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How to coexist with grizzlies
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From the top of Mount Siyeh, elevation 10,015 feet, waves of

crumbling peaks ripple to the horizon in every direction.

Glacier National Park is the crown of the Northern Continental

Divide Ecosystem (NCDE), which spans from the Rattlesnake

Wilderness to the Canadian Border, encompassing 9,600

square miles, five national forests, five wilderness areas, two

Indian reservations and Glacier Park.

Montana is now home to 989,415 people and 1,700 grizzly

bears.

One wouldn't pick this rugged landscape as an ideal territory to

raise a family in 1850. And for the grizzly bear, mountains were

its last resort when hunters and developers drove them to the
brink of extinction throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. The

great bear sought refuge deep within the only two remaining

protected areas: Glacier and Yellowstone National Parks.

For the last 50 years, grizzly bears have made a comeback, their

populations leaking down into federally protected wilderness
areas under the security of the Endangered Species Act. Public

attitudes have also improved, but researchers and managers are

aware there's a limit to what the public can handle in terms of

inevitable conflicts with private property and public land.

"Humans and bears have a lot in common," says wildlife

biologist and Ph.D. student Jeff Stetz.

Stetz, a former manager of a grizzly DNA project, is focusing his

dissertation on finding better methods to monitor bear

populations.

"We like the same places ² the prairies, the front ranges and
the foothills ² those are the productive areas. Those are where

humans want to be and where bears want to be, and we win."
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That's precisely what leads the two species into conflict.

Foothills: Mass persecution to Federal Protection

Pages and pages of historical writings on Glacier Park lack any

descriptions of grizzly bears wandering the landscapes.

That's because they were gone. People killed them all, says Chris Servheen, the Grizzly Bear Recovery

Coordinator and Adjunct Research Professor of Wildlife Conservation at the University of Montana.

In the early 1800s, an estimated 100,000 grizzlies roamed the states, and their territory stretched from

Alaska to Mexico. They thrived in every environment from the temperate rainforests in British Columbia to

the desert highlands of Arizona. But westward expansion of settlers eliminated 98 percent of the grizzly

bear's range in the continental United States.

Of the 37 known populations in 1920, only six regions currently have the potential to hold grizzly bears,

and only two have healthy populations — the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE) and the NCDE.

The dominant opinion from the late 1800s through the 20th century was that every predator should be

eliminated, Servheen says.

"We killed all the wolves, and we did a pretty good job of killing off all the grizzly bears," Servheen says.
"The lowest numbers of bears were probably in the 1920s and '30s and numbers were probably in the

neighborhood of 200 bears in the lower 48 states."

More detrimental than mass-market hunting was the use of strychnine ௙— a poison ranchers would apply

to dead livestock carcasses which killed the attracted predators and scavengers ranging from eagles to
grizzly bears.

The Endangered Species Act passed in 1973, and the grizzly was listed in 1975. Still, even with federal
protection, the bear's future was uncertain. Bears, especially in Yellowstone, were accustomed to

panhandling tourists for food as well as scavenging from garbage cans and dumps.

"We initially didn't know whether we were going to be able to save the bears in the Yellowstone system,"

Servheen says. "It was very much a start-with-nothing approach."

But 40 years of conservation and recovery work have helped bring back the bear. There are now an
estimated 1,700 grizzlies south of the Canadian border. Of those, 95 percent live in productive areas

with available space, food and mates.

Grizzlies and humans have a long history of conflict with and fear of one another, and arguably more

important than increasing population numbers is educating rural communities about how to coexist.

Grassroots efforts focus on a local approach, providing education, bear-resistant garbage containers

and electric fencing directly to the people. If there's anything more optimistic than rising populations, it's
the improving public attitudes.

"I think a lot of people feel real positive about bears," Servheen says. "I'm talking about the people who
live, work and recreate in grizzly bear habitat. Those are the people who count in the future of grizzly

bears, but there's a limit to the tolerance that people have."

Valle\s: Coe[isting in the SZan Valle\
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The Swan Valley is nestled between two vast wilderness areas ² the Mission Mountains and the Bob
Marshall Complex, where the densest population of humans resides amid grizzly country.

Adam Lieberg, the conservation program coordinator at Northwest Connections and a founder of Swan
Valley Bear Resources, rolls out a bear-resistant garbage container from a garage behind the Swan

Ecosystem Center. Inside are a dozen or so similar containers, supplies to construct electric fencing and
signs and boxes for Bear Fair.

In the early morning of Thursday, Oct. 27, a sow grizzly and her two cubs broke into a shed where
garbage is stored at Condon Community Church. Lieberg puts the container into the bed of his red

Chevy truck and places a packet of information on the passenger seat.

