in Preventing the Disappearance 
of Sloth Bears and Sun Bears from Northeast 
India

 $7,950.00 

IBA-
SG_27_2016

Springer Van-
essa 

Cornell Univer-
sity, NY, USA

Andean 
bear

Ecuador Andean Bears as an Umbrella Species for 
Landscape Conservation in the Chocó-Ande-
an Corridor, Ecuador

 $10,000.00 

IBA-
RG_28_2016 

a

Tumendem-
berel Odbayar 

University Col-
lege of South-
eastern Norway

Brown bear Mongolia Understanding and conserving the Gobi bear 
(Ursus arctos): non-invasive genetic sampling 
sheds light on the ecology, population size, 
diet, and taxonomic status of the world's rar-
est bear

 $5,062.00 

IBA-
RG_30_2016

Waseem Mu-
hammad 

WWF-Pakistan Asiatic 
Black bear

Pakistan Conservation of Asiatic black bear popula-
tions by mitigating human-bear conflict 
through development of joint rapid response 
mechanism in Mansehra District, Khyber Pak-
htunkhwa, Pakistan (2nd Grant application)

 $5,800.00 
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Stay Tuned for Announcement of Community Conservation Grant 
Opportunity…. 
Julia Bevins 
Chair, Bear Conservation Fund
Email: BCF@bearbiology.com

IBA’s anonymous donor has offered a second grant of $30,000, for “innovation in community-based conservation for 
bears,” to be given out in $15,000 allotments over a period of two years in early 2018 and 2019. This is a one-time grant 
opportunity designed to assist creation and implementation of innovative conservation solutions anchored in local com-
munity and science. All bear species qualify, although preference will be given to projects outside of North America. 

The central focus of this project must be community-based conservation. However, it must also be science-driven, in 
order to reliably gauge the effectiveness of the actions taken. While the funding is not for a research project per se, the 
community component can engage with a research component, as long as there are clear conservation-related objectives, 
and not simply an investigation of what conservation actions to employ. Moreover, there should be measureable outcomes 
(established long-term metrics) beyond short-term attitudinal change. The overall goal is to create initiative(s) that are taken 
up by a community or region for lasting change in a way that supports local bear populations.

It is expected that this unusual grant will be run through the Research and Conservation Grants Committee selection 
process, just as the tropical bear award process was conducted last year. Researchers submitting a proposal for this award 
will be able to submit a scaled down budget and scope of research so that proposals not chosen for the “Innovations in 
Community-based Conservation Award” can be considered in the regular research and conservation grants process. Stay 
tuned for a formal announcement on IBA’s website.  
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Syrian Brown Bear Accompanies Syrian Children through their 
Social Studies
Darem Tabbaa
Member: Asian Brown Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group
Animal Protection Project
Faculty of Veterinary Medicine
Hama University, Hama, Syria
Email: daremtabbaa@yahoo.com

Education is key to building values and behavior of society. One important facet is the role of educational curricula in 
building foundations for sustainable development. In Syria, one of the most important educational components for the first 
cycle of basic education, from the 1st to 6th grade, is social studies material that educates this generation on connecting 
time and place to promote values of citizenship.

In view of the importance of biodiversity, it is significant that the school curricula in Syria has comprised information re-
lated to Syrian fauna and flora, including extensive explanation of science and prominent placement of some Syrian animals 
and plants on covers of schoolbooks. Additionally, in some books, a symbolic animal figure is used throughout the book as 
a sort of narrator to help explain things to the student. In a 1st grade social studies book, the Syrian brown bear was chosen 
to accompany the students in lessons encompassing concepts of who I am, my family, my community, my homeland, and 
safety and patterns of my life.

The character of the Syrian brown bear was intended as a friendly way to interact with children of this age, so this char-
acter becomes attached to the lesson. Additionally, the subtle intent is to build respect and understanding for the Syrian 
brown bear, including appreciation for the importance of this animal species in the Syrian envi-
ronment, and to build a constituency to protect it. The educational curricula adopted a number 
of other mammals as well as birds, plants, and insects living in the Syrian environment to ac-
company textbooks in different years of study. This serves to introduce them to school students 
and create a feeling for the richness of biodiversity in various Syrian ecosystems. It is particularly 
interesting, though, that the bear was chosen as such a character given that, until recently, this 
species was thought to be extinct in Syria. 

The Syrian brown bear is used to help guide Syrian 1st grade students through social studies. By giving students a favorable opinion of 
the “narrator” of the book, the intent is to generally promote conservation and sustainable development, and specifically an attachment

 to that species. It is interesting that a bear, presumed extinct in Syria until recently rediscovered, was chosen as such a character.
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Brown Bear Population in the Central Alps (Trentino, Italy) has 
Stabilized
Claudio Groff
Member: European Brown Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear 
Specialist Group
Provincia Autonoma di Trento – Servizio Foreste e Fauna
Settore grandi carnivori
Via Trener n. 3   -   38123 Trento  (Italy)
Tel.  +39 0461 494961 ; Fax  +39 0461 494972
Email: claudio.groff@provincia.tn.it

Natalia Bragalanti & Luca Pedrotti
Provincia Autonoma di Trento – Servizio Foreste e Fauna
Settore grandi carnivori
Via Trener n. 3   -   38123 Trento  (Italy)
Email: natalia.bragalanti@provincia.tn.it 
Email: luca.pedrotti@provincia.tn.it 

The 2016 monitoring season (15th successive year of genetic monitoring) of the brown bears in Trentino, Italy, suggested 
that the population — which had been bolstered by a reintroduction in 1999–2002 — has stabilized over the past 4 years.  
We estimate 38 – 48 bears, excluding cubs. In 2016, there were 6 – 11 litters with 11 – 18 cubs, taking the total population to 
49 – 66 bears.

Data are presented in the “Bear Report 2016”, now at its 10th edition, edited by the Forest and Wildlife Department of 
the Provincia Autonoma di Trento, in cooperation with the Science Museum of Trento, Adamello Brenta Natural Park, and 
the National Wildlife Institute. The English version of the report is available as a PDF (https://orso.provincia.tn.it/content/
download/13856/242602/file/Rapporto%20Orso_2016_ENG.pdf). Besides providing an update on the status of the bear 
population, the report details monitoring, damage prevention and compensation, emergency management, communica-
tion, personnel training, international networking and other research that has been conducted on this population. 

The population (excluding cubs) has an approximately equal sex ratio, of which an estimated 58% were adults. The effec-
tive population (Ne) is about 15. Survival rates (based on 99 individuals, 484 bear-years) were 85% for cubs, 90% for juveniles, 
and 91% for adults.  Since 2002, we’ve found 28 dead bears, 8 of which died of natural causes, 6 for unknown reasons, and 
14 related to human-bear conflict (of which 50% were accidental deaths, 21% legal harvests in Switzerland and Germany, 
and 29% from poaching). Illegal killing seems to have increased recently, with 4 bears found dead in the last 4 years from 
poisoning and shooting.

The Brenta range, Paganella-Gazza range, and Bondone range are still the strongholds of this small and isolated popula-
tion. Females roam in a relatively small area (approx. 1000 km2), which is entirely contained within the western Trentino 
region (density = 3.2 bears/100 km2). The territory occupied by males, including dispersing movements into surrounding 
regions and countries is 20X larger (approx. 20,800 km2).  Among 28 juveniles males that dispersed, 12 (43%) died or disap-
peared, 11 (39%) returned to the core area, 2 (7%) emigrated east (northern Dinaric population), and 3 (11%) remain outside 
the province.

In 2016, damages were recorded in 128 incidences 
related to bears in Trentino and €73,400 (US$78,500) 
compensated. The emergency team (24-h available 
personnel trained to manage problem bears) was 
called into action 18 times, following reports of 
damage or the sighting of bears close to facilities 
frequented by people. In only 1 of these instances 
did staff conduct aversive conditioning (rubber bul-
lets and bear-dogs) on the bears. Three false attacks 
were recorded; 2 involved a female with cubs and 
1 a male and a female together. In 2014 and 2015, 
there were 2 bear attacks, both involving females 
with cubs, and in 1 case a man was seriously injured, 
which exacerbated the 
perception of bears 
being a public safety 
concern, resulting in a 
further deterioration of 
human attitudes toward 
bears in the central Alps.

Female brown bear with cub in Trentino.  Photo: Massimo Papi – Forest and 
Wildlife Department archive, Provincia Autonoma di Trento.

https://orso.provincia.tn.it/content/download/13856/242602/file/Rapporto%20Orso_2016_ENG.pdf
https://orso.provincia.tn.it/content/download/13856/242602/file/Rapporto%20Orso_2016_ENG.pdf
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Kaziranga National Park, bordered by the Brahmaputra River to the north  and Karbi Mountain 
range  to the south, offers a possible intersection  of habitats favorable to 3 bear species.

Kaziranga National Park — Plenty of Sloth Bears, but are 
there Other Bear Species?
Nishith Dharaiya
Co-chair Sloth Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group 
Wildlife and Conservation Biology Research Lab 
Department of Life Sciences, 
HNG University, Patan (Gujarat), India 384265
Email: nadharaiya@gmail.com

Dave Garshelis
Co-chair IUCN Bear Specialist Group 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
Grand Rapids, MN 55744, USA 
Email: dave.garshelis@state.mn.us

Thomas Sharp
Member: Sloth Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group 
Wildlife SOS
Salt Lake City, UT 84105 USA 
Email: thomas@wildlifesos.org

Arzoo Malik 
Wildlife and Conservation Biology Research Lab
HNG University, Patan (Gujarat) India 384 265
Email: arzoomalik8.am@gmail.com

Nandita Patel
Wildlife and Conservation Biology Research Lab
HNG University, Patan (Gujarat) India 384 265
Email: nanditapatel1412@gmail.com

Nilmani Rabha
Wildlife Trust of India
Arunachal Pradesh, India
Email: nilmani_rabha@rediffmail.com 
 

India’s Kaziranga National Park, located in the state of Assam in northeastern (NE) India is most known for its one-horned 
inhabitant, the Indian rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis). But it contains a host of other fascinating wildlife as well, including 
tigers, leopards, elephants, water buffalo, gaur, sambar, and swamp deer. Kaziranga comprises a lush mixture of grasslands, 
marshlands, riverine forests, and mixed-deciduous and semi-evergreen tropical forests, crosscut by 4 rivers and interspersed 
with lakes. During the peak of the monsoon in July – August, much of the park is flooded. We were interested in what bear 
species occupy this park and surrounding areas. 

Three bear species occupy NE India (Asiatic black, Ursus thibetanus, sloth, Melursus ursinus, and sun, Helarctos 
malayanus), but due to confusion over identification of these species, great uncertainty exists 
about where each of them lives within this region. We specifically sought to find whether 
there might be places where all 3 overlap, and if so, what conditions permitted 
this sympatry. Kaziranga was a possibility of such a place.

