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Executive Summary 
 
The Nuisance Bear Review Committee was established by the Minister of Natural 
Resources and charged with reviewing the nuisance bear issue in Ontario and preparing a 
report with recommendations. 
 
The task presented to the Nuisance Bear Review Committee was very challenging.  The 
Committee reviewed scientific information and received submissions from members of 
the public, organizations and municipalities. A large number of submissions provided 
anecdotal information regarding nuisance bear encounters and clearly articulated many 
very strongly held beliefs regarding the causes of nuisance activity. The Committee also 
reviewed information from other jurisdictions regarding their nuisance bear problems and 
mitigation activities. 
 
The recommendations are listed below, however the reader is encouraged to review the 
report to obtain an understanding of the material reviewed and conclusions reached. 
 
Recommendations Dealing with Harvest Management (from Section 3.0): 
The Committee endorses the work being done by the ministry in its investigation of 
province-wide application of sustainability criteria, harvest allocation system and outfitter 
training.    
 

The Committee recommends that the ministry consider implementing a Harvest 
Management System, with the following elements: 
 
1. Mandatory reporting by all hunters of harvested bears to include sex (proof of 

sex) and location of kill. 
2. Collection of a premolar from all bears harvested by WMU, to allow a more 

precise monitoring of age structure, an important indicator of harvest pressure. 
3. Development of enforceable sustainable harvest guidelines for black bear, 

including overall maximum harvest level and proportion of females in the harvest. 
4. Devise an equitable system of allocation among resident hunters, non-resident 

hunters and trappers at the WMU level, including a review of harvest by trappers. 
5. A mandatory requirement that every bear hunter and guide attend a provincially 

standardized bear hunter education course addressing methods of sexing, methods 
of assessing female bears for reproductive status, and other components of 
biology and behavior allowing selection of appropriate animals for harvest. 

6. A five year post implementation review of the Harvest Management System to 
assess effectiveness, determine if the goals and objectives are being met and what, 
if any, changes are necessary for maintaining sustainability of the black bear 
population in Ontario.   

7. The Committee recommends that MNR continue to investigate tools for 
monitoring the status of the bear population (such as the Black Bear Population 
Index and genetic monitoring), to obtain better information on which to base 
management decisions thereby ensuring sustainability of the population. 
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8. The Committee recommends that the ministry communicate widely the 
importance of reporting bears killed in defense of property.  This information 
could be used in obtaining a better picture of nuisance bear activity as well as 
contributing to information on the sustainability of populations. 

 
 
Recommendations for Further Research on Variation in Nuisance Bear Activity 
(from Section 5.0):   
 
1. A standardized approach should be developed to collecting data on complaints about 

nuisance bears in all MNR districts including number of calls, number of traps set, 
number of trap nights, number of bears relocated, number of nuisance bears killed 
and possible causes of the complaint such as presence of attractants.  Such 
information should be compiled annually in each region from reports submitted by 
each district.  This will enable meaningful comparisons of nuisance activity across 
districts and among regions and will enhance the interpretation of annual variation in 
nuisance bear activity. 

2. Since the Wildlife Food Survey data from the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence ecoregion 
was so useful to this analysis of the relationships among nuisance activity, food 
availability, and harvest, a Wildlife Food Survey should be developed for the Boreal 
east ecoregion and the Boreal west ecoregion and implemented as soon as possible.  
Data from such a survey will enhance the interpretation of annual variation in 
nuisance bear activity in the Boreal ecoregions. 

3. Future analysis should attempt to uncover large-scale weather patterns that might be 
used as explanatory or predictive variables to enable MNR to better understand 
variation in nuisance bear activity. 

 
 
Recommendations Dealing with MNR’s Role in Nuisance Bear Management  
(from Section 7.0): 
 
1. MNR should assume the lead coordinating role in prevention of conflicts by 

promoting a Bear Hazard Assessment program (including providing seed money 
to municipalities) similar to the program in British Columbia. Arrangements 
should be made with municipalities appropriate to the situation, since some 
municipalities are already moving in this direction. 

2. The Bear Hazard Assessment program should stress the removal of attractants and 
consideration should be given to legislation prohibiting the feeding of bears, 
outside of the practices surrounding lawful hunting activities. 

3. In order to address inconsistencies and confusion regarding MNR involvement 
with municipalities, MNR needs to establish clear policies on the handling of 
nuisance bears and take the lead to engage all municipalities in proactive 
approaches. 

4. MNR  should conduct a critical evaluation of the trapping and relocating of bears 
to review the efficacy of this approach.  Specific guidelines should be developed 
to determine when this is an appropriate solution. 
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Recommendations Dealing with Agricultural Damage (from Section 9.0) 
 
1. A program of a 50% subsidy of the cost of erecting electric fencing at bee yards (to a 

maximum of $500 per yard) be implemented to provide relief to commercial 
beekeepers. 

2. Funding for such a program could be obtained from the current funding provided for 
compensation for bear damage to honey bees. 

3. Compensation would be paid for future bee damage to bee yards only if commercial 
beekeepers could provide evidence that the fencing had been properly maintained and 
that bears had gained access through accident (e.g., fallen tree). 

4. No compensation would be paid to commercial beekeepers that did not install 
appropriate electric fencing around bee yards. 

 
 
 
Recommendation for a partial re-instatement of the Spring Black Bear Hunt for 
socio-economic reasons (from Section 9.0) 
 
Although the Committee did not find any connection between the cancellation of the 
spring bear hunt and recent increases in nuisance activity, the Committee 
recommends that a limited spring black bear hunt be re-instated for socio-economic 
reasons, but under strict conditions. 
 
To ensure that the black bear population is managed in a sustainable manner and to 
minimise chances of the orphaning of cubs of the year, the Committee suggests that a 
spring black bear hunt be limited in the following ways: 

 
1. Mandatory training for hunters and outfitters – MNR should develop and 

implement a mandatory training course for all outfitters and prospective black 
bear hunters in Ontario that must be attended prior to participating in hunting 
black bears in Ontario.  The course should provide hunters with the tools to 
readily distinguish male and female black bears. 

2. Male only harvest – a male-only harvest will protect the critical adult female 
component of the black bear population. 

3. Mandatory hunting over baits and the use of suspended baits – suspended baits 
provide the hunter with the best opportunity to correctly identify the sex of a bear 
visiting the bait site. 

4. No use of dogs – because of the potential that chasing by dogs could disrupt 
family groups in spring the committee recommends that dogs not be allowed. 

5. Mandatory reporting and submission of teeth of all bears harvested, including 
providing proof of sex of the harvested animal (DNA sample, or penis bone) – 
MNR must closely monitor the total black bear harvest to ensure that overall 
harvest is sustainable and to monitor whether the sex-age composition of the 
overall harvest changes over time.  Age and sex of harvested animals plus 
information on variation in availability of natural foods provide management 
agencies with the tools to ensure that harvest of black bears is sustainable. 
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6. April 15-May 15 season south of the French River – since female black bears with 
cubs of the year emerge from their dens later than other black bears and have 
reduced mobility in the first few weeks after emerging, an early season closing 
date will minimize the chance that adult females will be vulnerable to hunting. 

7. May 1-31 season north of the French River – black bears in northern Ontario 
emerge from their dens later than those in south-central Ontario.  A May 1-31 
season in northern Ontario is analogous to the earlier season proposed for south-
central Ontario. 

