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Relegating grizzly bears
to Alaska is about like 
relegating happiness 

to heaven; one may 
never get there.

-Aldo Leopold
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Defenders of Wildlife has been a leader in grizzly bear conservation since grizzlies were first listed as threatened under the
Endangered Species Act in 1975. In recent years, Defenders has worked to encourage grizzly bear recovery in the Yellow-
stone and northern Continental Divide ecosystems and to bolster efforts to increase populations elsewhere in the lower 48

states. Our efforts are crucial, as grizzlies have been reduced to a mere 2 percent of their historic range in these states, and only two
relatively healthy populations remain in the five areas where they still roam. Recovery of this important species represents a major
step in restoring ecological imbalances and repairing errors in public policy.

Defenders is working to ensure
that the livestock industry does not
bear the full burden of restoring
grizzly bears in the northern Rockies.
To reduce the economic hardship
that can result when grizzly bears kill
livestock, Defenders pays full market
value to the livestock owner for each
verified loss. Defenders established a
grizzly bear compensation fund in
1997 and has paid more than
$122,000 to livestock growers for
cattle and sheep losses (see sidebar on
page 10).

The compensation fund has
built tolerance for grizzly bear
recovery, reducing the chance that
individuals resort to a “shoot, shovel
and shut up” solution. Its limitation
is that it addresses the problem after
the damage occurs and only deals
with livestock depredations. For this
reason, Defenders created The
Bailey Wildlife Foundation
Proactive Carnivore Conservation
Fund to cost-share with private indi-
viduals, corporations and state,
tribal and federal agencies on

tangible projects to prevent conflicts between bears and humans. Since establishing the fund in 1999, Defenders has invested
$232,000 in 63 cooperative projects throughout the northern Rockies (see sidebar on page 12). 

In Places for Grizzly Bears, Defenders of Wildlife highlights additional opportunities for grizzly bear conservation that can assure
the continued survival of this magnificent creature well into the future. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) has identified six
recovery zones for grizzly bears in the lower 48 states (FWS 1993). The time is ripe to use the lessons learned from grizzly recovery
efforts in the Yellowstone ecosystem as a foundation for speeding up efforts to establish viable populations in all places with the
potential to support bears. Places for Grizzly Bears provides an assessment of the state of bears in each of the recovery zones and sets
out clear directives for bringing bears back where they belong.

Foreword

Female grizzly bear and cubs in Yellowstone National Park | © Erwin and Peggy Bauer/Wildstock
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In early 2006, for the first time, the Department of the Interior proposed to remove a population of grizzlies from the list of
threatened and endangered species. To some, this was a triumph of phenomenal proportions, proof that the Endangered Species
Act works to recover our nation’s most treasured wildlife. To others, it was an abandonment of a population of bears that still

desperately needs protection. For many, it was a combination of the two.
The move to de-list the grizzly bears in the Yellowstone ecosystem comes after more than 30 years of intensive management.

With efforts by federal agencies to prevent habitat degradation, states zeroing in on reducing human-bear conflicts and National Park
Service strategies to keep bears from gaining access to garbage and hand-outs by visitors, the bear population has increased threefold.
Populations have grown from a low of 200 bears in 1975 when they were first listed as threatened to 600 today (Interagency Grizzly
Bear Study Team 2005). Grizzly bear numbers in the northern Continental Divide also appear to be on the rise thanks to habitat
protections. The potential contribution of adjacent populations in Alberta, Canada, is uncertain, as grizzlies in that province have
been recommended for “threatened” status.

But the future is unclear for other populations
of the grizzly bear. Proposed oil and gas drilling
near Glacier National Park could jeopardize this
rebounding population. Smaller populations in the
Cabinet/Yaak, Selkirk and North Cascades
ecosystems are hanging by a thread, and the Bush
administration in 2001 ignored a proposal
developed by citizens of Montana and Idaho, as
well as more than 26,000 comments from across
the nation supporting restoration of bears to public
lands in the Bitterroot ecosystem of central Idaho
and western Montana.

Defenders believes that achieving true long-term conservation of grizzly bears in the lower 48 states will require protecting existing
populations, augmenting smaller ones and actively reintroducing bears to places like the Bitterroot ecosystem, with more than 5,600
square miles (14,500 square kilometers) of potential habitat and a minimal chance of conflicts. Ultimately, the fate of grizzly bears
depends on linking existing populations to provide crucial genetic interchange. The establishment of several viable populations of
grizzly bears in a greater portion of their historical range should be the standard by which recovery is judged. Consequently,
Defenders urges the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to:

• Ensure strong, long-term habitat protections in the Greater Yellowstone ecosystem.

• Reduce human-caused mortality—particularly illegal killings—of bears in the northern Continental Divide ecosystem. 

• Cooperate with Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks to put more bears in the Cabinet/Yaak ecosystem.

• Work hand in hand with the provincial authorities in British Columbia to boost bear populations in the Selkirk ecosystem.

• Initiate an environmental assessment and outline actions and a timeline for active recovery of grizzly bears in the North
Cascades ecosystem.

• Reintroduce grizzly bears to the Bitterroot ecosystem of central Idaho.

• Work closely with states and provincial governments in Canada to maintain and encourage connectivity among bear popula-
tions.

To restore grizzly bears successfully, there must also be an ambitious program by state, tribal and federal agencies and conservation
organizations to develop an understanding and tolerance of bears among people residing in and near recovery areas.

Executive Summary

Achieving true long-term conservation of
grizzly bears in the lower 48 states will
require protecting existing populations,
augmenting smaller ones and actively 
reintroducing bears to places like the
Bitterroot ecosystem.
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When North America was first inhabited by Anglo-
Europeans, it is estimated that as many as 50,000
grizzly bears (Servheen 1999) ranged across the

West—from Alaska south to central Mexico and from Cali-
fornia to the Great Plains (Roosevelt 1907, Wright 1909, Dobie
1950, Storer and Tevis 1955, Rausch 1963, Herrerro 1972,
Mattson et. al 1995, Schwartz et. al 2003a). European settlers
were less tolerant of the great beasts than native peoples and
grizzly bears were shot, poisoned and trapped wherever they
were found. The resulting population declines were precipitous.
By the 1930s, grizzly bear populations were reduced to less than
2 percent of their historic range (FWS 1993, Mattson et. al
1995, Servheen 1999).