Before spending time at Kaziranga, we were aware that 
the park was inhabited by a robust population 
of sloth bears: Choudhury (2011:15) 
described the park as the 
“the most important 
site for the species in 
NE India.” We were 
aware of no evidence 
for the presence of 
Asiatic black bears or 
sun bears within or 
adjacent to the park. 
However, there are 
old records of sun 
bear cubs formerly 
being found in tea 
farms bordering the 
park’s grassland and 
Karbi Mountains areas 
(Choudhury 2011). 
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With the help of a research and conservation grant from the IBA we were 
able to visit 4 sites in NE India, intending to lay the groundwork for future 
studies of the overlap of these 3 bear species in NE India. The field visit to 
Kaziranga involved taking jeeps along safari roads through the park’s grass-
lands for 8 – 10 km. With forest officers and staff, whom we had just trained 
about identification of bear sign, we searched mainly for bear diggings into 
termite mounds — a definitive sign of sloth bears. We found that many 
mounds had at some time been broken into. We also found 3 different sloth 
bear signs at a single site: diggings into a termite mound that surrounded 
a tree; sloth bear claw marks on the tree; and the remains of honeycomb at 
the base, which explains the bear’s motivation for climbing it. We also found 
sloth bear scat (recognizable by the termite remains) on a footbridge over 
the Difolu River, and at a watchtower that we checked based on information 
from a local mahout (elephant caretaker), who had seen a sloth bear climb-
ing down one morning. The large amount of sign that we observed in such 
a short time and small area, and along well-travelled safari routes, suggests 
that sloth bears are indeed very common in the park.

Sloth bears are known to relish grasslands with abundant termite 
mounds, which are a hallmark of this park. Asiatic black bears and sun bears, 
are forest-dependent species. Although the grasslands contain patches 
of alluvial woodlands, these are too small to support a forest-dependent 
bear species. However, the Karbi Mountains (not part of the national park 
but protected as reserved forest), south of grasslands, are well forested 
and contain potential habitat for all 3 bear species. The grasslands and 
mountain areas are only separated by a single-lane highway and, in certain 
places, tea farms or other small developments. We were not able to conduct 
any sign surveys in the Karbi Mountains on this trip. Additionally, whereas 
by-catch of camera-trapping for tigers has provided many photos of bears, 
we were informed that no camera traps have been set in the reserved forest 
of the Karbi Mountains. Therefore, the species of bears in this area remains 
unknown. Thus, this area will be a prime target for our search for that rare 
remnant patch of habitat possibly shared by 3 species of bears. 

Literature Cited
Choudhury, A.U. 2011. Records of Sloth Bear and Malayan Sun Bear in North East India. Final 

report to International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA). The Rhino 
Foundation for nature in NE India, Guwahati, Assam, India. 

Diggings for termites, claw marks and half-eaten 
honeycomb indicated that a sloth bear feasted at 

this site within a patch of riverine forest. 
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Sloth bear scat was found on the second floor 
of this watchtower overlooking the Kaziranga 

grasslands.
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The grasslands of Kaziranga National Park, Assam, India, harbor most of the world’s In-
dian rhinoceroses, and apparently a sizeable population of sloth bears. The Karbi Moun-
tains, possibly inhabited by Asiatic black bears and/or sun bears are in the background. 
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Illegal Trade
Recent Reports of Seizures and Poaching of Sun Bears in Malaysia 
Or Oi Ching 
Programme Officer
TRAFFIC Southeast Asia
Selangor, Malaysia
Email: or.oiching@traffic.org

Lau Ching Fong
Senior Anti-Poaching Officer
Peninsular Malaysia Terrestrial Conservation Programme
WWF-Malaysia
Email: cflau@wwf.org.my

Lalita Gomez
Member: Asiatic Black Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group
TRAFFIC Southeast Asia
Selangor, Malaysia
Email: lalita.gomez@traffic.org

Malaysia’s only native bear species, the sun bear (Helarctos malayanus), faces an uncertain future as it continues to be 
poached for trade. TRAFFIC’s past research highlighted the open availability of bear parts throughout the country, and the 
hunting of bears for their gall bladders. Here, we report on a number of recent poaching and seizure incidents as well as 
recent research by TRAFFIC that highlights the ongoing risks and emerging threats to the survival of sun bears in Malaysia.  

During 2015 – 2017 at least 6 cases have been reported involving an estimated minimum of 10 sun bears in the state 
of Sabah alone, all of them slaughtered for their parts. In November 2015, 2 sun bears were found killed on the edge of 
Kulamba Wildlife Reserve, a totally protected area, with their paws and gall bladders removed (Anon. 2015). In January 2016, 
tourists discovered the carcass of a sun bear floating along the Kinabatangan River with the top half of the bear missing 
along with both hind paws (Anon. 2016a). In August 2016, several traders were arrested on 2 separate occasions trying to 
sell bear paws, gall bladders and bear teeth (Anon. 2016b, Vanar 2016). In November 2016, a man was arrested for keeping a 
young female sun bear in a metal cage in his home (Lee 2016). Lastly in March 2017, wildlife rangers rescued an injured sun 
bear in the Maliau Basin that was found with severely infected wounds on its back, most likely caused by a hunting spear, 
and a deep cut around its right forelimb from a snare trap (Vanar 2017). 

Similar hunting pressure persists in Peninsular Malaysia, with documented cases in the Belum-Temengor Forest Complex 
(BTFC) where TRAFFIC and WWF-Malaysia have ongoing conservation programmes that detected the use of guns and wire 
snares to trap bears and other wildlife. From May 2015 to April 2017, WWF removed 371 newly-set snares (<1 month old). At 
least 1 snare was found with a sun bear carcass, while another 3 snares, believed to have been set by Indochinese poachers, 
had signs indicating that bears had been caught but they had either escaped or had already been taken by poachers. These 
signs included clearings made by the struggling animal, gnawed and sometimes felled tree trunks, as well as the obvious 
claw marks on trees around the snare site. 

Observations by TRAFFIC in this landscape also 
point to another potentially emerging threat to 
sun bears: the harvesting of stingless bee hives for 
honey. The government has recently been encour-
aging the farming of stingless bees hives — this 
MYR 300 million (over US$70 million) a year industry 
involves cutting trees with hives to bring to farms 
(Anon 2016c). Such hives are an important food 
source for sun bears. Harvesting activities could 
potentially expose bears to poachers as well as 
incite human-bear conflicts where bears could be 
killed. This situation warrants further monitoring to 
ensure that honey extraction practices do not fuel 
the poaching and trade of sun bears.

Another concerning threat to bears in Malaysia 
is the live pet trade. In March 2015, Peninsular 
Malaysia’s Department of Wildlife and National 
Parks (PERHILITAN) seized a juvenile sun bear during 
raids that netted 7 illegal wildlife traders operating 
through Facebook (Kanyakumari 2015). A recent 

Suspected foreign poacher carrying a cable snare on his bag, 
recorded by a camera trap set on the same ridge where 

a snare with sun bear carcass was found.
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TRAFFIC assessment of wildlife trade occurring on Facebook groups in Peninsular 
Malaysia and several recent seizure incidents also highlighted the availability of 
several bear cubs for sale. In June 2017, Facebook posts carrying pictures of various 
protected wildlife being hunted in Sarawak, including the sun bear, made headlines 
(Sim and Ling 2017). 

These incidents reveal the persistent and unrelenting threat to wild bear popula-
tions in Malaysia to meet local demand for live bears as well as their parts and 
derivatives. The Malaysian government is making some strides to improve the 
situation. In Sabah, the state Legislative Assembly passed a revision of penalties for 
the Sabah Wildlife Conservation Enactment 1997 during its October 2016 sitting 
(Augustine Tuuga, pers. comm., June 2016), specifically catering to higher penalties 
for offences involving Totally Protected species, such as the sun bear — e.g., fines of 
MYR 50,000 – 250,000 (US$11,700 – 58,400), plus an imprisonment term of 1–5 years. 
In Peninsular Malaysia, the Wildlife Conservation Act 2010 already imposes a high 
fine for sun bear offences — up to MYR 300,000 (US$70,000) along with a jail term 
of not more than 10 years — however, successful apprehension and conviction of 
suspects, which could serve as a deterrent, needs improvement. The Sarawak Wild 
Life Protection Ordinance is the weakest in the country for the protection of sun 
bears, and the trade involving bear parts and products remains high. The sun bear 
is considered a Protected animal (not Totally Protected), with fines reaching MYR 
10,000 (US$2,300) and up to 1 year imprisonment.  

Incidences of poaching and trade of sun bears and their parts remain high in 
Malaysia. Besides increased public messaging about the illegality of poaching 
and trade of bears, the most important aspect of addressing this problem is the 
monitoring and investigation of individuals involved — including the hunters and 
middlemen that catch, snare and shoot sun bears and traders that offer young 

animals as pets for sale online or their parts or products in medicine outlets and restaurants. The full extent of the law must 
be imposed on those found guilty, so as to send a strong message that wildlife crime is not tolerated in Malaysia. 

Acknowledgements
We thank Chris R. Shepherd, Kanitha Krishnasamy and Richard Thomas for their comments on an earlier draft of this paper 

and Hauser Bears for generously funding and supporting our work on bears in Malaysia.

Literature Cited
Anon. 2015. Sun Bears butchered at reserve. Daily Express. http://www.dailyexpress.com.my/news.cfm?NewsID=104574 
Anon. 2016a. Tourist discover dead sun bear floating in the Kinabatangan River. Malaysiakini. http://www.malaysiakini.

com/news/327253
Anon., 2016b. Trader nabbed for trying to market sun bear parts online. The Star. http://www.thestar.com.my/news/

nation/2016/08/22/trader-nabbed-for-trying-to-market-sun-bear-parts-online/#M6pQHhtMVvO98A56.99
Anon. 2016c. Madu kelulut industry capable of generating up to RM 300 million a year. 
 http://www.bernama.com/bernama/v8/newsindex.php?id=1290455
Kanyakumari, D. 2015. Tech-savvy youth the biggest players in illegal wildlife trade. The Star. http://www.thestar.com.my/

news/nation/2015/03/14/young-and-wild-via-phones-techsavvy-youth-the-biggest-players-in-illegal-wildlife-trade/ 
Lee, S. 2016. Sun bear attacks man after fleeing captors. http://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2016/11/02/sun-bear-

attacks-man-after-fleeing-captors-illegally-kept-animal-caught-and-sent-to-zoo-clinic/#bvzjS7d8cst99zez.99. 
Sim, L. L. and S. Ling. 2017. Outrage over hunting pix on FB. The Star. http://www.thestar.com.my/news/

nation/2017/06/05/outrage-over-hunting-pix-on-fb-groups-concerned-over-protected-species-shot-for-sport/
Vanar, M. 2016. Two Sabahans nabbed over sun bear trade. The Star. http://www.thestar.com.my/news/

nation/2016/08/09/two-sabahans-nabbed-over-sun-bear-trade/#ExuFUGk7Bt8W7WE2.99
Vanar, M. 2017. Sabah wildlife rescuers save injured sun bear. 

http://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2017/03/29/
sabah-wildlife-rescuers-save-injured-sun-bear/#GyQTicgMRV0PTOUg.99

Bear claw marks on a tree trunk that
 has been removed from the forest 
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Unfortunately I will not be able to attend the IBA conference in Quito, Ecuador in mid-November. However, I’ve been 
thinking quite a bit about the theme of this year’s BSG session at the conference: “Is Bear Conservation Advancing?” It is 
undoubtedly a pertinent topic for all 8 bear species and should generate some quality presentations and discussion. The 
answer to this question is certainly arguable, depending on the species and locale being referenced, and even who is asked. 

In my world as a statewide bear biologist in the U.S., I’ve asked myself that question as it relates to conflicts between 
humans and the American black bear. It is obvious black bear management has been incredibly successful and wildlife agen-
cies have done a remarkable job, as evidenced by this species being the most abundant of all the bear species. However, in 
the arena of human-black bear conflicts, conservation and management may not be working as well as it could be. 