8. Consider returning the fall season to pre-1999 dates to minimize potential conflict 
with other users (hikers, canoeists, berry pickers) – in addition, a shorter fall 
season that opens after August 31 will reduce the vulnerability of adult females to 
harvest. 

9. High penalty for killing females in the spring – if violations of regulations 
prohibiting the harvesting of females in spring occur, prosecutors should request 
the highest penalties available under the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act. 
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1.0      Introduction  
 
 

1.1 Mandate 
 

Natural Resources Minister Jerry Ouellette announced the establishment of the 
Nuisance Bear Review Committee on September 6, 2002 (News Release, 
Appendix 1).   The Committee was charged with reviewing all aspects of the 
nuisance bear issue in Ontario, preparing a report with recommendations and 
submitting it to the Minister of Natural Resources. 

 
 

1.2 Members 
 

Royal Poulin - Chair, Nuisance Bear Committee 
Currently the Chair of the Ontario Northland Transportation Commission, Royal 
Poulin was the General Manager of the Northern Ontario Heritage Fund 
Corporation. He formerly worked with the Ministry of Northern Development and 
Mines as Director of Program Development and the Transportation/Highways 
program. Mr. Poulin also held positions as general manager of the Ministry of 
Municipal Affairs office in Sudbury and as senior adviser in the ministry's North 
Bay office. He has served as director of the Nipissing District Social Services 
Board and is town clerk for the Town of Cache Bay, where he was subsequently 
elected mayor. 
 
John Knight - Member 
John Knight, a professor in the Wildlife Department at Sir Sandford Fleming 
College, has developed and delivered courses in Big Game and Fur Management 
and Wildlife Management. He is a joint owner of a wildlife management 
consulting company that provides services in big game check stations and 
trapping, moving and releasing black bears. Mr. Knight, in co-operation with the 
Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) and his colleagues at Sir Sandford Fleming 
College designed and implemented the White-Tailed Deer Project and is a former 
employee of MNR.  

 
Dr. Martyn Obbard- Member 
Dr. Martyn Obbard is a research scientist in predator/conservation biology with 
the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR). He has been with the Ministry since 
1984. A graduate of the University of Guelph, Department of Zoology, Dr. 
Obbard received his Masters of Science in 1977 and his Ph.D. in Wildlife 
Ecology in 1983. A nationally and internationally renowned bear biologist, Dr. 
Obbard is a member of the Wildlife Society and the International Association for 
Bear Research and Management. He is the Ontario representative to the Federal-
Provincial Polar Bear Technical Committee, and a member of the Committee on 
the Status of Species at Risk in Ontario, MNR's Black Bear Technical Committee 
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and an Associated Specialist with the World Conservation Union/Species 
Survival Commission Polar Bear Specialist Group. 

 
Glenn Witherspoon - Member 
Glenn Witherspoon has been the Mayor of Fort Frances, Ontario since 1991 and 
is currently the Chair of the Northwestern Ontario Smart Growth Committee. He 
has held the presidency three different times in the last nine years of the Rainy 
River Municipal Association; was Past-President of the Northern Ontario 
Municipal Association and a former executive board member of the Association 
of Municipalities of Ontario Northern Caucus. He served as the first Chair of the 
newly formed District Social Services Administration Board in the Rainy River 
District and as a Northern Ontario Representative on the transfer of Services from 
the Province to the Municipal Sector in 1996. 

 
 
 
 

1.3 Terms of Reference 
 

Purpose:   
The Committee will review the biology, literature, and geographic and socio-
economic factors related to perceived nuisance bear problems in Ontario.  It will 
also look at municipal impacts and compare the effects of bear harvesting from 
jurisdiction to jurisdiction. 

 
Scope of the study: 
The following factors will be considered: 
 
Biology: 

• Bear biology (behaviour, population distribution and dynamics) 
 

Geographical 
• Habitat, climate and weather impacts on food sources 
• Human population growth and changes in land use patterns 
• Urban/rural encroachment impacts on habitat 
 

Socio-economic 
• Evaluation of socio-economic factors affecting human interaction with 

bears 
• Review of nuisance bear reports and literature 
• An analysis of the level of nuisance bear complaints. 
 

Harvesting 
• Harvesting trends, human caused mortality and impacts on populations 
• Black bear population simulation modelling to predict future effects of 

changes in harvest and land use patterns on bear populations 
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Municipal Input: 
• Community perspectives and associated management and economic 

implications. 
 

Jurisdictional Comparison 
• Review of information from other provinces/states and comparison with 

Ontario regarding: 
• bear population size 
• nuisance bear reports 
• bear policies, programs and education initiatives 
• harvesting 

 
 

Deliverables 
Based on Ontario data and the experiences of other jurisdictions, the Committee 
will prepare a report with recommendations on nuisance bear policies, programs 
and education initiatives considering human/bear interactions including harvest 
levels. 

 
 
 

1.4 Process 
 

The Nuisance Bear Review Committee reviewed material on bear biology and 
management, harvesting trends, enforcement aspects, nuisance bear complaints, 
and economic impacts of bear harvesting.   The Committee also reviewed 
information from other jurisdictions in Canada and the United States.   
 
The Committee invited submissions (News Release, Appendix 2) through its 
website http://nuisancebear.mnr.gov.on.ca (Appendix 3).  To further increase 
awareness about the Review, the Committee used the Environmental Bill of 
Rights process, posting notification about the call for submissions (Appendix 4).  
The submission period was January 29, 2003 to March 31, 2003.   
The Minister of Natural Resources had requested that the Committee also seek 
municipal input, therefore the Committee sent a letter to each Ontario 
municipality in black bear range advising them of the request for submissions. 
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2.0      Summary of Black Bear Ecology in Ontario 
 

This section provides a summary of information about the ecology of black bears, for 
a more complete description, please refer to Appendix 5. 

 
2.1 Description 
 
• Black bears are large, heavily boned mammals: males weigh from 120-300 kg and 

females weigh from 45-180 kg. 
• Adult females reach maximum height and length at about five years of age.  
• Adult males reach maximum height and length at seven or eight years old 
• Most black bears in Ontario have a black coat colour though a small proportion 

(probably less than five percent) are dark brown to light brown. 
• Body weights of adult bears vary dramatically throughout the year, and from one 

year to the next, depending on food availability.   
• In Ontario, adult bears generally lose weight from the time they enter the den in 

the fall until well after they emerge from the den in spring.  
• In early July, berries and other soft fruits start to become available and adult bears 

begin to gain weight.  
• When food is abundant, bears can gain up to 1 kg per day in summer and can 

double their weight by the time they enter their dens.   
 
 

2.2 Distinguishing Age and Sex Classes 
 

• Adult male bears have heavily-muscled necks, shoulders and forelimbs, and have 
well developed muscle masses on top of their heads.  Males also have broad 
snouts and their ears appear to be small because of the size of the head.  If a male 
bear stands up and faces you, it is generally easy to see the penis.  If you observe 
a male bear in a side view, long hairs hanging down from the penis can be seen in 
front of his thigh as he walks. 

• Adult females are more slightly built than males; they have small necks and have 
smaller frames. If a female bear stands up and faces you, it is generally easy to see 
the nipples.  In females, the long hairs that hang down from the vulva can be seen 
from behind as she walks. 

• Cubs of the year weigh about 5 kg by late June (the size of a small house cat). 
They grow to 15 to 30 kg  by fall.  