The shift from hunting and gathering to agrarian ways of life
brought many different cultures into conflicts with predators.
Where bears had once hunted only wild game, they were now a
direct threat to the livelihood of humans if they killed sheep,
goats or cattle raised for food. With the arrival of pioneers in the
West in the late 1800s, settlers began a concerted campaign to rid
the prairies and forests of grizzly bears to make way for livestock.
Of the 37 populations that still remained in 1922, 31 were extir-
pated by 1975 (Servheen 1999). At that time several hundred
bears occurred in the Yellowstone and northern Continental
Divide ecosystems, while grizzlies barely held on in the
Cabinet/Yaak, Selkirk and North Cascades.

Recognizing the dire state of the grizzly bear, the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service listed it as a threatened species under the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 1975. In 1982, FWS completed

the first Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan, which identified five
ecosystems within the coterminous United States where grizzly
bears were thought to remain (FWS 1982). Shortly thereafter, an
Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee was established to move
recovery forward. Composed of representatives from state and
federal agencies, it meets regularly to revisit the goals of the
recovery plan, which was updated in 1993. In addition, subcom-
mittees have been established to focus more closely on the specifics
in each recovery zone. 

Today, thanks to ESA protections, concerted efforts by
conservation organizations and agencies and the general shift in
public attitudes from persecution to conservation of predators,
grizzly bears are recovering. In fact, FWS is proposing to remove
federal protections for the Yellowstone ecosystem population and
leave management to the states of Montana, Wyoming and
Idaho. While Defenders of Wildlife and others believe that de-
listing is premature until long-term protection of the bear’s
habitat is in place, there is no question that the grizzly bear is
making a remarkable comeback.

A symbol of our nation’s heritage, the grizzly bear is also an
umbrella species—an animal that helps gauge an ecosystem’s
health because of its habitat requirements and large home range.
If there is enough good habitat to support a grizzly, it is likely that
the other less sensitive species have what they need to survive.
Conversely, declining bear populations often signal that an
ecosystem is in decline. By restoring this incredible creature we
demonstrate our commitment to protect and conserve the
natural world around us.

BEARS AND PEOPLE

European settlers shot, poisoned and trapped grizzlies until the great bears were reduced to only 2 percent of their
historic range. | © Michael Maslan Historic Photographs/CORBIS
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The recovery of grizzly bears presents a challenge for reasons
related to their natural history. One of the most important
considerations for those working to conserve this unique

animal is the grizzly bear’s reproductive rate. Besides the musk ox,
the grizzly is the slowest reproducing land mammal in North
America. They breed late with long intervals and have small litters
(Bunnell and Tait 1981). Female grizzly bears usually do not have
their first cub until they are four to seven years old (Craighead and
Mitchell 1982). They average two cubs born in late January or early
February while they hibernate. After the cubs emerge in spring,
they may remain with their mother for two to four years. She will
not breed again until they leave her side. As a result, it may take a
female 10 years to replace herself in the population (FWS 1993).
For this reason, conservation efforts have focused on protecting
breeding-age females. 

Another factor that makes grizzly conservation complicated
is that these omnivores are eating machines. Most of a grizzly
bear’s life is spent in search of a diverse array of food, aided by a
remarkable sense of smell and incredibly dexterous foreclaws.
Scientists estimate that a grizzly bear can smell an animal carcass
from miles away. They are skilled at hunting elk, catching fish,
picking berries and digging roots with their four-inch front
claws. Grizzly bears also have incredible strength and can move
huge boulders to get the insects underneath. These qualities,
however, can work against them. Their excellent sense of smell
can lead them to non-natural foods, such as human garbage, dog
food or backyard bird feeders, and their strength and long claws

enable them to pry open garbage containers, coolers and freezers.
Some bears have even learned how to open car doors and
windows. Unfortunately, grizzly bears can quickly become accus-
tomed to these food sources, which may bring them into close
contact with humans. On occasion, efforts are made to prevent
these bears from getting habituated to humans or to relocate the
bears elsewhere, but more often than not, the behavior to search
for non-natural foods has become too ingrained and managers
have to kill these bears.

One of the most unusual characteristics of bears is what
takes place during hibernation between November and March
or April. Bears can spend as long as seven months without
eating, drinking, urinating or defecating (Folk et. al 1976,
Nelson 1980). Because bears sleep most of winter, they must
consume as much food as possible to build up their fat reserves
before they enter their dens. Bears may gain as much as three
pounds a day while in this phase, called “hyperphagia”
(Craighead and Mitchell 1982). The fat reserves provide crucial
energy to keep the bear alive. It also provides insulation from
the cold. Unlike other mammals, bears do not wake up during
hibernation to feed or excrete waste. They live off their reserves
and recycle their wastes. Some bears may lose a third of their
body mass during hibernation (Hilderbrand et. al 2000). In
addition, unlike sedentary humans, bears do not lose bone
mass. But when the bears do wake up, they are ravenous. An
increase in conflicts with people often results soon after bears
leave their dens.

NATURAL HISTORY BASICS

LLeefftt:: Grizzly bear claws | © Erwin and Peggy Bauer/Animals Animals
RRiigghhtt:: Yellowstone grizzly bear turning over rock in search of insects | © Jeff Henry/Roche Jaune Pictures
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We should restore the grizzly bear for three reasons: for
the bear’s own sake, for the health of our envi-
ronment and for the benefit of all Americans. First,

the grizzly bear is an American icon, and it is our responsibility to
do our best to restore it to as much of its former range as we can.
Second, grizzly restoration is necessary to maintain the health of
native ecosystems. Third, continuing grizzly bear restoration
makes the economic, recreational, spiritual and aesthetic benefits
of wild bear populations available to as many Americans as
possible. For these reasons, Defenders wants to realize the widest
practical restoration of grizzly bears in the lower 48 states.