Human–black bear conflicts are stable to increasing in most areas, and the problem is likely to get worse in the future as 
habitat loss and human population expansion continues. The main cause of escalating conflicts is food. Most bears would 
probably prefer to stay away from humans, but by offering them easy-to-access calories in abundance, humans entice bears 
to take advantage. It’s not unlike a person hitting the drive-thru on a busy day: it’s quick and easy. 

Many things attract bears to people (compost, barbeque grills, pet food, and woodpiles with insects) but the attractants 
that overwhelmingly result in human-black bear conflict are what I refer to as the “Big 3”: garbage, bird feeders (seed and 
nectar), and fruit trees. These items are more than triple the caloric benefit of almost anything nature can provide on the 
landscape. But when I visit many agency websites looking for innovative ways to address this problem, I typically see refer-
ences to “nuisance bears” and “problem wildlife”, which seems to lay blame on the bears for taking advantage of foods that 
people provide. This may lead the public to believe that they are not responsible for the problem, and further that increas-
ing problems may be a sign of an increasing bear population, so more should be killed. This is a failure of conservation and 
not a solution to the problem. 

In my research, I have seen firsthand how bears travel great distances to take advantage of seasonal food resources 
like tree fruits and spawning salmon, both of which tend to occur in valley bottoms where people live. That can result in a 
misconception by those homeowners, communities, and even agency staff that bears are overabundant, when it’s just a 
short-term seasonal concentration drawn from a much larger landscape. This can also occur when there is a mast failure and 
bears are prompted to search for food closer to people. Bird feeders are a widely distributed food source that brings bears 
close to people, creating a potential for damage and a risk to public safety. Often, measures are not taken to avoid repeat 
visitation by addressing the attractants. Ironically, over the last few decades, agencies have done a great job reaching out 
to the public about supporting backyard wildlife and appreciating the wildlife communities around them, and this, in turn, 
has resulted in increased support for wildlife management — but a by-product of that effort was bird feeders, which has 
back-fired in the bear management world. 

After 20 years of studying and managing black bears and conflicts, I’ve 
concluded that it is time for wildlife agencies to denounce the feeding of birds 
(perhaps collectively through organizations such as Association of Fish and Wild-
life Agencies, coupled with concerted efforts to engage City Councils and County 
Commissioners): it is not necessary for birds, and represents a plague on bears. 
Then there is garbage management. We know solutions exist to keep bears out 
of garbage containers, but those solutions cost money and require agreement by 
city, county, and/or state officials. Such communication and collaboration with 
elected officials tends to fall outside the scope of state wildlife agency activities. 
But to truly educate the public about the negative impacts of feeding wildlife, 
and to tackle human-bear conflicts at the source, 
agencies may need to reconsider their allocation of 
resources and staff as well as their messaging. 

So, is bear conservation advancing? With regard to 
the most wide-ranging and abundant bear species…
..I guess my answer is yes, but we can do much better. 

An adult female black bear killed in Leaven-
worth Washington for taking advantage of 

attractants left behind 2 cubs that had to be 
captured and placed in a rehabilitation facility.
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The sloth bear (Melursus ursinus) is a rare species in northeastern (NE) India owing to the fact that it is at its easternmost 
limit (Choudhury 2013). The sloth bear is globally threatened and listed as Vulnerable by the IUCN (IUCN 2017). Elsewhere in 
India, the sloth bear has a wider distribution (Gee 1967, Prater 1980, Choudhury 2016).

In NE India, the state of Assam is the main sloth bear area, although it only occurs in small numbers. Blanford (1888 – 1891) 
stated that “but whether the bear of the Assam plains is this species or Ursus torquatus, I have not been able to ascertain.” 
This suggests that the occurrence the sloth bear in Assam, as well as rest of the NE India, was doubted. However, there were 
photographic and specimen records collected subsequently (The Maharajah of Cooch Behar 1908, Pocock 1932, Editors 
1945, Choudhury 2011). The Kaziranga National Park is currently the most important site for the species in NE India.

Here, I report a recent killing of a sloth bear in Assam. On 31 May 2017, a bear was killed by a village mob in an abandoned 
tea plantation at the edge of Barduar Reserved Forest in the southern part of Kamrup district. In this region, some villagers 
go into the forest to cut trees, collect firewood and forest produce, while some work in the adjacent fields and abandoned 
tea plantations. Since bears have become very rare and are hardly encountered, the unwary villagers encontered the bear 
very early in the morning and 5 people were injured (age of people injured ranged from 11 to 47). Due to hue and cry raised, 
more villagers gathered, chasing and killing the bear with bamboo, sticks and sharp weapons.

 Although the location (approx. 25°56’ N, 91°26’ E) was near Barduar Reserved Forest, there are a few other forest reserves, 
such as Mataikhar and Pantan nearby. From which forest the bear actually came from that night is unclear, although the 
possiblity is greater that it came from Barduar Reserved Forest. This important record indicates that a few of this rare bear 
species still survive in the forests of this region of NE India, which is only 10 km from the forests of Meghalaya’s Ri-Bhoi 
district.

The bear was a male, and measured: HB = 140cm; height at shoulder = approx. 80cm; weight = approx. 80kg. Following 
the post mortem, the carcass was burned by the Forest department.

Choudhury (2011) lists several reserved forests of Assam where there have been past or present records, and where there 
are reports which need confirmation, but none of the reserved forests listed above (Barduar, Mataikhar and Pantan) were 
identified, making the site a significant one.

(left) Map of northeastern India showing the former and current range (after Cloudhury 2013) and site of a recent killing of a sloth bear. 
(right) Image of sloth bear recently killed by villagers in Assam, India. Photo: Forest Department, Assam.
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This particular incident also revealed that small and fragmented populations of bears like this are unlikely to survive for 

long. With continuing habitat degraradation, more and more such animals are likely to meet the same fate [a few Asiatic 
black bears (Ursus thibetanus) have been killed over the last few years in different parts of NE India; this is the first record for 
sloth bear in decades].
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Sloth bears feed primarily on termites, ants, and 
some types of fruits. Their presence and density in an 
area is thought to be closely tied to the abundance of 
these foods. Jassore Sloth bear Sanctuary (180 km2), 
Banaskantha district of Gujarat, India, has the highest 
sloth bear population density in the state (State Popula-
tion of Sloth Bears and Panthers 2016). The sanctuary is 
characterized by dry deciduous forest, with an abun-
dance of Prosopis chilensis, an introduced mesquite 
tree used for shade, fodder, and firewood. 

Most sloth bears in Jassore Sloth Bear Sanctuary 
occur in Kapasiya forest, a section of the sanctuary (43 
km2). This forest was taken over by Prosopis chilensis 
from a plantation started 30 years ago (Singh 2001); the 
seed pods were spread by sheep and goats, and in this 
arid landscape, this tree outcompeted and suppressed 
native fruit-bearing species. In May 2016, we surveyed 
the sanctuary for sloth bear signs and collection of scat. 

We collected 52 scats from the sanctuary, 13 of 
which were in Kapasiya forest. We washed the scats 
thoroughly in the laboratory to separate the food 
remains, which we dried and observed under a dissect-
ing microscope. We found seeds of Cassia fistula, black 
ants, honey bee and bee’s wax, seeds of Diospyros 
melanoxylon, and figs (Ficus spp.). Also, 9 of the 13 scats 
collected from Kapasiya forest were composed mostly of 
the mouth parts, appendages and wings of a large insect. 
Since we observed that cicadas were common in the area 
during our surveys, we collected some and compared 
them to the insects in the scats, and confirmed presence 
of Platypleura spp. We also observed a high sloth bear 
activity in the area, as evidenced by many fresh diggings 
and some fresh claw marks on trees.

To our knowledge, this is the first observation of 
cicada remains in sloth bear scat. Sloth bears are known 
to occasionally feed opportunistically, as scats have in-
cluded rare items like a snake (Hasted, 1903) and livestock 

Location of Jassore Sloth Bear 
Sanctuary and within it, the 

Kapasiya forest area where these 
observations were made.

Much Prosopis-infested habitat contains little native fruit-bearing trees.
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(likely scavenged; Laurie and Seidensticker 1977, Bargali et.al 2004). Likewise, they may take advantage of certain local foods, 
as for example in eastern Karnataka in southern India where sloth bears were reported to dig up and eat dung beetle larva 
in a fashion that has not been reported elsewhere (Sharp et.al. 2008).

Given these observations, we now seek to know whether cicadas are a regular part of the diet of sloth bears in this area, 
or if this foraging was specific to this year. In other words, has their diet shifted, and if so, why? Were cicadas especially 
abundant, or was this feeding driven by the lack of other foods? Do cicadas provide the same nutrition as ants and termites? 
These are important questions for understanding the driving factors in sloth bear abundance and for aiding efforts to 
conserve them. 
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(left) Cicadas (Platypleura sp.) were common in the area, and consumed by sloth bears.
(right) Scat sample of sloth bears showing various body parts of cicada. 
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Each year from 20 March – 2 April, Iranians go on a 2-week holiday for their New Year. This can be a good opportunity 
for zoologists to kill 2 birds with 1 stone: to spend time 
with their family members and relatives and to make 
simple surveys of animals in remote protected areas 
(PAs) where the fauna is almost unknown. This year I 
decided to travel to Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad Prov-
ince, in southwestern Iran, almost 750 km from Tehran. 
About three-fourths of Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad 
Province is contained within the Zagros Mountains and 
associated hills; the rest is plains. Elevations range from 
4,409 m Mount Dena to 197 m Chereh Zan. The moun-
tains in the province are rich habitats for mammals, 
birds, reptiles, and fish. There are 7 PAs, ranging in size 
from 938 km2 down to 24 km2 (Dena, Khaeiz and Sorkh, 
Eastern Dena, Khamin, Sivak, Deyl and Soulak).

Research tools such as camera traps and radiocollars 
are not available in Iran; therefore, Iranian researchers 
must apply cheap and simple methods to gain data 
on fauna, such as direct observation and interviews 
with local people who live in or near PAs. I surveyed 
30 local people (aged 20–70 years) in each PA, asking 
them 2 questions about brown bears: 1) whether they 
or any of their acquaintances (family members, rela-
tives, neighbors, and friends) had seen bears, and 2) 
in which season(s) the bears had been seen. Based on 
local knowledge, I excluded the Soulak Protected Area 
because there were likely no bears there. 
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The Zagros Mountains are a prominent feature of 
Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad Province, Iran.

Thirty people in each PA were surveyed and asked whether they 
had seen brown bears.  The graph shows the number 

who said yes and the number who said no.
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Responses indicated that bears were seen by more local people in the Dena Protected Area, whereas no one had seen 
bears in the Deyl Protected Area. Most bear sightings were in autumn, possibly because bears were in areas where they 
were more visible, searching for fall foods; 3 people had seen bears in the Khamin Protected Area only in spring, and 1 
person had seen them in the Khaeiz and Sorkh Protected Area only in autumn.

Of course, these simple data are not adequate to inform management or conservation strategies for bears, but they 
might prod authorities of the Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad Provincial Office of the Department of the Environment (DoE) of 
Iran (the governmental organization in charge) to plan more comprehensive surveys on brown bears in the future.