• Yearlings weigh 20 to 30 kg by late June, similar to a medium sized dog, and by 
fall may be 40-45 kg.  

• Body growth in bears is highly dependent on the available food supply.  Young 
bears in the boreal forest grow more slowly than young bears in the deciduous 
forests of central Ontario. 
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2.3 Distribution and Habitat 

 
• Black bears are found throughout most of Ontario, from close to Lake Ontario in 

the south to the Hudson Bay coast in the north, though they are sparsely 
distributed in the far north.  

• The highest densities of bears in Ontario (more than 60 bears/100 km2) are found 
in areas such as the Chapleau Crown Game Preserve and Algonquin Provincial 
Park, where bears are protected from hunting.  

• By comparison, in parts of the province where bears are hunted, the highest 
densities recorded are closer to 40 bears/100 km2.  

• The highest potential population growth rates are reached in the Great Lakes-St. 
Lawrence forest zone of central Ontario where bears have access to hard mast 
(acorns and beechnuts) in fall. 

• Unlike brown bears (grizzly bears) and polar bears, black bears are primarily 
inhabitants of forested areas where they are best able to meet their needs for 
cover, food, and security from predators (including other bears).  

• Black bears have well-developed navigational abilities, though the specific 
mechanisms that they use are unknown.  Bears use their navigational skills in 
summer and fall when they may migrate more than 100 km to blueberry patches, 
or to oak and beech stands.   

• Apart from seasonal migrations, home ranges of adult female bears average 15 to 
25 km2.  

• Home ranges of adult males can be 10 times the size of those of females. 
• Neither sex is believed to be strictly territorial, and the home ranges of many 

bears can overlap. 
 

 
2.4 Foods Eaten 
 
• Bears have a keen sense of smell that enables them to locate food sources, 

including many that are not obvious to humans.  
• Black bears are omnivores (they eat both plants and animals), but the bulk of their 

diet is plant material.   
• Generally, bears are opportunists. Their preferred foods are most abundant in 

uneven-aged mixed coniferous/deciduous forests that contain numerous shrub 
species.  

• In spring, bears feed on willow catkins, grasses, dandelions, clover, and aspen 
leaves. Leaves and flowers are preferred when they are highest in protein content.  

• Important sources of protein in the spring may include winter-killed ungulates, 
live adult deer or moose (very rarely), spawning suckers, or newborn deer fawns 
or moose calves.  

• In summer, ant colonies provide major protein sources, as do nests of 
bumblebees, hornets, and wasps that are excavated and eaten.  
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• Berries and other soft fruits are eaten as they become available throughout the 
summer. These include fruits of various currants, wild sarsaparilla, dogwoods, 
strawberries, raspberries, pin and chokecherries, blueberries, and bristly 
sarsaparilla. 

• In fall, hazelnuts, mountain ash, acorns and beechnuts are favoured foods. 
 
 

2.5 Food Availability 
 
• Items eaten in spring are generally predictable in timing of availability and do not 

vary greatly in abundance from one year to another. Nevertheless, many bears 
lose weight while feeding on these foods.  At best, bears will maintain their 
weight in the spring.   

• Summer and fall food items vary greatly in timing of availability and in 
abundance from one year to another.  For example, blueberries can vary from less 
than 10 kg per hectare to more than 1000 kg per hectare.  Bears can double their 
body weight in years when fruits are abundant.   

• The abundance of summer and fall foods has the greatest effect on survival and on 
the proportion of adult females that reproduce successfully. 

• The potential for nuisance bear activity increases in years when berry crops fail 
and the animals search for alternate food sources. The behaviour may also be 
apparent the following spring when animals emerge from their dens in poor 
condition.   

• Survival of the current year’s cubs can be low following berry crop failure, and 
few females will produce cubs the following year.   

• Berry crop failure may occur as a result of a late spring frost that kills blossoms 
(usually in early June), or a summer drought that causes the berries to shrivel 
(generally in July or August). 

 
 

2.6 Life History 
 

2.6.1 Mating 
• Mating generally occurs in June and July.  After mating, fertilised eggs do not 

implant in the wall of the uterus immediately (delayed implantation).  
• Around the time that bears enter their dens in fall, if the female has attained a 

body weight of at least 70 kg, then implantation occurs and active gestation of 
about 60 days begins.  

• If pregnant females do not gain enough weight in summer and fall, then 
implantation does not occur and the female’s body absorbs the fertilised eggs. 

• Although the mating season may span more than a month, an individual 
female is in estrus (ready to ovulate, receptive to males, and able to become 
pregnant) for fewer than five days. During that 5-day period, a male will 
consort with her and the pair may mate several times.  The male will also 
attempt to keep other males away from the female.   
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• During the mating season, male black bears travel extensively searching for 
receptive females and often fight vigorously for mating opportunities.  

• Genetic research conducted in Ontario showed that cubs from the same litter 
may have different fathers, and that males may father cubs in more than one 
litter in a single year. It is likely that larger, older males are more successful in 
obtaining mating opportunities. 

 
 
2.6.2 Birth 
• Cubs are born while their mother is in her den, generally in early January but 

occasionally as late as early February.  The timing of birth depends upon 
when the female enters the den.  If the female enters the den late (perhaps in 
response to abundant fall foods) then the cubs are born later.  

•  Newborn cubs weigh 2-300 grams, which is less than 1/300 th of the 
mother’s weight.  In contrast, newborn humans weigh about 1/15 th of the 
mother’s weight.   

• Cubs grow rapidly on milk that has higher fat and protein content than human 
or cow’s milk.  By the time the family leaves the den in late April or early 
May, the cubs weigh 4 to 5 kg. 

• Litter size varies from one to four cubs in Ontario, with most litters having 
either two or three cubs (average litter size is 2.4). 

 
 
2.6.3 Reproductive Output and Offspring Survival 
• Except for the muskox, bears have the lowest rate of reproduction of any land 

mammal in North America.   
• Female black bears in Ontario may produce their first litter when they are five 

years old, but the average age of first reproduction is about six in central 
Ontario, and seven in northern Ontario.   

• Cubs stay with their mother throughout the year of birth and den with her the 
following fall.   

• Females with cubs of the year may become nuisances in late June when the 
nutritional demands of milk production peak and the berry crop is not yet ripe. 

• The family group breaks up the following May or June when the cubs are 17 
to 18 months old.   

• The time at which a female parts from her 18 month-old offspring is the point 
in her reproductive cycle at which she is in the poorest condition.  Her need to 
gain enough weight to reproduce successfully may make her more likely to 
become a nuisance at this point.   

• Following family break-up, a new breeding cycle begins as the adult female 
prepares to ovulate, and becomes receptive to males again. Therefore, female 
black bears cannot breed successfully more than once every two years.   

• In the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence forest zone, most females are able to produce 
litters every second year.   
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• In the Boreal forest where food is less abundant and food failure events are 
more common, most females cannot produce cubs every second year.  In this 
region, the interval between litters is often three or four years.   

• In central Ontario about 75 % of cubs survive their first year, and about 75 % 
of yearlings survive to two years.  In northern Ontario only about 50 % of 
cubs survive their first year, and about 50 % of yearlings survive to two years. 

 
 

2.7 Seasonal Patterns 
 

2.7.1 Emergence from Den 
• In most years black bears emerge from their winter dens from early to mid-

April in central Ontario, and between mid-April and early May in northern 
Ontario, though they may emerge sooner in early springs.   

