
Brown bears (Ursus arctos), also known as grizzlies, occur 
throughout Alaska except on islands south of Frederick Sound 
in southeast Alaska, west of Unimak in the Aleutian Chain, and 
Bering Sea islands. They also occur in Russia, northern China, 
northern Japan, Europe, western Canada, and in limited portions 
of the northwestern United States. Brown bears symbolize Alaska 
as depicted on the back of the state quarter and on the state flag 
(Ursa Major – The Big Dipper). They are also important to Native 
Alaskans, local residents, hunters, fishers, photographers, and 
hikers.

General description: Brown and grizzly bears are classified 
as the same species even though there are notable differences 
between them. Kodiak bears (brown bears from the Kodiak 
Archipelago) are classified as a distinct subspecies (U. a. 
middendorffi) from those on the mainland (U. a. horribilis) because 
they have been isolated from other bears since the last ice age 
about 12,000 years ago. “Brown bears” typically live along the 
southern coast of the state where they have access to seasonally 
abundant spawning salmon. The coastal areas also provide a rich array of vegetation they can use as food as well as a 
milder climate. This allows them to grow larger and live in higher densities than their “grizzly” cousins in the northern and 
interior parts of the state. To minimize confusion, this report uses the term “brown bear” to refer to all members of Ursus 
arctos.

The brown bear resembles its close relatives the black bear (U. americanus) and the polar bear (U. maritimus). Brown bears 
are usually larger than black bears, have a more prominent shoulder hump, less prominent ears, and longer, straighter 
claws. Polar bears are similar in size to coastal brown bears, but are more streamlined, lacking the hump. The varying 
shapes of these bears are adaptations to their particular life styles. Long claws are useful in digging roots or excavating 
small mammals, but are not efficient for climbing trees. The musculature and bone structure of the hump are adaptations 
for digging and for attaining bursts of speed necessary for capture of moose or caribou. Color is not a reliable key in 
differentiating these bears because black and brown bears have many color phases and polar bears may have stained fur. 
For example, black bear fur may be black, brown, reddish or even shades of grey and white, while brown bear colors range 
from dark brown through very light blond.

Brown bear weights vary by age, gender, location, and time of year. Bears weigh about one pound (0.5 kg) at birth and 
attain adult size by age 6. Adult males tend to be 30-50% larger than females. A large male may weigh up to 1,500 lbs (680 
kg) in coastal areas or up to 500 lbs (227 kg) in interior areas. Bears weigh the least when they emerge from their dens in 
the spring, and can increase their weight by over 50% during late summer and fall. The largest brown bear ever killed had 
a skull that was 17.9” (46 cm) and 12.8” wide (33 cm). Such a bear, when standing on its hind feet, would be over 10’ (3.0 m) 
tall.

Brown bears have an exceptionally acute sense of smell, exceeding that of dogs. Contrary to popular belief, bears are not 
nearsighted. Their eyesight and hearing are comparable to humans. They can run in short bursts up to 40 mph (64 kph) and 
are excellent swimmers. By all indications, bears are extremely intelligent and most have individual personalities.

Life history: Cubs are born in the den during January and February. Twins are most common, but litter sizes can range 
from 1 to 4. When the cubs emerge in June, they may weigh up to 15 lbs (7 kg) and they actively explore their world under 
the constant supervision of their mothers. Mothers can be furiously protective of cubs, however less than half of the cubs 
survive. Families typically stay together for 2 or 3 years and after separation female cubs tend to stay near where they were 
raised while males go farther afield. Most brown bears are sexually mature at 5 years old; however females often do not 
successfully produce a litter until later. The mating season is in the spring (May to July) and they are serial monogamous 
(have one mate at a time, but several each year). The oldest brown bear in Alaska was a 39 year old female, while the oldest 
male was 38.
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Bear populations in Alaska are healthy and productive. Densities vary depending on the quality of the environment. In areas 
of low productivity, such as on Alaska’s North Slope, studies have revealed bear densities as low as one bear per 300 mi2 
(777 km2). In areas abundant food, such as the Alaska Peninsula, Kodiak and Admiralty Island, densities as high as one 
bear per square mile (2.6 km2) have been found. In central Alaska, both north and south of the Alaska Range, bear densities 
tend to be intermediate, about one bear per 15-25 mi2 (39-65 km2). These figures do not mean that each bear has this 
much territory for its exclusive use. The area occupied by any individual bear overlaps those used by many other bears.

Foods: Brown bears are very adaptable and like humans, they consume a wide variety of foods. Common foods include 
salmon, berries, grasses, sedges, cow parsnip, ground squirrels, carrion, and roots. In many parts of Alaska, brown bears 
are capable predators of moose and caribou, especially newborns. Bears may also be attracted to human camps and 
homes by improperly stored food and garbage as well as domestic animals.

Although generally solitary in nature, brown bears often occur in large groups in concentrated feeding areas such as 
salmon spawning streams, sedge flats, open garbage dumps or on whale carcasses. Because of this, they have developed 
a complex language and social structure to express their feelings and minimize serious fights These feeding concentration 
areas also provide opportunities for people to watch bears.

Winter dormancy: In the winter when food is unavailable or scarce, most brown bears enter dens and sleep through the 
winter. Although this is not true hibernation, their body temperatures, heart rate, and other metabolic rates are drastically 
reduced. While in the den they do not eat, drink, urinate or defecate. Pregnant females are usually the first to enter dens in 
the fall. These females, with their newborn cubs, are the last to exit dens. Adult males, on the other hand, enter dens later 
and emerge earlier than most other bears. In northern areas, bears may spend up to 8 months in dens, while in areas with 
relatively mild winters, such as Kodiak, some male bears stay active all winter.

Safety: Brown bears and people can co-exist as long as we treat bears with respect and learn as much as possible about 
their needs and behavior. Basic bear safety rules include: never approach a bear; only observe them from a safe distance; 
avoid surprising bears; do not run from bears; and, stay away from animal carcasses that have been claimed by bears. 
In bear country, campers can minimize conflicts with bears if they reduce food odors, secure food and garbage so bears 
cannot get it, use electric fences, and avoid camping on bear travel routes.

Management: Bear hunting is an important traditional and economic aspect of life in Alaska and with proper management 
can occur without jeopardizing populations. In most coastal areas brown bear hunting regulations are designed to maintain 
high bear densities and provide hunters with opportunities to pursue large bears. In many other parts of the state, bear 
hunting regulations are less stringent as managers strive to balance the numbers of bears with number of moose and 
caribou available for human hunters.
 
Bear viewing is another popular activity in Alaska and although it is often considered “non-consumptive”, it can have 
serious impacts on bear populations if it is not conducted properly. Most viewing occurs at places where bears congregate 
at concentrated food sources that are critical to their survival. If some bears avoid these areas because people are there, 
those bears may not get the fat and protein they need to make it through the upcoming winter. Managing human behavior 
around such areas is as important to the continued health of the bear population as is managing bear hunting.

Research and conservation: Alaska has over 98 percent of the United States population of brown bears, and more than 
70 percent of the North American population, so it has a special responsibility to this magnificent animal. The Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game is responsible for managing bears in the state and for ensuring that management is based 
on the best scientific knowledge possible. Important aspects of this effort include maintaining healthy populations of bears 
throughout Alaska, conserving bear habitat, preventing overharvest, and conducting studies necessary to understand 
population requirements and how bears and people can co-exist. As Alaska continues to develop, it is critical that everyone 
recognize their role as stewards of this important resource and strive to safely share our great state with them.
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