Unfortunately, there are some serious issues in the PAs of Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad Prov-
ince that threaten the natural habitats in general and the bears in particular. The most important 
are: 1) poachers and local hunters, 2) overgrazing of pastures by livestock, and 3) massive road 
building.
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Distribution of sightings of bears by season.
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iSeeMammals is a new citizen science project developed by the New York Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit at 
Cornell University and the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation. It aims to collect presence-absence 
data on the black bear (Ursus americanus) population in New York. The population of New York black bears has been 
growing since the 1950s through protection via regulated hunting and the reversion of farmlands back to forest. Especially 
since the 1990s, the population has also been expanding in range and encroaching on areas with more agriculture and 
human development. This has led to increases in the frequency and intensity of various human-bear interactions, including 
hunting, sightings, nuisance complaints, and property damage. New York bears may continue to expand into new regions, 
as a recent study in a region of the expanded bear range (Sun et al. 2017) found that increased proportion of agriculture and 
developed land did not influence bear density. To effectively manage the bear population in New York, additional research 
on demographic and landcover factors that affect the growth and expansion of the bear population is needed.

Towards this end, iSeeMammals collects presence-absence data in 3 forms. Citizen scientists may submit observations 
of bear and bear signs (tracks, scat, hair, and markings), go on hikes that record GPS coordinates, and set up trail cameras to 
monitor black bears. A website (iseemammals.org) and free smartphone app are available for citizen scientists to access the 
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project and submit data. iSeeMammals launched in the spring of 2017, and hopes to enlist hikers, hunters, trackers, natural-
ists, and other outdoor enthusiasts to participate. Multimedia outreach efforts were made before and coinciding with the 
app release. As of mid-June 2017, 282 users across New York State had signed up and the app was downloaded 232 times 
onto iPhone and Android devices. Future repeated advertising efforts are planned to recruit new participants.

The citizen science approach serves multiple research and management objectives. First, data from iSeeMammals 
will augment other concurrent data collection efforts to study the black bear population in New York. Limited resources 
prevents statewide application of intensive collection of presence-absence data (e.g., barbed wire hair snares, agency or 
university-monitored trail cameras) for spatial capture-recapture and occupancy analysis. Citizen science may thus collect 
data over a region greater than what researchers could cover alone, particularly increasing the amount of data from private-
ly owned land, which can be difficult to access and which covers over half of New York. This will allow localized inferences to 
scale up to species ranges, thereby enabling citizen science to assist in population monitoring over large spatial and tempo-
ral extents (Bonney et al. 2009, Dickinson et al 2010).

Researchers and managers intend to use data collected through iSeeMammals in combination with harvest indices and 
targeted capture-recapture studies to generate more precise and accurate estimates of population size, growth, and distri-
bution than through any one method alone. iSeeMammals also serves as a pilot project to assess the feasibility of using this 
form of citizen science and mode of data collection as a tool for wildlife population monitoring in New York. A similar citizen 
science approach may be useful for other game and non-game species. 

Importantly, such kinds of citizen science also engage the public and different stakeholders in wildlife management. Black 
bears are both a natural and cultural resource in New York, and iSeeMammals connects citizens with their local, science-
based wildlife management. 
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temporally referenced 

presence-absence data.
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Sloth Bear Pede-Marking Caught on Video
Shanmugavelu Swaminathan 
Wildlife SOS
Bangalore, Karnataka; India
Email: swaminathan@wildlifesos.org

Attur Shanmugam Arun
Wildlife SOS 
Bangalore, Karnataka; India 
Email: arun@wildlifesos.org

Thomas Sharp
Member: Sloth Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group 
Wildlife SOS
Salt Lake City, Utah; United States 
Email: thomas@wildlifesos.org

Kartick Satyanarayan
Member: Sloth Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group
Wildlife SOS
Delhi, India
Email: kartick@wildlifesos.org

Geeta Seshamani
Wildlife SOS
Delhi, India
Email: geeta@wildlifesos.org 

Chemical communication through scent marking plays a significant role in the behavioral lives of solitary predators, in-
cluding bears. Different forms of scent marking have been documented among the bear species. Grizzly bears (Ursus arctos) 
and American black bears (U. americanus) have been observed scratching trees, rubbing against trees or other objects, 
and pede-marking — twisting their feet into the ground to apply scent (Taylor et al. 2015, Sergiel et al. 2016). Andean bears 
(Tremarctos ornatus) rub against trees and other objects (Filipczyková et al. 2017). Polar bears (U. maritimus) leave a scent in 
their tracks (Owen et al. 2014). Giant pandas (Ailuropoda melanoleuca) apply a waxy-sticky secretion from their anal gland 
on a tree of other substrate, sometimes using an elaborate handstand to do so (Kleiman 1983, Nie et al. 2012). Sloth bear 
(Melursus ursinus) scent marking has not been widely discussed, though Laurie and Seidensticker (1977) reported sloth 
bears rubbing and scratching trees.

The role of pede-marking in bears is not fully understood, and likely varies by species. Pedal glands, both apocrine sweat 
glands and holocrine sebaceous glands, are well developed in the polar bear (Owen et al. 2014). Brown bears also have 
relatively prominent apocrine sweat glands (Sergiel et al. 2016). Sloth bears have few prominent apocrine sweat glands on 
their interdigital skin or around hair follicles (Patil et al. 2016) and lack the rows of prominent apocrine sweat glands present 
in polar bears (Owen et al. 2014, Patil et al. 2016). It has been suggested, therefore, that sloth bear sexual behavior is likely 
communicated by other sources, including urine (Patil et al. 2016).

We captured 8 wild sloth bear pede-marking events on video over a period of 1.5 years (January 2014–June 2016), which 
may represent the first documented cases of this behavior in this species. These events were recorded by 4 camera traps, 
which we set to monitor sloth bear dens in eastern Karnataka, India. All of the subjects were identified as adult males. 
Additionally, though it is difficult to tell sloth bear individuals apart via camera-trap photograph, we could identify some 
individuals in multiple videos. In 1 location where we observed 3 pede-marking incidents, 2 were of the same bear and 1 

Camera trap photos (extracted from videos) of wild male sloth bears sniffing and pede-marking in Karnataka, India. The pede-marking 
involved twisting the foot on the ground in an apparent attempt to apply scent. Left and center photos are of apparently the 
same bear (based on hair pattern) in the same cave doing the same behavior, a month apart. These 3 photos correspond with 

events 2, 4, and 8 in the accompanying table. Photos: Shanmugavelu Swaminathan. 
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a different bear. The videos showed bears grinding and twisting their back feet into the ground. Some of the videos also 
captured the bear sniffing the ground before or after the pede-marking event. During some of the pede-marking events the 
bear was walking forward, while in others it was standing still while twisting and grinding the back paws. One video shows 
the bear intermittently pede-marking, defecating and rubbing its back side against the entrance of a cave. Pede-marking 
events typically only lasted a few seconds, though several of the videos captured multiple pede-marking events.   

We also observed that one male captive bear at our Bannerghatta Bear Rescue Facility (an 18-year-old male that was 
rescued from the “dancing bear” trade) displayed the same behavior. Possibly of relevance, whereas the vast majority of 
male bears at our facility are castrated, this individual had been vasectomized instead. 

Sloth bear pede-marking events, eastern Karnataka, India.
Event Date Time Area Sex Comments

1 13 Jan 2014 22:59 Ramnagara Male Same den entrance as event #3. 

2 8 Feb 2015 04:51 Gudeokotte Male Same den as event #4 (see photo).

3 22 Feb 2015 19:58 Ramnagara Male Possibly same bear as event #1 (1 year later)

4 11 Mar 2015 19:42 Gudeokotte Male Possibly same bear as event #2, based on fur pattern on back and strik-
ingly similar behavior (see photo).

5 5 Jan 2016 21:21 Sulikeri Male Pede-marking while facing the camera, not by a den entrance. 

6 14 Jan 2016 04:59 Sulikeri Male Sniffing and pede-marking not by a den. 

7 31 Jan 2016 07:29 Sulikeri Male Same location as #5 and #6; appears to be the same individual as in #6. 

8 7 June 2016 07:52 Ariskere Male Defecated twice while pede-marking, and also rubbed hind quarters on a 
rock near the den entrance (see photo).

   
The 8 videos clearly document the use of pede-marking by wild sloth bears. However, the frequency and purpose of this 

behavior remains uncertain. The largely nocturnal behavior of this species may be a reason why this behavior has eluded 
observation in the past. Our sampling was biased toward dens because that is where we set cameras, but we wondered if 
the behavior was intended to keep intruders away from valued den sites.
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Calling all Brown Bear Biologists/Managers/Enthusiasts - Help us to 
Develop a New Method to Recognise and Monitor Brown Bears Worldwide!
BearID: Developing Face Recognition Technology for Brown Bears using AI (2017- )

Melanie Clapham
Postdoctoral Research Fellow, University of Victoria
Research Scientist, Brown Bear Research Network, British Columbia, Canada
Personal email: mclapham@uvic.ca ; Project email: photos@bearresearch.org

In 2017 the Brown Bear Research Network is launching a new research project in which we are developing a software tool 
which has the ability to recognise individual brown bears from images and video footage of their faces. Using cutting-edge 
deep-learning methods of computer learning, we are designing a system which can recognise individual bears with an ac-
curacy of over 80%. Deep-learning methods require large datasets of images, as the computer system trains itself on pattern 
recognition. Therefore, thousands of training images are required to give the high accuracy of recognition which we require. 
A pilot study funded by Knight Inlet Lodge (a bear-viewing lodge in British Columbia) in 2015/16 revealed the ability to 
recognise individual bears by their faces, with an accuracy of 69%. Switching to a deep-learning approach with an increased 
sample size should give us the accuracy we require to develop an open-source useable end-product. In 2017 we are using 
camera traps to collect as many images/videos as possible of recognisable, individual grizzly bears to add to our database.

Our ultimate goal is to develop a software tool that can recognise individual bears. This could be used to assess and 
monitor populations, providing us with a new methodology to survey bears in the wild. The bear viewing industry will also 
benefit from the ability to recognise individuals, by tracking individuals over time and being able to monitor viewed popula-
tions more accurately. Bear viewing companies can also engage guests in citizen science by recording the individuals which 
they see while out viewing and reporting these sightings to a central online database, proving an engaging experience for 
guests. Through the development of an online platform, past guests will also be able monitor sightings of their favourite 
bears online. As well as being a vital research tool, the ability to automatically and confidently recognise individual bears 
has huge potential for public engagement in bear conservation. We are also hoping to extend the technology to other bear 
species after completion of this part of the project for brown bears. 

We are looking for willing brown bear researchers/managers/photographers/general enthusiasts to donate images and 
video footage to our project to allow us to improve the accuracy of our system. Supplied images and videos will only be 
used for the sole purpose of training and testing our system. 
We need YOUR HELP to acquire:
• Face-on photographs or videos (personal camera or trail camera) of known/identified individual brown bears (both eyes 

need to be visible)
• Field notes: sex, age (if known), bear number/name, and the area the image was taken would be very 

helpful
Images/videos can be of wild or captive brown bears, from anywhere in the world. Please identify the bear 

in the file name or, even better, through separate folders. Please submit your images/footage to photos@
bearresearch.org (include a dropbox link or similar if required) or we can mail you a flash/hard drive. 

Thank you in advance to the bear community for your help, we hope to keep you updated on this project 
through IBN. 