• Typically, adult males are the first to emerge, followed by sub-adult males and 
females, females accompanied by yearlings, and finally, females with cubs of 
the year.   

• Adult males often wander considerably at this time and will feed on winter-
killed moose and deer.   

• Family groups, especially females with cubs of the year, often spend a week 
or longer in the immediate vicinity of the den after emerging in the spring. 

• In the fall, pregnant females often plan for the following spring by choosing 
den sites that have large trees (more than 30 cm dbh) within 30 m of the den. 
These large trees, referred to as ‘sanctuary trees’, are typically white pines in 
central Ontario and white spruce or cedars in northern Ontario.  Sanctuary 
trees function as escape cover for the young cubs in the period after the family 
emerges from the den, and adult females will cache their cubs in such trees 
while foraging in spring. 

 
2.7.2 Early Spring    
• At this time of year, black bears frequent openings in the forest and road 

edges where new green vegetation first appears. Later they may travel to 
streams to feed on spawning white suckers.   

• After aspen leaves emerge, black bears may be found high in mature trees 
feeding on the new leaves. 

• Bears are also frequently found along roadsides where they bend down young 
aspen trees to strip the new leaves from the branches.  

 
2.7.3 Early Summer 
• From den emergence to early July adult female black bears have a home range 

of about 20 to 25 km2.  
• In spring and summer, black bears are generally active from about an hour 

before sunrise to about an hour after sunset. On hot afternoons bears are often 
found near water bodies. 
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2.7.4 Summer/Early Fall   
• In northern Ontario, the timing of seasonal movements by black bears is 

closely linked to the availability of blueberries.  In most years bears begin to 
leave their home range in early July to travel in search of blueberry patches. 
Blueberry patches are often found in regenerating jack pine plantations or old 
burns. Bears studied near Chapleau travelled an average of about 50 km to 
good blueberry patches, though some females travelled as far as 100 km  

• In central Ontario and parts of north-western Ontario foraging trips by black 
bears are linked to the availability of acorns or beechnuts.  Thus, seasonal 
movements in central Ontario are more likely to occur in fall than in summer. 

• In years when major food crops fail, black bears wander more widely and can 
remain away from their spring ranges for three to four months. 

• By early September most bears in northern Ontario return to the home range 
used in spring and early summer and begin to search for a suitable den site.  
They feed on hazelnuts and mountain ash fruits if available, but also frequent 
road edges where they feed on fall growth of grasses and clovers. 

• By mid-October most bears will have selected a site and be in the process of 
constructing a den, though they will continue to forage as long as food is 
available.  

• As the days shorten, the daily cycle of activity slows and bears are often not 
active until mid-morning.   

• Yearlings are the first bears to enter their dens, followed by pregnant females 
and solitary females, females accompanied by cubs of the year, adult males, 
and finally subadults.   

• In most years all bears, except perhaps for adult males, will be in their dens by 
early November and will not leave their dens until the following spring. 

• Actual timing of entry into dens appears to be influenced by a variety of 
environmental cues including availability of food, change in day length, and 
snow cover. Of these, the most important cue is food availability and in years 
when mountain ash fruit is available in northern Ontario, bears will enter their 
dens two to three weeks later than in other years. 
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3.0 Management of Black Bear Harvest 
 
 
3.1 Black Bear Harvest and License Sales 
 
The Committee received presentations from Ministry of Natural Resources staff on the 
historical and current approaches to black bear harvest management in Ontario 
(Appendix 6). 
   
The black bear was first classified as a big game species in Ontario in 1961.  Prior to 
1961, hunting of black bears was unrestricted and between 1942 and 1961 an average of 
850 bears were turned in annually for the bounty which was in place on this species.   At 
this time, hunters were required to purchase a license and open and closed seasons were 
established. Bears were harvested under a combined hunting license (e.g., deer/bear) and 
under a trapper's license.  Separate, bear-only hunting licenses were introduced in 1980.  
 
In 1987, a management policy and program for Ontario's black bears was initiated. A 
number of new regulations were implemented that year as part of the new program. Black 
bears were hunted during spring and fall seasons.  The hunting and trapping of cubs born 
that year or of adult female bears accompanied by cubs during the spring season was 
prohibited.  Additionally, the use of dogs for bear hunting during the spring season was 
restricted to eliminate conflict between this method (used by about 5% of resident and 
5% of non-resident bear hunters) and the more common method of using bait (used by 
36% of resident and 80% of non-resident bear hunters). 
 
The mandated goal and objectives of MNR’s Provincial Black Bear Policy and Program 
as drafted in 1987 read: 
 
Goal:  

to manage black bear populations and associated habitat, to ensure the 
maintenance of the species, and to provide for the continuous recreational and 
economic benefits for the people of Ontario 
 

Objectives:   
1) manage for optimum sustained yield through habitat management and 
regulating harvest. 
2) distribute the allowable harvest 
3) minimize any damage to property and to public health and safety 
4) maintain or expand recreational hunting and viewing for residents of Ontario 
5) maximize economic benefits from non-resident hunters while providing a 
quality hunt      
6) manage black bear habitat within existing black bear policies and land use 
planning guidelines 
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In 1989, Bear Management Areas (BMA) were introduced.  Under this system non-
resident hunters are required to use the services of a guide with an assigned BMA, with 
the exception that non-residents who own land in Ontario can hunt in the Wildlife 
Management Unit where their property is located. Resident hunters are not bound by this 
legislation. 
 
The establishment of the BMA system was based on the rationale that if each operator is 
allowed to manage the harvest in the assigned BMA then it is in the operator’s best 
interest to harvest in a sustainable manner to ensure bear hunt revenues into the future. 
   
In 1999, the spring bear hunt season was cancelled due to concerns over possible 
orphaning of cubs.  The fall season was extended to allow for more hunting opportunities. 
 
The BMA system allows for distribution of tourist outfitters and non-resident hunters.  In 
the past, non-residents hunters tended to outnumber resident hunters, however, this has 
now been reversed and residents outnumber non-residents (Appendix 7, Figure 1).   
 
Over the period 1980-2001, the total number of hunters (as measured by license sales) 
was at its lowest point in 1999, this resulted in the lowest number of bears, 4124, being 
harvested in 1999.  This was compounded by the decrease in non-resident hunters who 
are more successful in harvesting bears than residents (Appendix 7, Figure 2).   
 
The average number of bears harvested from 1996-1998 was 6247, compared to an 
average of 4688 from 1999-2001.  The average number of hunters from 1996-1998 was 
22,379, compared to an average of 18,451 from 1999-2001.  It is important to note that 
the number of hunters and number of bears harvested has been increasing steadily 
since1999, rising to 19,784 hunters and 5471bears harvested in 2001 (Appendix 7, 
Figures 1 and 3).  
 
The current recommended sustainability criteria for bear harvesting in Ontario are based 
on Ontario research and include the following elements:   
• harvest levels remain at or below 10% of the population,  
• no more than 20% of the harvest consist of adult females 5 years and older, 
• no more than 40% of the harvest consist of female animals. 
 
It appears that the proportion of adults females taken is below 20% (Appendix 10, Figure 
16) and the total number of females taken is below 40% (Appendix 7, Figure 4). 
 
