 Alaska Bear Habitat

Protecung large areas of brownfgrlzzly bear habn:m ;s essen-
tial if Alaska is to maintain ‘abundant bear populati
the futare. Bears cannot s ve in the wild without ¢

Arctic Slope. The wide geographic distribution shows the
bears® ability to use a variety of habitat types.

The term “habitat” is used in a number of different ways
and is often thought of in the narrow sense of a vegetation
type. In a broader sense, however, habitat refers to all the

: ec:o[oglcai factors in the area where bears live. For any site
10 be considered bear habitat, it must provide the right kinds
~ and amounts of food, water, cover and space in a suitable

arrangement that bears need to survive and reproduce. The

- quantity and quality of habitat determine the porential

distribution and number of bears an area can support, as

= ages at sexual maturity.

habitat requirements—especially those factors that may be

limiting or critical to the maintenance of a bear population—

is exceedingly difficult. Unfortunately, grizzlies disappeared

- from much of their hzstonc range across North Amem.a
- before their ecologlcal needs were understood

“kinds of energy—nch htgh-quahty plemt and animal foods.
" The food sources must be readily available within the
distances the bears can easily and safely travel. One way
biologists try to measure the quality of bear habitat is by
studying what bears eat and assessing the amount of food
- .prcsent But the whole picture is quite complex. What a
scxentrst sees bears eat at a certain place and time is not
necessarﬁy what the bears prefer or what is nutritionally
- most important. Also, the arrangement and interspersion
of vegetation types (a diverse vegetative mosaic generally pro-
vides better quality bear habitat) and access to the areas with
minimal danger are also important.

It is easy to see why food, water, escape cover, denning
areas, or critical sites such as salmon streams are important.
Understanding the significance of how these factors are
arranged or the bears’ requirements for space and isolation
is more difficult. Bear/habitat relationships are complex and
our knowledge of them is not complete.

Thre § to the quantity and quality of bear habitat in

ease as human activity and development en-
cr _dém_ess. Human activity can extensively alter

) _‘old -growth forests, clearmg land for agrxcu!ture, or grazing,
5 ! uate Destruction of habitat is only a sm
“habitat. Alaska currently. supports 30-40,000 grizzlies m;‘ -

the lush coastal forests of Southeast to the barrens of the threat. Human activity such as

‘can change as a result of bears avoiding preferred feed
. well as sizes of home ranges, average sizes of bears, aﬂd their

Trymg to measure habitat quahty orto determmc spec;ﬁc :

-habitat requirements of grizzly bears and the meacts of

~ by John Héchtel_ :

or: destroy habxtat for exampie, bmldmg dams, clcarcuttmg '

Frequently, degradauon of | habn

country recreation, road bulldm
divisions may affect habitat quahty prlmarﬂy through 1 o
creasing human presence and access. Development is not en-
tirely incompatible with grizzly conservation but the poten-
tial for conflicts i increases wuh the ftequency of human/ bear' :
contacts. - -
The effects of habitat degradatlon and destrucuon tend”' ;
to be cumulative, meaning the combmed impact of a
of activities is greater than the sum of each. Habitat quali

or denning sites because of dxsturbance, of bears be
unable to use habitat without 51gn1f1cant risk of bein
ed by hunters, poachers, or in defense of life or prope
or because food becomes scarce as a’ result of overfish
or overhunting. As largeareas of i intact bear habnat are carv
ed into smaller and smaller parcels, the ability of bears to =
effectively use the habitat decreases while their vulnerabili- |
ty increases. Often bears are more willing to coexist with peo-
ple than vice versa. As human habitation spreads into bear
habitat, bears are eliminated because the public consxdcrs, —
their presence threatening or inappropriate. Bears whxch =
learn to use human food sources such as dumps, hunter kills,
pet food, etc., are usually killed. Each new human ac,,wty =
in bear hab}tat presents a new source of danger and i increases
the probablllty that a bear with a home range in the area
will be shot. :
The future of grizzly bear conservauon in the state ‘MH
depend on our success in convincing people of the inherent
value of wild bear populations in Alaska, as well as our abili-
ty to control numbers of bears killed, to protect bear habitat,
and to regulate human activity in critical bear habitat.
Through long-term research we must keep improving our
understanding of the ecology, population dynarmcs, and

disturbance, development, and human Aactivity on. bear -
habitat. Inthe southern 48 states g_nzz_lies may survive only
in isolated wilderness areas; we should be able to do better
in Alaska. In spite of their low reproductive rates, grizzlies
were once the dominant carnivore throughout much of
North America. They are tough, intelligent, and adaptable
animals capable of doing well if. we protect their habitat.

John Hechtel is a Fish and Game Technician serving with
the Division of Game, ADF&G, Fairbanks.

November—December 1987
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