Long-Term Recovery and Viability

The long-term survival of any species depends on the size, number
and connectivity of its populations: the larger and more
connected, the better the bears will survive when faced with
natural disasters, disease or food shortages. It is likely that the two
populations of grizzly bears that appear to be approaching

sustainable levels in the lower 48 states are nevertheless still
imperiled because they are disconnected and thus more susceptible
to being harmed by a catastrophic event. There are also a number
of fundamental differences between ecosystems, and it is
important to the future of the grizzly bear that it be represented
in as many of its historic habitat types as possible. 

Even after 30 years of protection under the Endangered
Species Act, there are still probably only 1,000 to 1,200 grizzly
bears south of the Canadian border. Further, the United States
can no longer rely on Canadian populations in Alberta and
British Columbia to serve as source populations for U.S. bears.
Grizzly bears there are now in decline and the Alberta popu-
lation has been recommended for “threatened” status. Defenders
believes that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and other land
and wildlife management agencies have made significant progress
in restoring grizzly bears to a portion of their historic range, but
it is only a beginning. Much remains to be accomplished to
assure that our children and grandchildren will be able to enjoy
and appreciate this noble symbol of America’s natural heritage.

WHY RESTORE THE GRIZZLY BEAR ?

Grizzly cub eating cattail in Glacier National Park | © Joe McDonald/Animals Animals (captive)



8

Ecological Integrity

Predators play an essential role in maintaining the health of
ecosystems. By weeding out mostly aged, sickly and injured
individuals, grizzly bears help keep ungulate populations
healthy and vigorous. For example, by limiting populations of
large herbivores such as elk, grizzly bears help maintain biodi-
versity. When deer or elk become too numerous they can over-
graze plant species. The resulting degradation of the habitat
can have negative impacts on other species (Terborgh 1988).
Scientific studies also suggest that grizzly bears are crucial in
circulating nutrients. In areas where they consume large
amounts of salmon, grizzly bears spread nutrients by excreting
nitrogen to soils far from the locations where the fish are
consumed (Hildebrand et. al 1999). 

Cultural Importance

The cultural importance of grizzly bears ranges from the
economic to the spiritual. The native people of the West often
had close ties to the grizzly bear. For many, the bears were
considered brothers because they are similar to humans in so

many ways—both stand upright, have similar skeletal structure,
care for their young for years and eat a wide variety of foods.
Many Plains people considered the bear a healer, having
witnessed bears digging medicinal roots. They incorporated the
grizzly bear into their life with bear dances, bear societies and
stories of bears saving humans. They also used bear parts in
healing. The grizzly bear was admired for its strength and
courage. The Blackfeet tribe had a rigorous ceremony to pass on
a bear jaw knife. Only an exceptional individual could survive
this ordeal. Many great warriors painted grizzly bears on their
shields, and the possession of a bear claw necklace was the mark
of a prominent leader (Rockwell 1991).

Many people today consider the grizzly bear a symbol of
wilderness. If a place is healthy enough to support bears, then it
must be truly wild. People travel long distances and invest consid-
erable amounts in local economies in hope of seeing a grizzly bear.
When Yellowstone visitors are asked to rank wildlife species they
most hope to see, grizzly bears are consistently number one,
ahead of wolves, buffalo and elk. Many Americans also sense the
appeal of living near these great beasts, as evidenced by the fact

People watching grizzly bears in Yellowstone National Park | © Jess Lee/jessleephotos.com
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that the fastest growing counties in Montana are those adjacent
to grizzly bear populations. 

The positive contribution of grizzly bears to local economies
far outweighs their negative impacts on the livestock industry.
Opponents of grizzly bear recovery have often argued that grizzly
bears kill too many livestock, causing ranchers and sheep growers
financial hardship. The reality is that grizzly bears
kill few cattle and sheep. 

Since 1999, when Defenders began paying for
livestock depredations in all of Idaho and Montana
(the state of Wyoming has its own compensation
program), grizzly bears have killed 130 cattle (as of
February 2006). This is a tiny percentage of
Montana’s cattle population alone, which in 2006
exceeded 2.4 million head. A single spring storm in 1997 killed
nearly 8,000 cattle, 50 times the total number of cattle killed by
grizzly bears between 1999 and 2005. In 2005, sheep growers
in Montana reported losing 12,000 sheep—only 10 were
verified kills by grizzly bears (U.S. Department of Agriculture
2006). Each year, grizzly bears kill an average of 18 cattle and

18 sheep in Idaho and Montana combined. While these losses
can have an impact on individual ranchers, the economic
impact of the loss is mitigated by The Bailey Wildlife Foun-
dation Grizzly Bear Compensation Trust (see sidebar on page
10), which has paid more than $122,000 to ranchers for cattle
and sheep losses since 1997.

Given the ecological, economic and spiritual benefits of
restoring grizzly bears, it is no wonder that polls conducted
throughout the nation show strong support for their recovery. For
example, a 2005 poll of residents in Whatcom and Skagit
counties in Washington showed that 79 percent supported grizzly
recovery in the North Cascades (Davis and Morgan 2005). 

Many people today consider the grizzly
bear a symbol of wilderness. If a place is
healthy enough to support bears, then 
it must be truly wild. 

Yearling grizzly bears playing in Yellowstone National Park | © Tom and Pat Leeson
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By taking responsibility for the occasional problems that grizzly bears cause, Defenders of Wildlife hopes to increase
landowner tolerance for bears, reduce mortality and improve recovery prospects. Defenders’ grizzly compensation
program covers the entire northern Continental Divide ecosystem, which includes Glacier National Park, adjoining
national forest lands and the Blackfeet and Flathead Indian reservations. It also includes the Selkirk, Cabinet/Yaak,
Bitterroot and North Cascades ecosystems as well as the Idaho and Montana portions of the Yellowstone ecosystem and
the Wind River Indian Reservation. From 1997 to 2005, Defenders paid ranchers $122,650 for cattle and sheep losses.
Thanks to a significant contribution, the fund was renamed The Bailey Wildlife Foundation Compensation Trust in 2000.