"It's more of a bottom-up approach," says Lieberg, before assessing the damage at the church. Lieberg

argues there is enough ongoing research and management, and the missing piece is focusing on the
community standpoint and education, "addressing bear mortality, which is directly related to conflict with

private property. So far it has worked out even better than I probably ever imagined it."

Tom and Melonie Parker founded Northwest Connections ² a community-focused, non-profit
organization in the Swan Valley ² in 1997. It provides educational opportunities to University of Montana

students through accredited field courses, like Landscape and Livelihood in the fall and a winter field
study. The group also provides resources for the community to live harmoniously with grizzly bears.

After a string of bad conflicts in the valley in the early 2000s, Lieberg and members of the Swan Lands
Coordinating Committee formed Swan Valley Bear Resources.

The group started connecting the dots, realizing conflict and bear mortality are directly related to
available human food sources, including livestock, dog food and garbage containers.

Churchmember Leslie Hodgekiss walks out the front doors of the log cabin-style church to meet Lieberg
at his truck. They walk to the amber shed, followed by a small crowd of children and other church
members.

Lieberg frames a muddy grizzly bear paw on the door of the shed to show Linnea, Hodgekiss' daughter,
why he knows it was a grizzly. It's the pad and claw size, he says.

Lieberg realized recently it's a better strategy to go to the property where an encounter occurred. In the
past, people went to the organization for containers and electric fencing to install on their own. But seeing

the site is better, Lieberg says.

"When you go meet someone on their property, oftentimes they keep you there for an hour or two talking

about things related to bears or things related to their lives," he says. "Eventually they start telling you
about the different bear encounters and conflicts that they've had, and right there you have an education
opportunity."

At the same time Swan Valley Bear Resources started its bear-resistant garbage container program, it

organized its first Bear Fair and Spring Bear Wake Up Social in 2007. Both are entertaining educational
events, where professionals in the bear world give presentations on research, recovery or conservation
as it pertains to the Swan Valley.

"I think the idea of Swan Valley Bear Resources is huge," says Krista Kaarre, a senior studying resource

conservation. "We have people who live in these areas, but bears and people aren't mutually exclusive. I
think they've done a lot of work to eliminate these conflicts as best as possible."
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Kaarre worked as a summer intern at Northwest Connections and worked on the USGS grizzly DNA
project with Lieberg. She took the University of Montana Landscape and Livelihood field study in the fall

of 2010.

MoXnWainV: BXlging aW Whe VeamV

At the Glacier National Park field station, U.S. Geological Survey researchers collect bear hair samples
as part of the NCDE Grizzly Bear DNA project.

Containers filled with used equipment for inventory ² water filters, stoves and white gas ² sprawl
across the field station. Chris Brown, the data entry secretary, taps away at her computer, entering field

data, tree numbers and bear species from yellow sample envelopes that are filed away in shelves
surrounding her.

Last month wrapped up year three of its most recent project in the Greater Glacier Ecosystem and
NCDE, using the natural habits of bears.

Bears use trees as scratching posts. No one understands completely why they do, but the best guesses
are to mark their territory or simply for pleasure.

The NCDE contains well over 5,000 marked rub trees, power poles, fences and signs. Over the course
of the summer an army of field technicians and interns are broken into sub-units and sent into the
backcountry for up to a month at a time. Three times between June and October, crews hike across the

4,000-plus mile trail network on nine-day hitches to collect hair from every single tree.

They do this to pinpoint the grizzly population growth rate, and to supplement the Fish, Wildlife and Parks'
estimate of a 3 percent increasing annual trend.

"The state of Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks took the lead on population trend," said principal

investigator and USGS Research Biologist Kate Kendall. "But monitoring grizzly bear status is an
interagency effort."Multiple checkpoints need to be assessed for the grizzly's recovery from the
Endangered Species Act ² population abundance, habitat health and a future recovery and
management plan.

Programs of this caliber are expensive, and therefore federal, state and local agencies share various

pieces of the puzzle. States receive sales-tax revenue from sporting goods, and private donations
through nonprofits and not-for-profit organizations are becoming more important sources of funding.
Additional tax money is funneled through the National Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service,
USGS and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks for use toward varying methods of grizzly recovery.

An earlier USGS DNA project got national attention in 2004 when it received funding through a
controversial congressional earmark on the annual budget bill. The researchers tackled one of the largest
biological research projects ever initiated: to estimate the number of grizzlies in the 9,600-square-mile
NCDE. Their result was 765 grizzlies, plus or minus 30 bears.

"Right now we have the problems of success," said Servheen.

Population growth is causing bears to expand their range, increasing the chance for bear-human conflict.

It's his job to coordinate all grizzly research, management and conservation in the Continental United
States, using the various agencies and their methods to monitor bear population and mortality levels.

"The Swan is the place where we have a lot of bears living with a lot of people," Servheen says. "We're