The Committee is of the opinion that present BMA system does not contain the elements 
of control necessary to achieve the mandated objectives in the Provincial Black Bear 
Policy and Program. There is currently no regulation in effect to ensure operators are 
harvesting in a sustainable manner. This lack of regulated controls does not allow for 
adjustment of harvest numbers on a local scale based on factors such as numbers of 
resident hunters in an area. This is becoming increasingly pertinent in light of the recent 
rise in the percentage of resident hunters in the bear hunt. 
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The development and implementation of an effective management system is an ongoing 
process. Determining appropriate harvest levels for areas with differing social and habitat 
dynamics requires constant monitoring and research.  In order to ensure that management 
objectives continue to be achieved, both public and hunter education must be an essential 
component of the system.  The tracking of trends such as age structure and sex ratios in 
the population is critical to allow changes in harvest allocations.  Currently, only non-
residents are subject to mandatory reporting. 
 
The Ministry is conducting a review of historical harvest by WMU, reviewing the current 
sustainable harvest guidelines for Ontario bears, and considering the development of 
consistent harvest policies and guidelines and the need for a harvest allocation system.  
 
The Committee endorses the work being done by the ministry in its investigation of 
province-wide application of sustainability criteria, harvest allocation system and outfitter 
training. 
 
Recommendations Dealing with Harvest Management: 
 
The Committee recommends that the ministry consider implementing a Harvest 
Management System, with the following elements: 
 
1. Mandatory reporting by all hunters of harvested bears to include sex (proof of sex) 

and location of kill. 
2. Collection of a premolar from all bears harvested by WMU, to allow a more precise 

monitoring of age structure, an important indicator of harvest pressure. 
3. Development of enforceable sustainable harvest guidelines for black bear, including 

overall maximum harvest level and proportion of females in the harvest. 
4. Devise an equitable system of allocation among resident hunters, non-resident hunters 

and trappers at the WMU level, including a review of harvest by trappers. 
5. A mandatory requirement that every bear hunter and guide attend a provincially 

standardized bear hunter education course addressing methods of sexing, methods of 
assessing female bears for reproductive status, and other components of biology and 
behavior allowing selection of appropriate animals for harvest. 

6. A five year post implementation review of the Harvest Management System to assess 
effectiveness, determine if the goals and objectives are being met and what, if any, 
changes are necessary for maintaining sustainability of the black bear population in 
Ontario.   

7. The Committee recommends that MNR continue to investigate tools for monitoring 
the status of the bear population (such as the Black Bear Population Index and genetic 
monitoring), to obtain better information on which to base management decisions 
thereby ensuring sustainability of the population. 
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3.2 Enforcement Activities 
 
The Committee was provided with a presentation on enforcement aspects of black bear 
protection and harvest management (Appendix 8) under the Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Act.  Enforcement activities, the laying of charges and conviction statistics 
were discussed.   
 
Committee members had received anecdotal accounts from members of the public and 
various organizations about the lack of compliance with respect to the requirement to 
report bears shot in defense of property.  It appears that people are either deliberately not 
reporting or are unaware of this requirement under the Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Act. 
 
Recommendation: 
The Committee recommends that the ministry communicate widely the importance of 
reporting bears killed in defense of property.  This information could be used in obtaining 
a better picture of nuisance bear activity as well as contributing to information on the 
sustainability of populations. 
 
 
 
4.0     Literature Review of Factors Affecting Nuisance Bear Activity 
 
4.1 Introduction 

 
Many members of the public perceive that there has been an increase in the amount of 
nuisance bear activity in Ontario since the cancellation of the spring black bear hunt in 
1999.  However, there is a great deal of controversy over whether this perceived increase 
is real, and over what the causes of any increase in nuisance activity might be. 
   
As a first step in gathering information for the Nuisance Bear Review Committee, an 
extensive review of the published and unpublished literature was conducted by the 
Wildlife Research and Development Section of the Ministry of Natural Resources.  
Sources consulted included published scientific literature, unpublished theses from 
Canadian and U.S. universities, unpublished literature from agencies in Canada and the 
United States, and information available on web sites of various agencies.  The literature 
was summarised to determine whether it provided insights into the factors that affect 
nuisance bear activity.  The detailed results of the literature review are presented in 
Appendix 9. 
 
The detailed review focuses first on factors that may affect the reporting rate for nuisance 
bear activity, then on causes of variation in nuisance activity itself.  The General 
Conclusions of that literature review are presented here. In addition, the hypotheses 
generated by the conclusions of the literature review that were tested by the scientific 
review of available information are presented in Section 5.0. 
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4.2 General Conclusions from the Literature Review 
 

1. Rates of interaction between humans and black bears, including sightings, 
nuisance activity, and harvest rates, are dependent on the amount of food 
available to bears within their habitat.  When natural foods are scarce, or 
historical sources of supplemental food are removed, higher levels of nuisance 
activity will occur. 

2. Annual variation in nuisance activity is most strongly influenced by annual 
variation in the availability of natural foods. 

3. The root cause of nuisance activity by black bears is attraction to sources of 
human food or waste that is easily accessible by bears. 

4. In residential areas improperly stored garbage is the dominant attractant, although 
other attractants such as bird feeders, composters, pet food stored outside, fruit 
trees, and intentional feeding are also important.  

5. Black bears exploit agricultural products (corn, oats, beehives, and orchards).  
6. Spatially focused hunting, targeted at nuisance bears, can reduce nuisance activity 

associated with agricultural attractants. 
7. Regulated hunting has the potential to reduce human-bear problems, but does not 

always achieve the desired effect.  Results of several studies are contradictory. 
8. Temporary increases in nuisance activity have been associated with loss of 

historical sources of supplemental foods (e.g., dump closures). 
9. Habituated and food-conditioned black bears rarely revert to wild behaviour: once 

persistent nuisance behaviour is learned, animals usually have to be relocated long 
distances to remote areas, or destroyed. 

10. Spring nuisance activity varies less from year to year than summer and early fall 
nuisance activity.  This is because most high-quality natural foods do not become 
available until mid-summer.  Before these foods ripen, bears are in a similar 
nutritional predicament each year when they feed on lower-energy natural foods, 
which have low variation from year to year. 

11. Range expansion by bears and encroachment into bear habitat by humans tend to 
cause increases in nuisance activity, more so than a simple increase in the number 
or density of bears within an area. 

12. Non-permanent and new residents in bear country are more likely to report bear 
activity as nuisance activity than long-term residents.  They are also less likely to 
modify their behaviour to reduce human-bear conflicts.  However, as people gain 
more experience with wildlife and become better educated about causes of 
human-bear conflicts they generally become more tolerant and more willing to 
alter their own behaviour. 

13. When public awareness of bear issues is high, nuisance complaints increase 
(positive feedback effect:  so-called “bear-mania”). 
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5.0 Summary of Analysis of Relationships among Black Bear 
Nuisance Activity, Food Availability and Harvest in Ontario 

 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
Based on the General Conclusions from the Literature Review presented in Section 4 and 
Appendix 9, Wildlife Research and Development Section staff from the Ministry of 
Natural Resources identified all sources of data which were available to permit testing of 
hypotheses about the variables that influence nuisance bear activity.  Potential variables 
that might influence nuisance bear activity and reporting, the hypothesised direction of 
the effect, and the hypothesised influence of the effect on nuisance bear complaints 
(positive [+] or negative [-]) are shown in Fig. 1, Appendix 10 as are all variables for 
which suitable data for analysis were acquired. 
 