Defenders’ goal is to shift the economic responsibility for grizzly bear recovery away from individual ranchers and toward
the millions of people in the United States who want to see bears restored. When livestock producers are forced to bear the
cost of bear recovery, it creates ill will toward grizzlies that can result in illegal killing. 

The way the program works is simple. Once federal, tribal or state wildlife officials or animal damage control experts verify
a grizzly bear kill, Defenders ascertains the current market value of the livestock and tries to send the landowner a check within
two weeks. Defenders also pays 50 percent of the value of livestock that was probably killed by a grizzly bear but cannot be
verified as a confirmed loss, and pays full-market value for calves and lambs killed in spring or summer.

DEFENDERS’ COMPENSATION FUND: Building tolerance for grizzlies
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Grizzly bear in Yellowstone National Park | © Jess Lee/jessleephotos.com
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Grizzly bears are excellent at getting access to garbage and this is a source of conflict with people. Defenders of Wildlife purchased this bear-resistant dumpster (insert) for a
community near Glacier National Park where bears had been regularly walking through town in search of easily accessible garbage. Before putting new containers into use,
Defenders tests their effectiveness on captive bears. This container (left) failed the test. | AAbboovvee lleefftt:: © Jeff Henry/Roche Jaune Pictures 
IInnsseerrtt:: © Minette Johnson/Defenders of Wildlife

PREVENTING CONFLICTS

For grizzly bears to recover in the lower 48 states human-caused bear deaths must be minimized. Fortunately, we can
limit the likelihood of problems with humans in a variety of ways. Since 1997, Defenders has been working in cooperation
with private landowners, corporations and state, tribal and federal officials on preventive measures to reduce conflicts
between grizzly bears and humans and to encourage grizzly bear recovery. We established The Bailey Wildlife Foundation
Proactive Carnivore Conservation Fund to share the costs of hands-on projects that keep bears alive. To date, we have
invested $232,674 in 63 different projects. The goals of the fund are to reduce conflicts between grizzly bears and
humans, increase tolerance for bears across the landscape and keep bears from being killed.

Defenders collaborates on a range of approaches including: building electric fences to protect cattle, sheep and bee
yards; purchasing bear-resistant dumpsters and bins; funding “aversive conditioning” to teach bears to associate prox-
imity to humans with a negative experience; buying bear-resistant panniers and electric fencing kits for loan to guides and
outfitters, which enable them to keep a clean camp; and providing financial incentives that encourage ranchers on public
lands experiencing chronic livestock depredation to move to another allotment with fewer problems, while Defenders works
to secure the allotment as wildlife habitat.
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R eestablishing healthy, resilient, connected grizzly bear
populations necessary for the long-term survival of the
species means taking steps to ensure that those that exist

continue to expand, that smaller populations increase to viable
levels and that bears be restored to areas of suitable habitat where
they are currently absent. Efforts must also be focused on
connecting U.S. grizzlies with those in Canada to foster the
genetic exchanges needed to keep the species healthy. 

The grizzly bear is well on its way to recovery in the Yellow-
stone ecosystem and from all indications seems to be increasing
in the northern Continental Divide ecosystem. However, high
human-caused mortality in both these areas will require
continued work to reduce conflicts so these populations remain
on the upswing. 

Grizzly bear populations in the Cabinet/Yaak ecosystem of
northwestern Montana and northeastern Idaho, the Selkirk
ecosystem of northwestern Idaho and northeastern Washington,
and the North Cascades ecosystem of Washington all have
perilously few grizzly bears. In the Cabinet/Yaak there may be
30 to 40 grizzly bears in two disconnected subpopulations. The
Selkirks may have 40 to 50. No grizzly bears have been iden-
tified in the North Cascades in the last decade, although a few

may still remain in the remote reaches of the park. To keep these
populations from disappearing forever, all three ecosystems
need more bears. 

The Bitterroot ecosystem, a 5,600-square-mile (14,500
square-kilometer) area in central Idaho bordering Montana,
contains the largest remaining expanse of suitable bear habitat
that is not already occupied by grizzly bears. A plan for reintro-
ducing grizzlies that enjoyed a broad base of support was
proposed in 2000 by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Unfor-
tunately, former Interior Secretary Gale Norton refused to follow
the advice of FWS and bowed instead to pressure from former
Idaho Governor Dirk Kempthorne to kill the plan. As a result, a
project that could triple the amount of occupied grizzly bear
habitat and connect existing bear populations is currently on the
backburner and likely to remain there with the appointment of
Kempthorne as Norton’s successor at the Interior Department. 

Following are discussions of the six places in the lower 48
states with the greatest potential to have thriving grizzly bear
populations. The accompanying maps provide an overview of
specific sites. Each area has its unique challenges but the common
thread is that all provide sufficient habitat, security and food for
the great beast we call the grizzly.

RESTORATION OPPORTUNITIES

Shaded arrows indicates distance between recovery zones.

Places for Grizzlies: Present and proposed recovery areas
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Background

The Yellowstone ecosystem includes 9,200 square miles (24,000
square kilometers) in northwestern Wyoming, eastern Idaho and
southwest Montana. Yellowstone National Park is considered by
many Americans as the quintessential place for grizzly bears.
Photographs taken in the 1950s of roadside bears begging food
from vehicles and grizzlies eating garbage as visitors watched

from nearby stands are familiar to many. But in truth, the Yellow-
stone grizzly bear came frighteningly close to disappearing. With
the closure of the dumps and the end of artificial feeding in the
1960s, grizzly bear populations in the park plummeted. Concern
about that situation prompted FWS to list the bear as a
threatened species in 1975. 