Examples of ideal face-on images from both DSLR and trail cameras. Photo credit: Melanie Clapham.
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Unusual White-Footed Black Bears
Kaitlin Goode
Area Bear Biologist, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 
620 S Meridian Street, 6B, Tallahassee, FL 32399
BearManagement@MyFWC.com

Most managers and researchers have observed black bears (Ursus americanus) with white or off-white chest blazes, 
however, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) had not documented a case of a black bear with 
white fur on its feet. In January, 2017, the FWC recovered a bear that had been killed by a vehicle that had white fur covering 
half of both of its front paws (Photo 7 and 8). The FWC reached out to colleagues using the International Association for Bear 
Research and Management (IBA) Management Committee’s new GoogleGroup forum to see if any other wildlife agencies 
had documented this condition. While many colleagues responded, very few had ever observed a black bear with white 
fur anywhere but on its chest. Several instances of black bears with white fur on their feet were reported, but biological 
data and/or photographs were available only on 8 bears from 7 different locations across the United States. Of the 8 bears 
reported, 6 had chest blazes, and 6 were males. Most bears had white fur covering their toes or their whole front paws. 
However, 3 cases were reported where white fur appeared beyond the front paws. A bear from Tarheel, North Carolina had 
white fur on all 4 of its feet. A bear from the Great Smoky Mountains National Park had white fur half way up its front legs 

Table 1. Location, sex, and chest blaze presence on black bears with white fur observed on their feet.

Photo Description Location Photo Credit Photo Submitted by Sex Chest 
Blaze 

Present?

Cover Black bear with white fur on all 
four legs and paws, captured.

Great Smoky Moun-
tains National Park 
(Tennessee and 
North Carolina)

Mike Pelton, 
University of Ten-
nessee

mutliple sources Male Yes

1 Black bear with white fur on its 
front paws killed by a vehicle.

Warwick, New York Matt Merchant Jeremy Hurst, New York 
State Department of 
Environmental Conserva-
tion

Male Yes

2 Black bear cub with blonde fur on 
its head and one of its front paws, 
captured.

Big South Fork 
National River and 
Recreation Area 
(Kentucky and Ten-
nessee)

John Cox, Univer-
sity of Kentucky

Dr. Sean Murphy, New 
Mexico Department of 
Game and Fish

Male Un-
known

3 Black bear with white fur on its 
front paws harvested by a hunter.

Ouray County, 
Colorado

Colorado Parks 
and Wildlife

Jerry Apker, Colorado 
Parks and Wildlife

Male Unkown

4 Black bear with white fur on all 
four paws killed by a vehicle.

Tarheel, North 
Carolina

JR Allen Colleen Olfenbuttel, 
North Carolina Wildlife 
Resources Commission. 

Male Yes

5 Black bear with white fur on its 
front paws harvested by a bow-
hunter.

Maine or Ontario Wayne A. Boso-
wicz

Maria de Almeida, On-
tario Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forestry

Un-
known

Yes

6 Black bear with white fur on its 
front toes harvested by a hunter.

southwest Montana Montana Fish, 
Wildlife, and Parks

Kevin Frey, Montana Fish, 
Wildlife and Parks

Un-
known

Yes

7 Black bear with white fur on its 
front paws killed by vehicle.

Calhoun County, 
Florida

FWC Male Yes

8 Mark Cothran, 
FWC Bear Re-
sponse Contractor

9 Black bear with white fur on its 
front paws harvested by a hunter.

Van Swamp Game 
Land in North 
Carolina

North Carolina 
Widlife Resources 
Commission

Colleen Olfenbuttel, 
North Carolina Wildlife 
Resources Commission

Male Yes
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and on a portion both its hind paws. A cub from the Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area had blonde fur on 
its head and on one of its front paws. 

A search of the scientific literature on the occurrence of this coloration anomlay did not result in any additional insight 
as to the possible cause or of it prevalence. The most popular theory for why this coloration may occur offered up by col-
leagues is genetic; the genes responsible for causing white fur on the feet is the same gene that causes a chest blaze. If you 
have a different theory, please let us know. If any IBN readers have data or photographs of this phenomenon, or is aware 
of research on the cause, please contact the author and she will keep track of these occurrences and report 
back to the IBA. Thank you to all the managers and researchers who responded with feedback and provided 
data from their states or provinces.  
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Captive Bears Help Remind Floridians to Keep Trash Secure
Dave Telesco
Bear Management Program Coordinator
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, 620 South Meridian Street 6B, Tallahassee, FL 32399
Email: David.Telesco@MyFWC.com

Every spring, black bears (Ursus americanus) leave their winter dens searching for food. While Florida does not have the tradi-
tional winter weather like most of North America, the Florida black bear (U. a. floridanus) still has the same drive to seek out food 
in the spring. Unfortunately, that drive tends to lead to an increase in human-bear conflicts in the Sunshine State, as bears find 
calorie-rich foods in neighborhoods, which often comes from unsecured garbage, bird seed and pet food.

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) receives over 5,000 calls each year from the public requesting 
information or assistance about bears and how to avoid conflicts with them. One of the most important actions the FWC takes to 
reduce human-bear conflicts is to educate the public about bears and how to proactively avoid conflicts with them. The FWC uses 
traditional press releases as well as social media to advise people when bears are starting to get more active in the spring.

In 2013, the FWC tried a novel approach to increase media coverage of our message about bears in the spring. The FWC 
approached 3 captive wildlife facilities and asked if they would be willing to put a bear-resistant trashcan inside their black bear 
enclosures and allow their bears to interact with the containers. The Tallahassee Museum, Endangered Animal Rescue Sanctuary 
and Naples Zoo at Caribbean Gardens were pleased to partner with the FWC on this important conservation message while of-
fering this enrichment opportunity for their captive bears, and so the FWC held a media event at each of the zoos to get the word 
out about increasing bear activity in the spring. This was a great opportunity for local media as they were able to video tape and 
photograph bears trying to get into the bear-resistant trashcans. They were also able to interview FWC bear biologists and interact 
with bear-resistant garbage cans. The 2013 event was a success garnering a multitude of positive news coverage, so much so the 
FWC expanded it in 2017. 

On May 18, 2017, the FWC hosted a media event at 6 captive wildlife facilities (http://myfwc.com/news/news-releases/2017/
may/18/spring-bears/). In addition to the captive bears interacting with bear-resistant trashcans and a mini-news conference at 
each facility, FWC bear biologists demonstrated the use of bear spray. The FWC also posted on social media via Facebook, Insta-
gram, and Snapchat, as well as live feeds on Facebook, Instagram, and Periscope. The FWC had multiple media, both print and 
broadcast, at each of the locations: Tallahassee Museum (7), Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens (2), Tampa’s Lowry Park Zoo (4), Central 
Florida Zoo and Botanical Gardens (5), Naples Zoo at Caribbean Gardens (3), and Zoo Miami (5). In addition to the 26 different 
media participants, the Facebook Live broadcast (https://www.facebook.com/MyFWC/videos/10155266216208349/) reached over 
30,000 people and was viewed over 10,000 times.

The FWC continues to work with the zoos to build a cooperative partnership where both the agency and captive wildlife 
facilities are sharing the same messaging about coexistence with the public. The FWC recently participated in a meeting with 
the Florida Association of Zoos and Aquariums, where we confirmed our commitment to work closely with zoos on coexistence 
messaging. The Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens has been discussing the creation of video shorts featuring 
both FWC and Zoo staff to be looped at various exhibits, including the black bear enclosure, highlighting the 
importance of ‘living well with Florida’s wildlife’. The Naples Zoo at Caribbean Gardens (http://www.napleszoo.
org/bear) and the Central Florida Zoo (http://www.centralfloridazoobears.org/) have completely redesigned 
their exhibits to promote coexistence, setting up the outdoor enclosures to mimic typical backyards, and 
include outreach on avoiding conflicts at the visitor observation locations. Given each zoo receives thousands 
of visitors every year, partnering with captive wildlife facilities is a great way to get the word out to the public 
about avoiding human-bear conflicts.

(left) Captive black bear at the Tallahassee Museum investigates a bear-resistant trashcan. More photos at:https://www.flickr.com/pho-
tos/myfwcmedia/albums/72157682554596520/with/34629692690/ (center) Graphic representation of Central Florida Zoo’s redesigned 
bear exhibit where visitors view bears from the back porch of a ‘house’. (right) Captive black bear naps at the picnic table in its enclosure 

in the Naples Zoo at Caribbean Gardens.

http://myfwc.com/news/news-releases/2017/may/18/spring-bears/
http://myfwc.com/news/news-releases/2017/may/18/spring-bears/
https://www.facebook.com/MyFWC/videos/10155266216208349/
http://www.napleszoo.org/bear) and the Central Florida Zoo (http://www.centralfloridazoobears.org/
http://www.napleszoo.org/bear) and the Central Florida Zoo (http://www.centralfloridazoobears.org/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/myfwcmedia/albums/72157682554596520/with/34629692690/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/myfwcmedia/albums/72157682554596520/with/34629692690/
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Living with Bears Launches New Educational Pocket Guides
Rich Beausoleil
Bear & Cougar Specialist
Karelian Bear Dog Program
Washington Dept. of Fish & Wildlife
3515 State Highway 97A
Wenatchee, WA 98801

Linda Masterson
Author, Living with Bears Handbook
www.livingwithbears.com
lmastercom@aol.com
970-231-7500

Living with Bears Handbook, completely updated in 2016, is very popular with the public and widely used as a reference 
guide by wildlife agency staffs throughout North America.

Now author Linda Masterson and publisher PixyJack Press have produced a series of three educational pocket guides that 
will help with the prevention of human-bear conflicts for people living, playing or visiting bear country.

The Bear Smart pocket guides use the educational, fun and easy to read style the book is known for to deliver practical 
information about living with bears that the public needs. 

PixyJack offers a custom imprint option (see Washington’s logo example) so agencies, communities or groups can person-
alize the pocket guides with their logos, website and other contact information. Quantity discounts are available. Contact 
publisher LaVonne Ewing (info@pixyjackpress.com or call 303-810-2850) for more details.

(left) Living with Bears Handbook, 2016. (center left) Pocket guide for Living with Bears which includes section on The Bear Behavioral
Ladder of Progression, Bear Calorie Counter, and What Bears Love to Eat.  (center right) Pocket Guide for Playing in Bear Country 
which includes sections on Encounters on the Trail, Encounters in Camp, Keep a Clean Camp, Hike Bear Smart, and Bear Sense.

  (right) Pocket Guide for Visiting Bear Country which includes sections on Photographing Bears, Bear Viewing Guidelines, 
The Bear Facts, Staying in Bear Country, and what to do If You See a Black Bear.
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Snared Asiatic Black Bear in China’s Sichuan Province Returned to 
the Wild
Nicola Field
Co-Chair: Captive Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group
Bear & Vet Team Director, Animals Asia, China
Email: nfield@animalsasia.org

Jill Robinson
Member: Asiatic Black Bear Expert Team, IUCN Bear Specialist Group
CEO, Animals Asia, China
Email: jrobinson@animalsasia.org 

More than half the global range of Asiatic black bears (Ursus thibetanus) is in China (Garshelis and Steinmetz 2016), within 
which Sichuan Province is believed to be home to the largest numbers of this species. Distribution models predicted over 
40% of Sichuan to be occupied by bears, with their occurrence strongly related to forest cover (Liu et al. 2009). IUCN lists 
Asiatic black bears as ‘Vulnerable’, recognizing that the species is likely declining in most parts of its range. Habitat reduc-
tion, fragmentation and poaching (Piao et al. 2010) are considered major reasons for the decline. Poaching is fueled by the 
trade in bear parts and bile farming, which continues as a legal practice in China.