Based on the general conclusions from the literature review the following hypotheses 
were generated, which could be tested with the data available: 
1. Weather variables such as air temperature, rainfall, and snow cover affect availability 

of natural foods. 
2. Availability of natural foods affects nuisance bear activity directly (negative 

relationship), and also indirectly through its influence on recruitment and survival and 
hence bear abundance (positive relationship). 

3. Availability of natural foods influences harvest levels by affecting the vulnerability of 
black bear to harvest (negative relationship). 

4. Harvest influences nuisance bear activity through its effect on bear abundance 
(negative relationship). 

 
 
 
5.2 Methods 

 
Data were obtained on nuisance activity by black bears, food availability for black bears, 
weather parameters, and black bear harvests in Ontario.  Individual Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources offices provided data on nuisance black bear activity.  Generally, four 
measures of nuisance activity were recorded: total number of complaints or calls, number 
of traps set, number of trap nights, and number of bears relocated or destroyed.   For food 
availability information, the data were contained in annual reports of the qualitative 
Wildlife Food Survey conducted by MNR Districts in central Ontario from 1989-1992, 
and 1998-2002.  In Parry Sound, surveys were conducted in all years but 1993 between 
1989 and 2002.   Weather data for Parry Sound and Sudbury Districts were obtained from 
Environment Canada.  
 
Non-resident harvest data were obtained for 1987-2002 (from Black Bear License 
Validation Certificates [Form 33s]) from the database maintained by MNR's South-
Central Science Unit.  Data on the harvest by resident hunters were obtained from results 
of the annual Provincial Mail Survey of hunters.  Provincial totals of number of bears 
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harvested and hunter success rate were obtained for 1989-2000, by combining the results 
of the Provincial Mail Survey and the Black Bear License Validation Certificates.  Hunter 
success rate was computed as the total harvest divided by the total number of hunters.  
  
Relationships between harvest (non-resident spring harvest, non-resident fall harvest, 
total harvest, hunter success rate) and various indicators of nuisance activity were 
examined to determine how harvest and nuisance activity were related. Relationships 
among different measures of nuisance activity, food availability, different weather 
variables, and number of bears harvested in both the spring and fall were explored as 
outlined in the hypotheses in the Introduction.   A detailed discussion of data sources and 
analytical methods is provided in Appendix 10. 
 
 
5.3 Results and Conclusions 
 
For a detailed explanation of the results of this analysis, see Appendix 10 "Analysis of 
Relationships among Black Bear Nuisance Activity, Food Availability, and Harvest in 
Ontario".  The general conclusions of the analysis are presented here: 
 
1. Unusually high levels of nuisance activity occur in the same years across the Great 

Lakes–St. Lawrence Forest ecoregion, and occasionally across the province in both 
the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence and the Boreal ecoregions.  Generally, the three 
regions (Great Lakes–St. Lawrence, Boreal east, and Boreal west) show different 
patterns of nuisance activity. 

2. Natural food availability varied synchronously across the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
Forest Region. 

3. Annual variation in food availability in the Parry Sound Area was representative of 
the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Forest Region in most years. 

4. This study did not successfully identify weather variables that influence food 
availability and nuisance activity in Ontario.   

5. Annual variation in nuisance activity by black bears is correlated with annual 
variation in the availability of natural foods in the same year, depending on scale of 
analysis.  Food shortages lead to increases in nuisance activity levels. 

6. Food failures synchronize the breeding cycle of black bear populations resulting in 
large cohorts being born as happened in 1997, 1999 and 2001 in Ontario.  These large 
cohorts have a compounding effect on nuisance activity rates in poor food years. 

7. Most of the annual variation in nuisance activity occurs in late summer and fall, when 
major food items mature and become available to bears. 

8. Despite the relationship described in 5 (above), no relationship was detected between 
summer and fall food availability and harvest rates at any scale of analysis.  

9. Harvest rates and nuisance activity co-vary directly, not inversely.  Therefore, despite 
the lack of relationship noted in 8 (above) both are likely similarly dependent on other 
factors (including food availability).  Higher harvest rates (within the range of harvest 
rates observed in Ontario) are not associated with reduced rates of nuisance activity. 
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10. It is highly unlikely that the reduction in total harvest of black bears since the 
cancellation of the spring hunt in 1999 (approximately 1550 animals/year or 1.5%-
2.1% of the total provincial population) could have produced the dramatic increase in 
nuisance complaints that occurred in 2001.  

11. Results of this study do not support the hypothesis that a spring bear hunt controls, 
limits, or reduces levels of nuisance activity by black bears.   

 
 
Recommendations for Further Research on Variation in Nuisance Bear Activity:   
 
1. A standardized approach should be developed to collecting data on complaints about 

nuisance bears in all MNR districts including number of calls, number of traps set, 
number of trap nights, number of bears relocated, number of nuisance bears killed 
and possible causes of the complaint such as presence of attractants.  Such 
information should be compiled annually in each region from reports submitted by 
each district.  This will enable meaningful comparisons of nuisance activity across 
districts and among regions and will enhance the interpretation of annual variation in 
nuisance bear activity. 

2. Since the Wildlife Food Survey data from the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence ecoregion 
was so useful to this analysis of the relationships among nuisance activity, food 
availability, and harvest, a Wildlife Food Survey should be developed for the Boreal 
east ecoregion and the Boreal west ecoregion and implemented as soon as possible.  
Data from such a survey will enhance the interpretation of annual variation in 
nuisance bear activity in the Boreal ecoregions. 

3. Future analysis should attempt to uncover large-scale weather patterns that might be 
used as explanatory or predictive variables to enable MNR to better understand 
variation in nuisance bear activity. 
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6.0 Review of Experiences and Solutions in other Jurisdictions 
 
Material from 37 jurisdictions, in Canada and the United States, with black bear hunting 
was reviewed.    There is a wide variation in the size of bear population as well as 
variation in allowable harvesting methods/requirements (length and time of season, bag 
limit, requirement for harvest reporting, sample collection, baiting, permitted firearms, 
use of dogs).   Bear reproductive capacity (litter size, age at first reproduction) also varies 
geographically. 
 
Given the differences among jurisdictions, noted above, it is clear that no one method of 
managing nuisance activity is applicable to all situations, nevertheless, the Committee 
reviewed material from all jurisdictions to explore the range of possible solutions for 
dealing with nuisance bears.  
 
As noted in Section 3.0 (Appendix 10, Figures 2a, 2b) the frequency of nuisance bear 
complaints appears to have increased in parts of Ontario. 
 
The following discussion provides a sampling of the many initiatives for dealing with 
nuisance bears being undertaken in other jurisdictions that were reviewed for 
applicability to the Ontario situation. The discussion does not do justice to the volumes of 
material reviewed by the Committee (see Appendix 11 for a listing of material reviewed 
and individuals contacted as well as a table summarizing practices in these other 
jurisdictions). 
 
Most jurisdictions have information on their websites on how to avoid attracting bears, 
with many tips on bearproofing.  Jurisdictions with bear management plans usually had a 
specified period for review and evaluation. The length of time between reviews varied, as 
noted in Section 3.0, the Committee is recommending a 5 year interval for Ontario.  
Many jurisdictions are moving towards an adaptive management approach, where 
initiatives are modified based on what is learned during the process. 
 