YELLOWSTONE ECOSYSTEM
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Site-Specific Natural History

The Yellowstone population of grizzly bears is the most studied
bear population on Earth. The Interagency Grizzly Bear Study
Team has monitored population trends, reproduction, survival
and habitat since 1973. During that time they have documented
a number of characteristics that make the Yellowstone grizzly
distinct from others. Most notable are its food habits. Unlike
other bears in the lower 48 states, the Yellowstone grizzly eats a
great deal of meat because there is so much prey available. On
average, meat constitutes 75 percent of the diet of an adult male
and 45 percent of the diet of an adult female (Jacoby et. al 1999).
Grizzly bears feed on winter-killed buffalo, elk and deer carcasses
from March through May and concentrate on elk calves in June.
(Gunther and Renkin 1990, Green et. al 1997, Mattson 1997).
Some bears shift their feeding to spawning cutthroat trout during
early summer (Haroldson et. al 2005). In the late summer and
early fall, army cutworm moths become an important food
source, serving as a high-caloric food eaten by bears (Mattson et.
al 1991b, French et. al 1994). A foraging bear can eat 40,000
moths a day (White et. al 1999). In the fall, when bears need to
put on as much weight as possible before hibernation, whitebark
pine nuts are a vital source of fat (Mattson and Jonkel 1990,
Mattson et. al 1991a). The production and availability of all of
these foods can have an impact on the reproduction and survival
of Yellowstone’s grizzlies (Mattson et. al 2002).

Current Status

Today, through the aggressive efforts of the National Park Service
to keep bears from gaining access to non-natural foods, the work
of federal agencies to protect habitat and state efforts to reduce
conflicts, the Yellowstone grizzly is on the rebound. Current
population estimates suggest that about 600 bears now live in the
Yellowstone ecosystem, up from 229 individuals in 1975. The
Yellowstone ecosystem consists of more than 5.8 million acres—
the “primary conservation area”—with two parks at its core and
an additional 6 million acres of suitable habitat on U.S. Forest
Service lands. Because the Yellowstone population has met and
exceeded the goals set out in the recovery plan, FWS is proposing
to remove the Yellowstone population from the endangered
species list. The states of Montana, Idaho and Wyoming have
written and approved management plans discussing how grizzly
bears will be managed in each state.  

As part of the requirements for de-listing, federal agencies
have worked to craft a conservation strategy that outlines protec-
tions, research and monitoring in the Yellowstone ecosystem after
federal protection is removed. The U.S. Forest Service and
National Park Service are incorporating the recommendations
from this document into their management plans. However,
because of changes adopted by the Bush administration to
national forest management regulations, Defenders is concerned

that continued protection of grizzly bear habitat is not assured.
Consequently, Defenders has opposed the de-listing of the
Yellowstone population until such assurances are in place.

Threats

While degradation of habitat is always a concern for wildlife, the
Yellowstone ecosystem encompasses two national parks that serve
as a core of secure habitat for grizzly bears. Continued vigilance
will be necessary to ensure that lands adjacent to the park are not
degraded by road-building, logging, or oil and gas exploration
and development.

The primary threat to continued grizzly bear recovery in
Yellowstone is human-caused mortality. From 1973 to 2004, 73
percent of the known grizzly bear deaths were human-caused
(Haroldson and Frey 2003, Haroldson and Frey 2005). These
include instances when bears came into conflicts with people
over non-natural foods and had to be euthanized by managers,
mistaken identification (when a grizzly bear was shot by a hunter
who thought it was a black bear), vandal killings and self-defense
by hunters who felt threatened. 

Future Actions Needed

• Reduce human-caused mortality through education and on-
the-ground projects to prevent conflicts between bears and
humans.

• Maintain adequate secure habitat by keeping existing road
densities low, maintaining developments at existing levels,
reducing timber harvest and preventing oil and gas exploration
in key areas.

• Ensure that funds are available to implement the state
management plans and conservation strategy. 

• Eliminate livestock allotments from occupied grizzly bear
habitat—and potential habitat south of the ecosystem—by
negotiating with willing sellers.

Hayden Valley, Yellowstone National Park | © John Elk, I I I
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Background

The second region in the lower 48 states where the grizzly popu-
lation appears to be increasing is the northern Continental
Divide ecosystem, which includes Glacier National Park, several
national forests and reservations of the Blackfeet and Confed-
erated Salish and Kootenai Indian tribes. Located in the
northwest corner of Montana, the area includes 9,600 square
miles (25,000 square kilometers) of primarily forested habitat.

The bear population—between 400 and 600—appears linked to
the existing bear populations in Alberta, although a major
highway through Crowsnest Pass, natural resource extraction and
unregulated road access threaten to sever this connection. 

Recently, the U.S. Geological Survey launched a research
program to determine how many grizzly bears range in the
northern Continental Divide ecosystem. By placing an odorous

NORTHERN CONTINENTAL DIVIDE ECOSYSTEM
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lure inside a 400-square-foot area surrounded with two-foot-high
barbed wire, scientists were able to collect grizzly bear hairs and,
through DNA analysis, determine how many individual bears
enter the “traps.” The study was conducted over 8 million acres
and gathered 33,739 different samples in 2004. By the winter of
2006 researchers should have an accurate population estimate.
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks is also undertaking a study to
monitor bear numbers, reproduction and mortality to ascertain
whether the population is stable, increasing or decreasing.

Site-Specific Natural History

Historically, grizzly bears roamed more than mountains and
forests. They also inhabited the Great Plains. The northern
Continental Divide ecosystem is the one place in the lower 48
states where bears can once again be seen in the prairies, ranging
far beyond the recovery zone boundaries on the east along the
Rocky Mountain Front and the Blackfeet Indian Reservation.
Unlike in Yellowstone, bears in this ecosystem eat little meat—
95 percent of a grizzly’s diet in Glacier National Park is plant-
based (Jacoby et. al 1999). In the spring, bears eat elk and moose
and the roots of various plants, later shifting to grasses and forbs
(McClellan and Hovey 1995). In summer and fall, they can
spend 50 percent of their day eating berries (Welch et. al 1997).

Current Status

Recognizing that much of Montana is suitable grizzly bear habitat,
the state is developing a management plan for grizzly bears in
western Montana. Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks is holding
meetings with the public and other interested parties to craft the
plan, which is expected to be completed by December 2006. In
addition, state and federal agencies are currently composing a
conservation plan to discuss how the bear would be managed
within the recovery zone should federal protections be removed. 