In August 2016, Animals Asia’s China Bear Rescue Centre received a call from Baishui River Nature Reserve in Peng Zhou, 
Sichuan, seeking assistance with a bear caught in a wire snare. A team was deployed to the scene, which was 2 hours away. 
The bear was located off a park trail. Estimated to be a yearling, the bear was clearly distressed as the snare had cut deeply 
into her foreleg, and there was also evidence of trauma.

The veterinarian darted the bear to cut her free of the snare. Initial examination found that the snare was located around 
the right forelimb just above the carpus. It had severely cut into the skin and the paw was necrotic and swollen. Maggots, 
flies and eggs were present around the wound and in various areas of the face. The bear had self-mutilated and chewed off 
digit 1 and part of digit 2. She was dehydrated and lean, having likely been in the snare for several days.

The bear was relocated to Animals Asia’s Bear Rescue Centre’s veterinary hospital, where closer examination under anes-
thesia found the wire snare had cut through skin and muscle layers to the bone. Her upper canines were worn and damaged 
from trying to chew through the snare and her lower gums and lips were sore and bleeding. There was no viable tissue on 
the leg, so the team proceeded to amputate the limb above the infected wound site. The bear weighed 31 kg. 

Initially the bear was managed in a recovery cage under quarantine conditions. She was provided with a straw bed, 
and 4 feeds a day consisting of dog kibble, fruit and vegetables. There was no hands-on care and the bear remained wary 
of people. Early discussions within the team led to exploring the possibility of wild release. After consultation with Dave 
Garshelis, John Beecham and Liu Fang, it was determined that release was a viable option.

The Animals Asia bear facilities have been developed primarily for sanctuary of bears rescued from bile farms, and have 
been constructed specifically to accommodate husbandry routines and management of bears in specially built dens and 

(left) Yearling Asiatic black bear removed from a snare in Baishui River Nature Reserve, 
Peng Zhou, Sichuan Province, China. (right) Snare wound on foot. 
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enclosures. For this injured yearling bear, we required as naturalistic an area as possible to allow for a maximum repertoire of 
natural behaviours while minimizing contact with care takers. To minimize such contact we used randomized feeding times 
to avoid her becoming habituated to humans.

An empty bear house was set up, which had a climbing apparatus and naturalistic materials. Human contact was mini-
mized. While the bear was in the house recovering from her amputation, the Animals Asia team had time to liaise with 
Forestry officials to seek approval for her release.

We believed that her release would have a higher likelihood of success if she was returned to the area from where she 
had been found — Baishui River Nature Reserve (301 km2). There are no data on the bear population there but the belief 
was that a large population existed, although sightings had become infrequent following the 2008 earthquake. Road 
access within the reserve was limited but local people were familiar with many of the paths not accessible to vehicles. There 
were no accurate figures for poaching in the area but authorities revealed that in 2016 to date there had been 3 arrests by 
Forestry Police. Regular patrols of the area took place to monitor the reserve for poachers and sweeps made to rid the area 
of snares. To allow for post-release monitoring, a GPS-Iridium collar with a drop off mechanism was sourced domestically. A 
crate was built for transportation, and by the 14th September, all was in place for the release.

On the day of the release, the bear was anesthetized, fit with the collar, and micro-chipped. She had gained 5 kg and had 
remained wary of humans. Her induction was not smooth but the team’s collective expertise overcame this and successfully 
transferred her to her crate, after a last minute extraction of a broken canine.

During the journey to the release site, further complications arose after the team re-tested the GPS collar and discovered 
that it was not functioning. Multiple calls to the company that supplied the collar ensued, but we received unsatisfactory 
responses to our questions. Reaching the release site, now without any guarantee that the collar and its release mechanism 
would work, a swift decision was required. The bear was agitated and distressed in her crate. After consultation with John 
Beecham, the decision was made to remove the collar and release the bear, named ‘Rainbow’. Another anesthesia was 
required to remove the collar. After the bear recovered from that, the crate was opened from a distance via a pulley. As the 
team watched quietly from several yards away, Rainbow calmly and slowly made her way into the dense undergrowth of the 
forest.

This case taught us many things about bear releases. Being unable to monitor her post-release was not ideal, but we have 
the knowledge that, despite an uncertain future, this bear was given a second chance of life in the wild. 

Literature Cited
Liu, F., W. McShea, D.L. Garshelis, X. Zhu, D. Wang, J. Gong, and Y. Chen. 2009. Spatial 
 distribution as a measure of conservation needs: an example with Asiatic Black Bears in 
 South-Western China. Diversity and Distributions 15:649-659.
Garshelis, D. and R. Steinmetz. 2016. Ursus thibetanus. The IUCN Red List of Threatened 
 Species 2016: e.T22824A114252336. http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/22824/0
Piao, Z.J., L.G. Piao, Z.C. Wang, Y.M. Luo, C. Wang, and Y.C. Sui. 2012. Population size variation 

of black bear (Ursus thibetanus) and brown bear (Ursus arctos) between 1986 to 2010 in 
the Changbai Mountain Nature Reserve, China. Chinese Journal of Zoology 47:66-72.

(left) Amputation of foot at Animals Asia’s rescue centre. (right) Snared bear named “Rainbow” 
returned to the wild in Baishui River Nature Reserve after about a month of rehab.
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Workshop Reports
23rd Eastern Black Bear Workshop April 2017
Mark Ternent, Co-Chair
Pennsylvania Game Commission
2001 Elmerton Ave, 
Harrisburg, PA 17710
Email: mternent@pa.gov

Justin Brown, Co-Chair
Pennsylvania Game Commission
PSU Animal Diagnostic Lab
Orchard Road, University Park, PA 16802
Email: judbrow@pa.gov

The Pennsylvania Game Commission hosted the 23rd Eastern Black Bear Workshop (EBBW) at Antiochian Village near 
Ligonier, PA from April 24 – 27, 2017. Seventy people attended representing 24 eastern states and 1 Canadian province. 
Pennsylvania last hosted the EBBW in Hershey in 1976.

The purpose of the EBBW is to bring together state/provincial biologists, federal biologists, and university researchers with 
responsibilities for managing black bear populations in the eastern USA and Canada to discuss issues integral to the man-
agement and conservation of those populations. The EBBW is a working meeting held every 2 years with locations rotating 
among the eastern states and Canada. The format of the 23rd EBBW followed that of previous meetings in which invited 
speakers provided presentations on specific topics, each followed by a 30 – 45 minute open discussion and information 
exchange period where attendee participation is encouraged.

If you were unable to attend, you can download a copy of the 23rd EBBW program, as well as posters and presentations, at 
the EBBW website: www.easternblackbearworkshop.org.

Day 1 began with a summary of state/provincial status reports presented by Forrest Hammond of the Vermont Fish and 
Game Agency. This was followed by 5 sessions focusing on emerging issues related to health and handling of black bears. Dr. 
Mark Drew, wildlife veterinarian with the Idaho Fish and Game Department, presented during the first and second sessions, 
titled Advancements in Immobilizations and Animal Care in The Field, respectively. Both presentations included information 
on emerging practices that are becoming increasingly used by black bear researchers. In the third session, Dr. John Bryan 
of the Southern Cooperative Wildlife Disease Study (SCWDS) presented information on preparing an Animal Use Protocol 
(AUP) and receiving IACUC approval. Dr. Bryan’s previous experience in the National Park Service, where he developed animal 
welfare compliance policy and served as Chair of the NPS Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee, was insightful to 
state biologists who historically have had limited experience with IACUCs. The fourth session was again lead by Dr. Drew 
presenting on pharmaceutical management and DEA compliance, which is another administrative aspect becoming increas-
ingly important to state wildlife agencies. The day ended with a final session on mange in black bears presented by Dr. Justin 
Brown, wildlife veterinarian with the Pennsylvania Game Commission. Incidents of mange in bears, although once uncom-
mon, have increased in several Mid-Atlantic States including Pennsylvania, New York, Maryland, West Virginia, and Virginia.

Day 2 of the EBBW opened with 3 sessions by invited speaker Mark Bruscino from the Wyoming Game and Fish Depart-
ment (retired) focusing on bear attack investigations. They included presentations/discussions on developing an agency Re-
sponse Team, basic components of a site investigation, and incorporating mock scenarios into an agency training program. 
The next 2 sessions dealt with DNA evidence, which is often a key component of an attack investigation. Bill Stiver from Great 
Smoky Mountains National Park presented first-hand experience on the challenges of using DNA to identify perpetrating 
bears after an attack, and public relations consequences when animals are misidentified. Nicole Chinnici from the Northeast 
Wildlife DNA Laboratory at East Stroudsburg University presented information on collection, preservation and shipment of 
DNA samples and interpretation of lab findings. Both sessions generated moderate discussion among attendees.

Shifting gears slightly, Day 2 ended with 2 sessions about Bearwise, a community outreach approach to reducing human-
bear conflicts. David Telesco with the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission presented Florida’s hands-on 
experience implementing Bearwise and its effects, and Dan Gibbs of the Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency presented a 
review of what Bearwise entails and the current efforts underway to broaden its use among eastern states.

Continuing with the theme of human-bear conflict resolution, Day 3 of the Workshop began with 2 sessions focused 
on eliminating food attractants. Mike Orlando of the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission presented information on their 
success with modifying trash containers that exclude bears but also remain compatible with automated trash collection 
systems. Mike, Jaclyn Comeau from Vermont Fish and Game, and Maria Davidson from Louisiana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries also presented examples of communities where they have worked to help pass trash container ordinances. 
Day 3 ended at noon with a brief business meeting in which it was announced that the next EBBW will tentatively be held in 
Wisconsin in 2019.

The 23rd EBBW also provided an opportunity for 2 regional bear groups, the Northeast Black Bear Technical Committee 
(NBBTC) and the Large Carnivore Working Group of the Southeastern Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies (SEAFWA), to 
meet.
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The 23rd EBBW would not have been possible without the support of our sponsors: Safari Club International Foundation; 
Safari Club International’s Three State Chapter, Pittsburgh Chapter, North Carolina Triangle Chapter, Northwoods Chapter, 
and Allegheny Mountains Chapter; John Oliver and the PA Institute for Conservation Education; Michael and Susan Watson, 
National Wild Turkey Federation Local Chapter #1; Vectronics, Keystone Elk Country Alliance; Daniel Pope; and 
Kate Marshall Graphics. Additional support also was provided by the Pennsylvania Chapter of The Wildlife 
Society and the Pennsylvania Game Commission.

The 24th EBBW is tentatively planned for Wisconsin in 2019. 
Watch for more details in future issues of the IBA Newsletter and at the 
Eastern Black Bear Workshop website www.easternblackbearworkshop.org

Quito is getting ready to host the 25th International Conference on 
Bear Research and Management November 12 - 17, 2017, ECUADOR

The city of Quito is getting ready to host the 25th International Conference on 
Bear Research and Management. The emblematic and touristic “La Mariscal” neigh-
borhood, which surrounds the conference venue, will be “covered with bears” 
using public spaces to present different educational, cultural and artistic events for 
locals and visitors. The area provides different options of entertaining for visitors, 
offering wonderful local and international gastronomy, bars and discotheques, 
galleries, museums, etc. Conference delegates will have special discounts in most 
of the nicest places in town. 

Quito’s rich culture is yet another surprising aspect. In pre-Hispanic times, com-
munities from distinct elevations and geographical regions gathered to trade and 
celebrate here. The city of today is the result of a meeting of cultures – indigenous, 
Spanish and European – as reflected above all by its Historic Center, the first World 
Heritage city recognized by UNESCO in 1978, and by its dynamic modern neighbor-
hoods, marked by a thriving commercial activity and creativity.