A number of jurisdictions have developed nuisance bear management plans (British 
Columbia, West Virginia and Virginia, Tennessee, Pennsylvania, California, Quebec, 
New Jersey).  Some jurisdictions have enacted laws to prohibit the feeding of 
wildlife/bears including Arkansas, California, Colorado, New York, Pennsylvania, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, West Virginia.   
 
 
Quebec 
Quebec cancelled its fall bear hunt (in most zones) in 1998 due to concerns about over-
harvest of the bear population.  It was felt that the incidental kill of bears during the 
moose season was resulting in harvesting of too many bears overall. Cancellation of the 
fall hunt did result in a reduction of the harvest initially, however harvest numbers have 
been steadily increasing (Appendix 12).  Incidence of nuisance complaints in Quebec has 
increased significantly in recent years (Appendix  13). A management plan was 
developed for 1998-2002 and subsequently extended to 2004 to accommodate trials of 
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new methods of estimating populations.  Given the significant increase in complaints 
recently and the two human fatalities, nuisance bear activity will be a major focus of the 
review of the Management Plan.  
 
 
Manitoba 
Manitoba has both a spring and a fall hunt.  The black bear hunting limit is one adult 
bear, with virtually all hunting done over baits from either blinds or tree stands.  
Reporting by residents (submission of premolar tooth) is voluntary, however, non-
residents must submit a pre-molar tooth and a complete reproductive tract if a female is 
taken.  Manitoba has experienced an increase in nuisance complaints in recent years, 
subsequent to the low year in 1999 (Appendix 14).  
 
Manitoba’s website states that “it is everyone’s responsibility to discourage bears from 
becoming a nuisance or a danger.  Black bears that become used to eating foods 
associated with humans usually develop into “problem” animals and must be either 
relocated or destroyed”.   The website provides information on how to remove attractants 
and reinforce structures to discourage bears.  It recommends the formation of community 
action groups to ensure that “everyone does their part to avoid teaching bears bad 
habits”.   
 
 
 
British Columbia  
British Columbia has implemented a “Bear Smart” Community Program with a mission 
to “Accept personal and community responsibility for reducing human-bear conflict in 
and around our communities”.  The process starts with the establishment of a Bear 
Stewardship Committee (including police and local governments, community interest 
groups, First Nations, local waste management coordinator and Ministry of Water, Land 
and Air Protection staff) which works at reducing human-bear conflicts through the 
development and implementation of “Bear Smart” criteria. 
The “Bear Smart” criteria are: 

1. Complete a bear hazard assessment 
2. Prepare a human-bear conflict management plan 
3. Develop a planning and decision making process 
4. Implement an education plan (“Bear Aware”)  
5. Develop a bear-proof solid waste management system 
6. Implement “Bear Smart” bylaws 
 

This is a cooperative venture and completely voluntary with participation from municipal 
and provincial governments and local citizens.   See Appendix 15 for more details. 
Municipal uptake has not been as high as it could be, one issue has been the lack of “seed 
money” to initiate the process.  
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Pennsylvania 
Pennsylvania prepared a report in 2001 entitled “Recommendations for reducing nuisance 
black bear conflicts in Pennsylvania”.  A Nuisance Black Bear Management Committee 
was established to develop recommendations for reducing conflicts between people and 
bears.  This report used the concept of “sociological carrying capacity” which was 
paraphrased as “human tolerance of bears”.   
The following recommendations were aimed at raising the social carrying capacity while, 
at the same time, reducing the number of conflicts using an adaptive management 
approach:  
 

• Reduce bear numbers by having a second season (Note:  each season is only 3 
days long) in parts of the region where conflicts are increasing and social 
carrying capacity has been exceeded.  The authors discussed factors that might 
be responsible for the human bear conflicts and suggest that the most likely 
factor is the increase (numerically and geographically) in human population in 
the northeast region resulting in a direct loss of bear habitat and may 
indirectly reduce tolerance for bears.  A control area, where conflicts are also 
on the rise, is being maintained with only one season for comparison purposes 
to determine the efficacy of this approach. 

• Enact a regulation that would prohibit the feeding of bears.  The authors argue 
that habituation of bears to human proximity does not necessarily lead to 
conflict encounters in the absence of food conditioning. 

• Increase public education and outreach efforts to promote prevention and 
awareness of black bear problems. 

• Develop aversive conditioning and translocation guidelines that would also 
consider the circumstances that caused the initial conflict (presence of 
attractants).  Killing is recommended only as a last resort for bears that pose 
an immediate threat to human safety or bears that have repeatedly been tied to 
conflicts and other tactics have failed. 

• Develop a statewide system for recording nuisance activity that is used 
universally and feeds into a common database. 

 
Virginia 
Virginia initiated development of a black bear management plan in 1999, which will 
provide direction until 2010.  The process used to develop the plan incorporated public 
values (economic, sociological and political) and biological aspects.  The document 
introduces the concept of Cultural Carrying Capacity which is defined as the maximum 
number of bears in an area that is acceptable to the human population.   
 
As part of its Bear Management Plan, the Goal dealing with Human-Bear Problems states 
“Promote human safety and protect personal income and property in attaining black bear 
population and recreation objectives in Virginia”.  Objectives to attain this goal include: 

1. To implement explicit and cost-effective response protocols that utilize both non-
lethal and lethal options for managing nuisance bear complaints by 4/30/02. 

2. To evaluate the effectiveness of different nuisance bear management options by 
12/31/06. 
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3. To achieve a 25% reduction in bear damage by 12/31/08. 
4. To identify, develop and implement site-specific management options for unique 

bear management units through 4/30/02. 
 
 
California 
California established a comprehensive “Keep Me Wild” Program which is supported by 
the California Department of Fish and Game.  The campaign concludes that hazing and 
relocating are temporary measures at best. 
 
The focus of the campaign is on public education to “Stash your Food and Trash”.   The 
campaign stresses that black bears naturally fear humans, but lose this fear if they are 
allowed access to human foods.  The intent is to prevent the bears from becoming 
“addicts of human food and garbage”.   
 
As mentioned previously, there seems to be consensus that attractants must be removed 
(where possible) as an initial step towards resolving human/bear conflicts. 
 
 
 
 
7.0      Existing Arrangements with Municipalities 
 
Nuisance bear response delivery 
Existing arrangements differ across the province with varying degrees of involvement by 
MNR.  In general, MNR provides the following types of assistance to municipalities:  
development and distribution of educational material, authorization, training and 
equipment for relocating bears.   The Ministry spent approximately $597,000 in 
assistance to municipalities in 2002/03.  Arrangements for removing nuisance bears range 
from MNR contracting with agents or providing trap/relocate services (rare) to 
municipalities contracting with agents to trap and relocate bears to individuals being 
responsible for contracting with an agent. (See Appendix 16 for more details) 
 
Responsibility for costs also varies across the province and includes MNR, municipality 
and the landowner.  Some volunteer agents even provide the service for free.   
 
 
7.1 Proactive approaches in Ontario 
 
A number of municipalities are working with MNR on proactive, community based 
approaches to prevent nuisance activity by bears.  In general, this includes partnering 
with MNR to do a hazard assessment of the situation and then developing an action plan 
or protocol.  Actions include extensive public education campaigns (Thunder Bay, 
Sudbury), electric fencing around municipal landfills (Pembroke), installation of bear-
proof dumpsters (Northern Bruce and South Bruce Peninsula), municipal by-law 
regulating placement of garbage at curb-side (Timmins), modification of hours of 
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operation of land-fill site (Red Lake).  The action plans are tailored to each municipal 
situation and requirements.  
 