Threats

Although the population in the northern Continental Divide
ecosystem seems to be increasing, an alarming number of
human-caused mortalities have occurred there recently. In 2005,
25 grizzly bears were killed. In 2004, 34 bears died. These
numbers are the highest in three decades. Particularly worrisome
is the fact that 21 of the bears were killed illegally (Great Falls
Tribune 2006).

Another threat to the bears’ recovery is the attempt to open
the Rocky Mountain Front to oil and gas drilling. Despite efforts
to reduce conflicts elsewhere, the habitat destruction that would
result from the roads and oil rigs necessary for large-scale resource
extraction in crucial bear habitat would almost certainly result in
the deaths and displacement of grizzlies. In the past, 63 percent
of the grizzly bear deaths on the Rocky Mountain Front were less

than a mile from the nearest road (Aune and Kasworm 1989). 
Just across the border in the Canadian portion of the

ecosystem, a mining proposal in the Flathead Valley of British
Columbia could severely degrade grizzly bear habitat. And in
southern Alberta, the Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan (2005) identifies
conflicts with cattle ranching, recreational and industrial devel-
opment, residential growth and high human-caused mortality as
threats to the grizzly population.

Future Actions Needed

• Ensure that long-term funding is in place to complete the
trend-monitoring survey to determine whether this population
is increasing, decreasing or stable.

• Reduce human-caused mortality through:
• Completing concrete projects, such as building protective

electric fence around livestock and bee yards, and
purchasing bear-resistant containers to keep garbage from
bears to reduce conflicts;

• Informing residents about actions they can take to prevent
bears from getting access to human garbage, pet food, bird
food and other non-natural foods that may attract bears;

• Monitoring grizzly bear movements through GPS tech-
nology to detect illegal killing;

• Prosecuting those who illegally kill bears to the full extent
of the law.

• Protect the Rocky Mountain Front from oil and gas 
development.

• Ensure genetic and population connectivity between U.S. and
adjacent Canadian grizzly populations, including linkages
across Highway 3 in Crowsnest Pass connecting British
Columbia and Alberta.

Swiftcurrent Creek, Glacier National Park | © Kirkendall-Spring Photographers
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Background

The Cabinet/Yaak ecosystem, located on the northern border
between Montana and Idaho, is home to two small, disconnected
and declining bear populations. The ecosystem encompasses
approximately 2,600 square miles (6,700 square kilometers) in the
Yaak River drainage and the Cabinet Mountains. Ninety percent
of the ecosystem is public land administered by the Kootenai and
Idaho Panhandle (which encompasses the Coeur d’Alene and

Kaniksu) national forests. Because the population in the
Cabinet/Yaak is so small, efforts were made to move the bear
from threatened to endangered status under the ESA. However,
FWS determined in 1993 and again in 1999 that while the
Cabinet/Yaak population warranted the additional protection,
such federal action was precluded by other higher priorities. 

Recognizing that the Cabinet/Yaak population was in dire

CABINET/YAAK ECOSYSTEM
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need of more bears, FWS relocated four grizzlies to the Cabinet
Mountains between 1990 and 1994. Young females—chosen
because they would most easily assimilate into existing popula-
tions—were released at the height of the berry season in July
when food was plentiful. One died of natural causes. Two others
dropped their radio-collars and disappeared. The fourth raised
several cubs and is still in the area. Recent DNA results show that
her cubs have also reproduced. Another female was relocated to
the Cabinets in the fall of 2005 and appears to be doing well.

Site-Specific Natural History

Grizzly bears in the Cabinet/Yaak ecosystem eat much of the
same foods as the neighboring populations in the northern
Continental Divide ecosystem to the east. Taking advantage of
whatever is available, they consume mostly berries, roots and
grasses. They also dig for rodents and eat termites, ants and other
insects. Only about 2 percent of their diet is big game such as
deer or elk, which is mostly scavenged from carcasses.

Current Status

As few as six adult females may remain in the Cabinet Mountains,
cut off from the Yaak populations by a major highway, railroad
tracks and a river. Current estimates suggest that combined, there
may only be 30 to 40 bears in this ecosystem (Kasworm and
Manley 1988, Kasworm et. al 2004, Wakinnen and Kasworm
2004). The recovery plan calls for 100 bears.

Threats

The greatest threat to the future of the Cabinet/Yaak grizzly bear
population is its low numbers. Recently, U.S. and Canadian bear
biologists determined that augmenting the area’s existing popu-
lation with additional bears would have the greatest impact on
the short-term survival of the population and that reducing
mortality would contribute the most to the population’s long-
term persistence (Proctor et. al 2004).

Grizzlies in the Cabinet/Yaak also face ongoing threats to
their habitat, such as the Rock Creek mine. For several years, a
copper and silver mining company, currently owned by Revett
Minerals Inc., has been applying for permits to drill underneath
the Cabinet Mountain Wilderness Area. They propose to remove
10,000 tons of earth a day over a 35-year period. This effort
would require construction of extensive roads and infrastructure.
First proposed by the American Smelting and Refinery Company
in 1987, the project has been undergoing environmental review
and litigation in the courts since that time. In 2001, FWS ruled
that the mine would harm grizzly bears but added that the damage
could be offset. Another company, Montanore Inc., is pursuing a
permit for another mine on the east slope of the Cabinet Moun-
tains and has already drilled three miles of underground tunnels. 

Besides the mine, timber harvesting and the creation of a ski
area also threaten to displace grizzlies by degrading their habitat.
Increased roads would make the area more accessible and could
result in more illegally killed bears. Between 1983 and 2002, 33
grizzly bears were known to have died inside or within 10 miles
(16 kilometers) of the Cabinet/Yaak recovery zone. While 12 of
those deaths were natural, 84 percent of the remaining human-
caused mortalities occurred less than half a mile (500 meters)
from a road (Kasworm 2005).

Future Actions Needed

• Augment the existing bear population with breeding age
females.