The conference scientific committee has concluded with the abstract reviewing process. More than 200 abstracts were 
accepted from authors of 35 different countries. Oral and poster presentations will be divided into different sessions includ-
ing: Bear ecology and behavior, Genetics and Physiology, Human-Bear Interactions, Population Estimation & Spatial Analysis, 
Andean bear research and conservation, bears and climate change, among others. The conference planning committee 
has made hard efforts to obtained funding for travel grants, and now 20 South American Andean bear researchers will be 
supported to attend the conference. Similarly, the IBA travel grant committee, as in past conferences, will support travel for 
North American, European and Asian researchers.

During the conference, the venue will provide an open room for the presentation of side events offered to local organiza-
tions so they can develop a special agenda on themes related to bear conservation that will include: talks, forums, etc. At 
the same time, the conference scientific committee together with strategic allies is organizing special workshops including 
themes and methodologies for the study and conservation of bears. The workshops will be free for conference attendees.

For people that are planning to come before or stay after, specially designed tours are offered through the conference 
web page (https://quitolandofbears.com/) (Note: Limited spaces available).
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 Conference Announcements
International Symposium on Sun Bear Conservation & Management 
4−6 Sep 2017, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

Free the Bears, TRAFFIC, and the IUCN Bear Specialist Group are pleased to announce the International Symposium on Sun 
Bear Conservation and Management. The 3-day symposium will bring together field researchers, conservation managers, 
environmental educators and conservation breeding specialists, as well as government and industry representatives to share 
experiences and create a coordinated plan for the conservation of one of Southeast Asia’s least known large mammals.

 
Oral presentations will be organised into 5 sessions:

1. Status and distribution
2. Threats
3. Ecology & biology
4. Ex-situ research and management
5. Conservation

The symposium will lay the foundation for a Species Conservation Planning workshop on 7 – 8 September, which will be 
attended by a small group of participants of the symposium.

For more information
• visit the symposium website: http://www.freethebears.org/index.php/media-page/sun-bear-symposium
• contact: sunbearsymposium@freethebears.org

Announcing the 5th International Human-Bear Conflicts Workshop 
Registration for the 5th International Human-Bear Conflicts Workshop is now open. The workshop takes place March 25 – 

29, 2018 at the Park Vista Hotel in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Registration is US$100 (US$75 for students) on or before January 16, 
2018. There is a US$25 late registration fee for submissions after the January 16. To register, please visit the conference web 
site at www.humanbearconflict.com. Early registration is strongly encouraged.

Workshop sessions include a range of human-bear conflict topics that are common to all 8 bear species worldwide, but 
most topics and specific issues will focus on the 3 North American bear species.  There will also be a poster session one eve-
ning, as well as an entire day devoted to working groups/special sessions (e.g., Polar Bear Conflicts Working Group, SEAFWA 
Large Carnivore Working Group, etc.). Working groups/special sessions are available upon request. Please contact Bill Stiver 
(bill_stiver@nps.gov) or Dan Gibbs (Dan.Gibbs@tn.gov) for more information.

Vendors of a variety of products used in human-bear conflict management will also be available throughout the work-
shop to answer questions. Several vendors will conduct demonstrations of their products. 

The Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency (www.tn.gov/twra) and Great Smoky Mountains National Park (www.nps.gov/
grsm/index.htm) have been working cooperatively to reduce human-bear conflicts in the Park and communities around the 
Park including the City of Gatlinburg. All participants are encouraged to explore the area around Gatlinburg and Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park. Information about where to view examples of these efforts will be available at the workshop.

A call for presentations and posters will be posted on the workshop website (www.humanbearconflict.com/) soon, so 
please check the site frequently for updated information as it becomes available.

 Workshop Announcements
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Student Forum
Communication Tips for Students
Amy Macleod
MSc student, University of Alberta
Edmonton, AB, Canada
Email: acmacleod@gmail.com

Communication is a skill that takes practice to become confident, fluid, and effective. From your first speech in front of 
your class to writing journal article manuscripts for graduate courses, communicating well is essential to succeeding in most 
careers and an essential skill to have when looking for a job. 

Oral Communication
Informal meetings or gatherings provide unique opportunities to make connections with new people. So, having a 10 

second ‘elevator’ speech and a 1 minute speech that introduces yourself and your research can be the difference between 
a good, neutral, or bad impression by the person you are talking to; useful in day-to-day life, conference coffee breaks, and 
networking events. Practicing them will give you the confidence to be relaxed as you have these communications with 
others. 

Formal interactions can take the form of 5 minute speed talks, 25 minute professional presentations, or 45 minute public 
presentations. You are the center of attention and communicating effectively is essential as a professional in these situa-
tions. This is intimidating to some, especially when it is your first time, but remember you are the expert on you and your 
research, and practicing until you are confident, your presentation conveys the content you want and you can talk in a 
natural flow, will help your nerves when you are in front of an audience. And don’t forget to dress the part, business casual is 
often the dress code for these. 

Communication during interviews (e.g., job, journalist) can be stressful, but if you’ve prepared for them you will feel 
confident and communicate effectively. Be on time (keeping in mind time zones), have reliable communication connection 
if phone interview (cell charged/good signal, landline, Skype, etc.) or good directions if you are required to meet face-to-
face, dress appropriately, review all related materials (e.g. job interview: posting and your application, journalist: other pieces 
they’ve written, possible questions they might ask), and prepare any questions you have for the interviewer. During the 
interview resist distractions (turn off your phone), remember to breathe, and that your body language and tone of voice are 
important.

Written Communication
You write in one form or another every day (e.g. emails, texts) and yet when it comes to professional writing many of us 

struggle. The thought that our words will be permanently etched into a thesis, report, journal article, or even a newsletter 
causes our brain to put up a mental wall sometimes. The best advice I can give is write something, doesn’t matter which 
part you start with, this will slowly break down the mental wall and the words will start to flow. Start with a title but don’t try 
and make it perfect, as you build your content you will likely change the title somewhat anyway. Still stuck? Try a framework, 
what type of article/paper/chapter are you writing, what are the sections it’s going to be broken into? Write a sentence for 
each section (or paragraph) outlining what is going to be in it… and you’ve started, you have directions for each section, 
and (hopefully) you have some logical flow between them. Adding figures, graphics, and/or photos that will illustrate your 
article may also help you develop content and flow. No matter how you start, start as early as possible, the task won’t get 
any easier the longer you put it off, it will only get more stressful as time becomes a larger pressure with each day that 
passes.

Written communication is an essential skill in many fields and it only gets easier with practice. I feel lucky to have a few 
people in my network of friends who I can call on to review my writing and give me honest constructive feedback in a timely 
manner. They give at least a few perspectives from a reader point of view that, as a writer, I am blind to from reading my 
work too much as I’ve written it. My writing can make total sense in my head as I read it but someone else can take away 
something totally different or not understand my point because I’ve assumed my reader knows something 
that I have failed to define or explain in enough detail. So no matter how good or bad you are at writing I 
highly recommend you have a few people you can count on to review your writing, their perspective could 
mean the difference between a great piece of writing and a mediocre one.     
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 Student Forum

Recent Bear Literature
Agnes Pelletier
Email: asg.pelletier@gmail.com

If you have an article recently published please email the citation for inclusion in the next issue of Recent Bear Literature.
The deadlines for the next issues are:

• Fall Issue: 5 October: Marion Schneider: mfschneider@gmx.de
• Spring Issue: 5 February: Agnieszka Sergiel: agasergiel@gmail.com
• Summer Issue: 12 July: Agnes Pelletier: asg.pelletier@gmail.com

For easy access to articles, we are now including the DOI citation and corresponding author email address, if available. To 
open articles from their DOI, enter the DOI citation in the text box provided at the following website: http://dx.doi.org

Ali, A., Z. Zhou, M. Waseem, M. F. Khan, I. Ali, M. Asad, and A. T. Qashqaei. 2017. An assessment of food habits and altitudinal dis-
tribution of the Asiatic black bear (Ursus thibetanus) in the Western Himalayas, Pakistan. Journal of Natural History 51:689–701.  
DOI: 10.1080/00222933.2017.1303097. Email: whzhouzx@mail.hzau.edu.cn     

Andersson, L. C., and J. D. Reynolds. 2017. Effects of habitat features on size-biased predation on salmon by bears. Oecologia 
184:101–114.  DOI: 10.1007/s00442-017-3845-0. Email: landerss@sfu.ca

Brockman, C. J., W. B. Collins, J. M. Welker, D. E. Spalinger, and B. W. Dale. 2017. Determining kill rates of ungulate calves by brown 
bears using neck-mounted cameras. Wildlife Society Bulletin 41:88–97. DOI: 10.1002/wsb.733. Email: christopher.brockman@
alaska.gov 

Bromaghin, J. F. 2017. qfasar: quantitative fatty acid signature analysis with R. Methods in Ecology and Evolution. DOI: 10.1111/2041-
210X.12740. Email: jbromaghin@usgs.gov

Bugmyrin, S. V., K. F. Tirronen, D. V. Panchenko, A. Kopatz, S. B. Hagen, H. G. Eiken, and A. S. Kuznetsova. 2017. Helminths of brown 
bears (Ursus arctos) in the Kola Peninsula. Parasitology Research 116:1755–1760. DOI: 10.1007/s00436-017-5456-4. Email: sbug-
myr@mail.ru

Cattet, M., G. B. Stenhouse, D. M. Janz, L. Kapronczai, J. Anne Erlenbach, H. T. Jansen, O. L. Nelson, C. T. Robbins, and J. Boulanger. 
2017. The quantification of reproductive hormones in the hair of captive adult brown bears and their application as indicators of 
sex and reproductive state. Conservation Physiology 5. DOI: 10.1093/conphys/cox032. rgloperations. Email: mcattet@gmail.com

Chen, Y., Y. Zheng, Q. Liu, A. M. Ellison, Y. Zhao, and Q. Ma. 2017. PBDEs (polybrominated diphenyl ethers) pose a risk to captive 
giant pandas. Environmental Pollution 226:174–181. DOI: 10.1016/j.envpol.2017.04.023. Email: chenyp@ieecas.cn

Ciucci, P., T. Altea, A. Antonucci, L. Chiaverini, A. D. Croce, M. Fabrizio, P. Forconi, R. Latini, L. Maiorano, A. Monaco, P. Morini, F. Ricci, 
L. Sammarone, F. Striglioni, E. Tosoni, and B. M. N. R. Lazio. 2017. Distribution of the brown bear (Ursus arctos marsicanus) in the 
Central Apennines, Italy, 2005-2014. Hystrix, the Italian Journal of Mammalogy 28.  DOI: 10.4404/hystrix-28.1-12049. Email: paolo.
ciucci@uniroma1.it

Publications

Truman Listserv and Facebook Page
• Discussions pertaining to bear biology, management, or study design challenges
• Assistance with proposals and study design through IBA professionals
• Job searches, announcements, information regarding the IBA  and student membership
• Planning for IBA student activities and meetings
• IBA membership is encouraged, but not required, for initial sign-up

Listserv Signup Instructions
 -  Visit:  http://www.bearbiology.com/iba/stu.html
 -  Follow the links to request an invitation 
-   If you’re a new member, please submit a paragraph
     about your  project and include your contact inform-
     ation so we can all get to know you. 