• Reduce human-caused mortality through:
• Educating hunters to minimize mistaken identity

shootings and surprise encounters;
• Providing educational materials to recreationists and resi-

dents on proper food storage;
• Implementing food storage regulations on the Kootenai

and Idaho Panhandle national forests;
• Increasing enforcement to reduce illegal killing.

• Stop the plans to build a mine underneath grizzly habitat.
• Maintain and create linkage zones to the Selkirk, northern

Continental Divide and Bitterroot ecosystems and north to
Canada by reducing development, timber harvest and road
building in key habitat and building structures to allow bears to
travel safely over and under major roads and interstates.

Kootenai National Forest, Montana | © Randy Beacham
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Background

The Selkirk ecosystem encompasses 2,200 square miles (5,700
square kilometers) in northeastern Washington, northern Idaho
and southern British Columbia. Forty-seven percent of it lies
within British Columbia. Land ownership in the U.S. portion is
approximately 80 percent federal, 15 percent state and 5 percent
private (Wakkinen and Johnson 2005). 

Few grizzly bears roam in the Selkirks, prompting conser-

vationists to push for a change in the bears’ status under the
ESA from threatened to endangered. In 1993, FWS determined
that the Selkirk Cabinet/Yaak population did not merit an
increase in federal protection. In 1999, FWS changed its
decision, stating that the Selkirk bears’ status should be
upgraded to endangered but that such action would not take
place because of higher priorities. 

SELKIRK ECOSYSTEM
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Site-Specific Natural History

Grizzly bears in the Selkirks eat much of the same foods as those
in the Cabinet/Yaak and northern Continental Divide ecoystems.

Current Status

Approximately 40 to 50 bears remain in this ecosystem and their
numbers appeared stable in the mid-1990s (Weilgus et. al 1994).
Recent increases in human-caused mortality, however, may now
be causing a decline. The recovery plan calls for 90 bears.

Threats

Human-caused mortality is a concern in the Selkirks. Between
1983 and 2002, 40 grizzly bear deaths were detected within 10
miles (16 kilometers) of the recovery zone, with 31 caused by
humans. Of those 31, 11 died of unknown circumstances, nine
were removed by managers after the bears got into conflicts with
people, six were killed illegally and five were killed by hunters—
either legally in Canada or after being mistaken for a black bear
in the United States. Of known mortalities, 76 percent took
place within a half a mile (500 meters) of roads (Wakkinen and
Kasworm 2004).

Managers have long assumed that the Selkirk population,

while small, was more resilient because of its connection to
existing healthy bear populations in Canada. But a recent study
found that highways and the resulting development may be
severing these connections. The study found no evidence of male
or female grizzly bears moving between the south Selkirks and the
north Selkirks to the Purcells to the east (Proctor et. al 2005).

Future Actions Needed

• Augment the existing bear population with breeding age
females.

• Reduce human-caused mortality through:
• Hunter education to minimize mistaken identity shootings

and surprise encounters;
• Educational materials for recreationists and residents on

proper food storage;
• Food storage regulations on the Idaho Panhandle National

Forests, which includes the Kaniksu National Forest;
• Enforcement to reduce illegal killing.

• Maintain and create linkages with the Cabinet/Yaak, northern
Continental Divide and Bitterroot ecosystems and north to
Canada by protecting habitat from degradation by resource
extraction and by creating underpasses and overpasses that
allow bears to cross roads safely.

Mount Sir Donald, Selkirk Mountains, British Columbia | © Stephen Weaver



Background

The North Cascades ecosystem includes one of the largest
contiguous blocks of federal land in the lower 48 states. It encom-
passes 9,500 square miles (25,000 square kilometers) in north-
central Washington and extends for an additional 6,000 square
miles (10,350 square kilometers) into south-central British
Columbia. The U.S. portion consists of 85 percent federal lands,
5 percent state lands and 10 percent private lands (Gaines et. al
2001). The ecosystem was not identified in the original recovery
plan, but after FWS determined that sufficient habitat was
available to support a viable population, it added a chapter to the
recovery plan specific to this population in 1999. With no
verified sightings of grizzly bears in this ecosystem since 1990,
conservationists petitioned FWS to consider granting greater

protections to the North Cascades grizzly bear population by
changing its status under the ESA from threatened to endan-
gered. In both 1991 and 1998, FWS found that the move was
warranted but that other species had higher priorities. To force
FWS to act, Defenders has given notice of intent to sue.

Meanwhile, British Columbia is considering boosting the
grizzly bear population just north of the U.S. border in
Manning Provincial Park. Fewer than 25 grizzly bears remain in
this area (Austin 2004). Provincial biologists have drafted a
recovery plan calling for augmentation of up to six bears over a
five-year period. In 2004 and 2005, Defenders helped
provincial biologists radio-collar several grizzly bears in Wells
Gray Provincial Park with the intention of moving them to

NORTH CASCADES ECOSYSTEM
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Manning once the minister approves the plan. The process has
been delayed, however, by political turnover and bureaucratic
red tape. Augmentation likely will not begin before 2007. 

Site-Specific Natural History

At one time in their history the grizzly bears of the North
Cascades probably depended on salmon as their primary food
source. Research suggests that salmon constituted 33 percent to
90 percent of their diet in the Columbia River drainage (Hilder-
brand et. al 1996). Unfortunately those salmon runs are now all
but gone. The lack of salmon and large ungulates such as deer, elk
and moose, forces these bears to forage mostly on plants.

Current Status

There have been no verified sightings of grizzly bears in this
ecosystem since 1990, when a grizzly bear track was docu-
mented. Scientists estimate that the area may be home to as few
as five grizzly bears.

Threats

The greatest threat to the U.S. portion of the North Cascades
grizzly bear population is neglect. Crippled by budget cuts, state
and federal agencies are unable to launch FWS’s recovery plan,
and the Bush administration seems content to watch this popu-
lation die out. The North Cascades recovery zone is a huge
expanse of excellent habitat—90 percent is publicly owned, 68
percent has no motorized access and more than 40 percent is
designated wilderness—which means there is little chance of
disturbance by and conflicts with humans. 