Facebook Signup Instructions
-  Visit: https://facebook.com/groups/IBA.Conference/ 

http://dx.doi.org
https://facebook.com/groups/IBA.Conference/ 
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Publications
Clark, E. J., S. R. Chesnutt, J. N. Winer, P. H. Kass, and F. J. M. Verstraete. 2017. Dental and temporomandibular joint pathology of the 

American black bear (Ursus americanus). Journal of Comparative Pathology 156:240–250.  DOI: 10.1016/j.jcpa.2016.11.267. Email: 
fjverstraete@ucdavis.edu

Cox, J. J., S. M. Murphy, B. C. Augustine, J. M. Guthrie, J. T. Hast, S. C. Maehr, and J. McDermott. 2017. Seroprevalence of Toxo-
plasma gondii in American black bears (Ursus americanus) of the Central Appalachians, USA. Journal of Wildlife Diseases.  DOI: 
10.7589/2016-08-188. Email: jjcox@uky.edu

Crockford, S. J. 2017. Testing the hypothesis that routine sea ice coverage of 3-5 mkm2 results in a greater than 30% decline in 
population size of polar bears (Ursus maritimus). PeerJ Preprints.  DOI: 10.7287/peerj.preprints.2737v3.

Desforges, J.-P., I. Eulaers, L. Periard, C. Sonne, R. Dietz, and R. J. Letcher. 2017. A rapid analytical method to quantify complex 
organohalogen contaminant mixtures in large samples of high lipid mammalian tissues. Chemosphere 176:243–248.  DOI: 
10.1016/j.chemosphere.2017.02.098. Email: robert.letcher@canada.ca

Dhamorikar, A. H., P. Mehta, H. Bargali, and K. Gore. 2017. Characteristics of human - sloth bear (Melursus ursinus) encounters and 
the resulting human casualties in the Kanha-Pench corridor, Madhya Pradesh, India. PLOS ONE 12:e0176612.  DOI: 10.1371/jour-
nal.pone.0176612. Email: aniruddha.dhamorikar@gmail.com

Draper, J. 2017. Genetic diversity and connectivity of black bears (Ursus americanus) in Alabama.  M.S. Thesis, Auburn University, 
USA. http://hdl.handle.net/10415/5675

Dupouy-Camet, J., P. Bourée, and H. Yera. 2017. Trichinella and polar bears: a limited risk for humans. Journal of Helminthology 
91:440–446.  DOI: 10.1017/S0022149X17000219. E-mail: jean.dupouy-camet@orange.fr

Duquette, J. F., J. L. Belant, C. M. Wilton, N. Fowler, B. W. Waller, D. E. Beyer, N. J. Svoboda, S. L. Simek, and J. Beringer. 2017. Black 
bear (Ursus americanus) functional resource selection relative to intraspecific competition and human risk. Canadian Journal of 
Zoology 95:203–212.  DOI: 10.1139/cjz-2016-0031. Email: jfd2017@illinois.edu

Eibler, D., S. Krüger, K. Skírnisson, and W. Vetter. 2017. Combined thin layer chromatography and gas chromatography with mass 
spectrometric analysis of lipid classes and fatty acids in malnourished polar bears (Ursus maritimus) which swam to Iceland. 
Journal of Chromatography B 1046:138–146.  DOI: 10.1016/j.jchromb.2017.01.043. Email: walter.vetter@uni-hohenheim.de

Esteruelas, N. F., M. Cattet, A. Zedrosser, G. B. Stenhouse, S. Küker, A. L. Evans, and J. M. Arnemo. 2017. A double-blinded, random-
ized comparison of medetomidine-tiletamine-zolazepam and dexmedetomidine-tiletamine-zolazepam anesthesia in free-
ranging brown bears (Ursus arctos). PLOS ONE 12:e0170764.  DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0170764. Email: nfanest@gmail.com

Evans, M. J., T. A. G. Rittenhouse, J. E. Hawley, and P. W. Rego. 2017. Black bear recolonization patterns in a human-dominated 
landscape vary based on housing: new insights from spatially explicit density models. Landscape and Urban Planning 162:13–24.  
DOI: 10.1016/j.landurbplan.2017.01.009. Email: michael.evans@uconn.edu

Frank, J., and A. Eklund. 2017. Poor construction, not time, takes its toll on subsidised fences designed to deter large carnivores. 
PLOS ONE 12:e0175211.  DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0175211. Email: jens.frank@slu.se

Furusaka, S., C. Kozakai, Y. Nemoto, Y. Umemura, T. Naganuma, K. Yamazaki, and S. Koike. 2017. The selection by the Asiatic black 
bear (Ursus thibetanus) of spring plant food items according to their nutritional values. ZooKeys 672:121–133.  DOI: 10.3897/zook-
eys.672.10078. Email: koikes@cc.tuat.ac.jp

Fusaro, J., M. Conner, M. Conover, T. Taylor, and M. Kenyon. 2017. Best management practices in counting urban black bears. Hu-
man–Wildlife Interactions 11:1.

Fusaro, J., M. Conner, M. Conover, T. Taylor, M. Kenyon, J. Sherman, and H. Ernest. 2017b. Comparing urban and wildland bear densi-
ties with a DNA-based capture-mark-recapture approach. Human–Wildlife Interactions 11:1. 

Gangadharan, A., S. Pollock, P. Gilhooly, A. Friesen, B. Dorsey, and C. C. St. Clair. 2017. Grain spilled from moving trains create a 
substantial wildlife attractant in protected areas. Animal Conservation.  DOI: 10.1111/acv.12336. Email: cstclair@ualberta.ca

Gong, M., Z. Fan, J. Wang, G. Liu, and C. Lin. 2017. Delineating the ecological conservation redline based on the persistence of 
key species: giant pandas (Ailuropoda melanoleuca) inhabiting the Qinling Mountains. Ecological Modelling 345:56–62.  DOI: 
10.1016/j.ecolmodel.2016.11.011. Email: gongmh2005@hotmail.com

Hamilton, C. D., K. M. Kovacs, R. A. Ims, J. Aars, and C. Lydersen. 2017. An Arctic predator–prey system in flux: climate change 
impacts on coastal space use by polar bears and ringed seals. Journal of Animal Ecology.  DOI: 10.1111/1365-2656.12685. Email: 
charmain.hamilton@npolar.no

Hata, A., M. B. Takada, R. Nakashita, K. Fukasawa, T. Oshida, Y. Ishibashi, and Y. Sato. 2017. Stable isotope and DNA analyses reveal 
the spatial distribution of crop-foraging brown bears. Journal of Zoology:n/a-n/a.  DOI: 10.1111/jzo.12479. Email: mayura@isas.a.u-
tokyo.ac.jp

Hertel, A. G., R. Bischof, O. Langval, A. Mysterud, J. Kindberg, J. E. Swenson, and A. Zedrosser. 2017. Berry production drives bottom–
up effects on body mass and reproductive success in an omnivore. Oikos.  DOI: 10.1111/oik.04515. Email: anne.hertel@nmbu.no

Hillesheim, B. 2017. Cranial morphological distinctiveness between Ursus arctos and U. americanus. M.S. Thesis, East Tennessee 
State University. http://dc.etsu.edu/etd/3261

Hopkins, J. B. I., J. M. Ferguson, D. B. Tyers, and C. M. Kurle. 2017. Selecting the best stable isotope mixing model to estimate grizzly 
bear diets in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. PLOS ONE 12:e0174903.  DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0174903. Email: jhopkins@
unity.edu
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Ipek, V., H. Gocmen, and I. T. Cangul. 2017. Isolation of streptococci from a fatal case of myocarditis in a captive brown bear (Ursus 

arctos). Journal of Zoo and Wildlife Medicine 48:269–271.  DOI: 10.1638/2015-0302.1
Jackson, K. 2017. Social interactions among giant panda cubs (Ailuropoda melanoleuca): an investigation into the role of kin recog-

nition. B.S. Thesis. http://digitalcommons.otterbein.edu/stu_dist/44
Jeong, D.-H., J.-J. Yang, S.-H. Seok, B.-C. Song, and S.-C. Yeon. 2017. Immobilization of Asiatic black bears (Ursus thibetanus) with 

medetomidine-zolazepam-tiletamine in South Korea. Journal of Wildlife Diseases.  DOI: 10.7589/2016-05-118. Email: scyeon@
gnu.ac.kr

Johnson, A. C., J. D. Pongracz, and A. E. Derocher. 2017. Long-Distance Movement of a female polar bear from Canada to Russia. 
ARCTIC 70:121–128.  DOI: 10.14430/arctic4641

Kantelis, T. 2017. Black bears (Ursus americanus) versus brown bears (U. arctos): combining morphometrics and niche modeling to 
differentiate species and predict distributions through time. M.S. Thesis, East Tennessee State University. http://dc.etsu.edu/
etd/3262/

Karelus, D. L., J. W. McCown, B. K. Scheick, M. van de Kerk, B. M. Bolker, and M. K. Oli. 2017. Effects of environmental factors and 
landscape features on movement patterns of Florida black bears. Journal of Mammalogy.   DOI: 10.1093/jmammal/gyx066

Kirkinen, T. 2017. “Burning pelts” - brown bear skins in the iron age and early medieval (1-1300 AD) burials in south-eastern Fen-
noscandia. Estonian Journal of Archaeology 21:3.  DOI: 10.3176/arch.2017.1.01
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About the International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA)
The International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA) is a non-profit tax-exempt organization open to profes-

sional biologists, wildlife managers, and others dedicated to the conservation of all bear species.  The organization has approxmi-
ately 500 members from over 50 countries.  It supports the scientific management of bears through research and distribution of 
information.  The IBA sponsors international conferences on all aspects of bear biology, ecology, and management.  The proceed-
ings are published as peer-reviewed scientific papers in the journal Ursus.

IBA Mission Statement
Goal:  The goal of the International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA) is to promote the conservation and 

restoration of the world’s bears through science-based research, management, and education.
Objectives:  In support of this goal, IBA’s objectives are to:

1. Promote and foster well-designed research of the highest professional standards.
2. Develop and promote sound stewardship of the world’s bears through scientifically based population and habitat 

management.
3. Publish and distribute, through its conferences and publications, peer-reviewed scientific and technical information of high 

quality addressing broad issues of ecology, conservation, and management.
4. Encourage communication and collaboration across scientific disciplines and among bear researchers and managers 

through conferences, workshops, and newsletters.
5. Increase public awareness and understanding of bear ecology, conservation, and management by encouraging the transla-

tion of technical information into popular literature and other media, as well as through other educational forums.
6. Encourage the professional growth and development of our members.
7. Provide professional counsel and advice on issues of natural resource policy related to bear management and conservation.
8. Maintain the highest standards of professional ethics and scientific integrity.
9. Encourage full international participation in the IBA through the siting of conferences, active recruitment of international 

members and officers, and through financial support for international research, travel to meetings, memberships, and 
journal subscriptions.

10. Through its integrated relationship with the Bear Specialist Group of the World Conservation Union (IUCN)/Species Survival 
Commission, identify priorities in bear research and management and recruit project proposals to the IBA Grants Program 
that address these priorities.

11. Build an endowment and a future funding base to provide ongoing support for IBA core functions and for the IBA Grants 
Program.

12. Support innovative solutions to bear conservation dilemmas that involve local communities as well as national or regional 
governments and, to the extent possible, address their needs without compromising bear conservation, recognizing that 
conservation is most successful where human communities are stable and can see the benefits of conservation efforts.

13. Form partnerships with other institutions to achieve conservation goals, where partnerships could provide additional fund-
ing, knowledge of geographical areas, or expertise in scientific or non-scientific sectors.