Future Actions Needed

• Initiate an Environmental Impact Statement process to outline
specific actions and a timeline for grizzly recovery in the North
Cascades.

• Raise the profile of this population on a national and state
level.

• Support efforts to augment the grizzly bear population in
Manning Provincial Park, British Columbia, and ensure that
the recovering Manning population is adequately connected to
other grizzly populations.
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TToopp:: North Fork Bridge Creek, Cascades National Park | © Terry Donnelly
AAbboovvee:: Grizzly bear, British Columbia | © Barry Steven Greff
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Background

The Bitterroot recovery zone consists of 5,600 square miles
(14,500 square kilometers) of land in east-central Idaho and
western Montana. Once common in the Bitterroot ecosystem but
now nonexistent, grizzly bears were first recorded by Lewis and
Clark, who reported killing six. Hunter and naturalist William
H. Wright shot 13 grizzlies during a single hunt in the early
1890s. Today the Bitterroot ecosystem contains excellent habitat

with very low likelihood of bear conflicts with humans. It has at
least 12 roadless areas comprising more than 100,000 acres.
Nearly 4 million acres is federally designated wilderness. There is
very little cattle grazing, low potential for oil, gas and mineral
development, and not much pressure to harvest timber.

Restoring grizzly bears to the Bitterroot ecosystem would
increase the total number of grizzlies in the lower 48 states by a
third and eventually provide a crucial linkage between bear popu-

BITTERROOT ECOSYSTEM
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lations in the Cabinet/Yaak, northern Continental Divide and
Yellowstone ecosystems (Servheen et. al 1991).

Recognizing the crucial importance of restoring grizzly bears
here, Defenders began working on a unique partnership in the
early 1990s. To avoid the polarization that occurred during wolf
recovery, Defenders reached out to the timber and labor indus-
tries and crafted a proposal that everyone could agree on. Called
the “citizen management alternative,” it called for a committee
composed of wildlife professionals and local citizens to manage
grizzlies with the goal of restoring grizzly bears while minimizing
impacts on local economies and communities (see sidebar below).

Site-Specific Natural History

The bears that once roamed the Bitterroot ecosystem were
probably very dependent on salmon. Unfortunately, the salmon
is gone. But other favorite grizzly bear food—deer, elk and huck-
leberries—abound. 

Current Status

No grizzly bears have been seen in the ecosystem since the 1940s.
In the 1990s, FWS did extensive surveys of the region searching
for any sign of grizzly bears and found none.

Threats

The greatest threat to the recovery of grizzly bears in the
Bitterroot is government inaction. Due to widespread local and
national support for the citizen’s management alternative, FWS
used it as their “proposed action” in 2000. Then-governor Dirk
Kempthorne of Idaho filed suit. As a result, the Interior
Department refused to implement the proposal and called for
more public comment in 2001. After receiving close to 26,000
comments, documenting that 93 percent of Montanans and 98
percent of Idahoans wanted bears back in the Bitterroot, former
Interior Secretary Gale Norton ignored the comments, bowed to
pressure from Kempthorne and shelved the project indefinitely
(Rocky Mountain News 2001). With the appointment of
Kempthorne to replace Norton as Interior Secretary, prospects for
reviving the proposal are bleak.

Future Actions Needed

• Reintroduce grizzly bears under the citizen management 
alternative.

• Initiate a broad outreach campaign in communities within the
Bitterroot ecosystem.

• Work with federal, state and private entities to reduce potential
conflicts between bears and humans.

CITIZEN MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVE

The citizen management alternative was crafted during seven years of negotiations by a coalition of
conservationists, timber industry representatives and organized labor to restore grizzly bears to the
Bitterroot ecosystem. This alternative was adopted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as their
“proposed action” in November 2000 and would have been implemented had it not been derailed by
the Bush administration, which shelved the proposal indefinitely. Below are key points of the proposal: 

• The plan would reintroduce a minimum of 25 grizzly bears over a five-year period.
• Restoration efforts would focus on the Selway-Bitterroot and Frank Church-River of No Return

wilderness areas.
• The citizen management committee would be made up of 15 members serving six-year terms

consisting of a cross-section of people committed to collaborative decision-making. All decisions
by the committee must lead to the recovery of grizzly bears.

• State wildlife agencies would assume day-to-day management of grizzly bears. 

The committee would be composed of:
• Seven Idaho citizens, including a representative of Idaho Fish and Game;
• Five Montana citizens, including a representative of Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks;
• One representative of the Nez Perce Tribe;
• One representative of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service;
• One representative of the U.S. Forest Service.
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Grizzly bears face a variety of threats—from mines, oil
derricks and roads to poachers and even kindly old
ladies who put food out for birds without realizing it

might attract a 600-pound visitor. But they are also extremely
adaptable animals—as demonstrated by their differing food
habits between ecosystems in the lower 48 states—and today
they are better off than they were in recent decades. In the last 20
years we have learned much about grizzly bear ecology and what
they need to prosper: secure habitat, ample food and protection
from humans. We now understand how to increase bear
numbers, and many who live in bear habitat are learning to
coexist. But our progress remains slow—just like the reproductive
rate of the great creature we are striving to recover.

The recovery goals that U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service set

for the grizzly bear serve as a valuable road map that points out
what needs to be achieved to ensure grizzlies are no longer
imperiled. While greater numbers of grizzly bears in Yellow-
stone are a sign of success, there is still a great deal of work
remaining before the grizzly bear’s future in Yellowstone and
elsewhere is secure. Only two of the six recovery zones identified
have increasing grizzly bears population—Yellowstone and the
northern Continental Divide ecosystem. The Cabinet/Yaak and
Selkirks are holding on by a thread, the North Cascades will
soon die out if immediate action is not taken and the Bitterroot
ecosystem, which encompasses so much prime habitat, remains
uninhabited by grizzlies. Now is the time to redouble our efforts
to restore grizzly bears in the lower 48 states. The future of our
natural heritage depends upon it.

CONCLUSION 

Female grizzly bear and her cub foraging in Yellowstone National Park | © Daniel J. Cox/naturalexposures.com
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