7.2 MNR’s Policy on Nuisance Bear Management 
 
MNR’s stated priority in any human/bear interaction is human safety (Landriault, 
Obbard, and Rettie 2000).  Nuisance black bears and what to do with them.  MNR, 
Northeast Science and Technology. TN-017. 20p.  
 
In order of preference, the recommended steps for dealing with nuisance black bears are: 

1. Prevention:  Eliminate attractants (food sources), use bear proof garbage 
containers. 

2. Avoidance:  If attractants are absent, it is likely that the bear will depart if 
left alone. 

3. Deterrence/Harassment:  Encouraging the bear to leave on its own. 
4. Capture and Relocation:  Forced removal of the bear. 
5. Killing the bear. 

 
The Committee agrees with these steps and encourages the Ministry to take a more active 
role in conveying these to municipalities.  The Ministry must take a leadership role in 
encouraging municipalities to implement these steps. 
 
MNR’s role in Nuisance Bear Management is articulated in the following excerpt from  
MNR’s policy dealing with Management of Nuisance Bears (WilPo.3.1.2, 1999): 
 
“The Ministry’s efforts in bear management will continue to be focused on the 
management of the province’s bear population to ensure sustainability and provide 
recreational and economic benefits.  Districts will continue to actively move towards 
reducing or eliminating the Ministry’s on-going direct involvement in nuisance bear 
management.  The Ministry may play the role of facilitator where we provide expertise 
and advice particularly in emergency situations and assist with the contracting or 
training of agents, etc.  Once external bear trapping services arrangements have been 
established, the Ministry will become directly involved in dealing with nuisance bears in 
the following circumstances: 
• where the number of nuisance bear problems outstrips the capability of external 

resources to handle; 
• to administer chemical immobilization drugs in instances where this is required and 

no other capability exists.  
 
The Act enables landowners to deal with problems on their own property or use agents to 
resolve bear problems.  Police agencies have a responsibility to deal with immediate 
human safety concerns. 
It is recognized that arranging for externally delivered bear trapping services will 
require some time and may require some Ministry assistance over the short term.  
Currently districts are at various stages of divestment of these services.  A number of 
districts have made considerable progress to date using private agents or partners such 
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as trapper councils, and gaining commitments from police agencies to deal with 
situations involving an immediate threat to human safety. 
 
The Ministry’s role is to provide educational material and advice on reducing 
human/bear interactions, arranging and authorizing alternate delivery control programs 
and setting minimum operating standards.  It is recognized that there will be emergency 
situations where Ministry staff will be expected to provide assistance, but these are 
expected to decrease as alternate programs and expertise are developed.  Ministry staff 
are encouraged to maintain a level of core competency in nuisance bear control in order 
to provide emergency assistance (at the request of the police in situations where there is 
a risk of human safety), to provide education and advice to the public, to authorize, 
monitor and audit bear control agents and to provide interim control if bear control 
agents are unavailable.” 
 
The Committee believes that the Policy needs to be reviewed and revised.  MNR should 
take a strong leadership role and provide guidance and direction to municipalities on 
prevention of nuisance bear conflicts.  Removal of attractants needs to be stressed as a 
first step.  The Committee reviewed material regarding the presence of attractants 
(Appendix 17) documented by individuals responding to nuisance bear complaints in 
South Central region in 2000.  Over 50% of instances documented the presence of 
garbage, barbecues or grease, attractants that are easy to remove. 
 
Trends in human population changes for 1996-2001 (Appendix 18, Figure 1) indicate that 
the human population in Central and Northwestern Ontario is growing-the same areas 
where there was a high incidence of nuisance bear complaints in 2001 (Appendix 18, 
Figure 2).  As indicated in the literature review (Section 4.0), it appears that as people 
who may not be familiar with bears move into bear country, increased nuisance 
complaints may result. 
 
Prevention of nuisance activity needs to be stressed.  Most jurisdictions (including 
Ontario) have information on their websites warnings people about the dangers of feeding 
bears.  However, this is not enough, MNR, in partnership with municipalities, needs to 
implement a prevention program, which, as a first step, would be a Bear Hazard 
Assessment.  MNR needs to take the lead with respect to promotion of this initiative with 
the municipalities. 
 
The practice of trapping and relocating as a solution needs to be critically evaluated. 
Review of material from Ontario (Appendix 19) and other jurisdictions suggests that 
trapping and relocating bears may not be an effective solution.  For example, Minnesota 
recently stopped providing this service and California maintains that trapping and 
relocating is not effective. Some municipalities expressed concerns (Section 8.0) that 
relocation is a temporary measure at best and simply moves the problem to another 
municipality. 
 
The Committee recognizes that MNR no longer has sufficient funds to respond to all 
nuisance complaints, as it did in the past, however, the Committee is recommending that 
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MNR should assume a leadership role.  Implementation of the recommendations 
regarding removal of attractants should reduce the incidence of complaints significantly. 
 
 
Recommendations Dealing with MNR’s Role in Nuisance Bear Management 
 
1. MNR should assume the lead coordinating role in prevention of conflicts by 

promoting a Bear Hazard Assessment program (including providing seed money to 
municipalities) similar to the program in British Columbia. Arrangements should be 
made with municipalities appropriate to the situation, since some municipalities are 
already moving in this direction. 

2. The Bear Hazard Assessment program should stress the removal of attractants and 
consideration should be given to legislation prohibiting the feeding of bears, outside 
of the practices surrounding lawful hunting activities. 

3. In order to address inconsistencies and confusion regarding MNR involvement with 
municipalities, MNR needs to establish clear policies on the handling of nuisance 
bears and take the lead to engage all municipalities in proactive approaches. 

4. MNR  should conduct a critical evaluation of the trapping and relocating of bears to 
review the efficacy of this approach.  Specific guidelines should be developed to 
determine when this is an appropriate solution. 

 
 
 
 
 
8.0 Review of Submissions 
 
Approximately 600 submissions were received in response to the Committee’s request 
for input from the public, organizations and municipalities.  The material was reviewed 
by the Committee in order to obtain information/ideas on dealing with nuisance bears 
rather than using the responses as a poll as to actions that should be taken. 
 
For convenience of presentation, the municipal material is discussed separately from all 
other submissions. 
 
Municipal Submissions 
Letters were sent to all municipalities in bear range inviting them to become involved and 
provide a submission to the Committee on all aspects of the nuisance bear issue.  In 
particular, municipalities were asked for information about: 

• Programs that municipalities have in place to deal with nuisance bears 
• Costs that municipalities are incurring and have incurred over the last five years 

dealing with nuisance bears. 
 
Submissions were received from 47 municipalities.  The majority (39) of municipalities 
indicated that they had problems/concerns with nuisance bears and only 24 described 
some sort (formal/informal) of prevention program/action plan/response measures they 
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have in place to deal with nuisance bears.  These programs included education 
(brochures, public notices, meetings), bear-proofing (bear-proof garbage bins/dumpsters, 
landfill fencing), relocation of bears, agreements with police services, by-laws respecting 
placement of garbage and aversive conditioning of bears.  Some municipalities indicated 
increased number of nuisance complaints, increased crop and livestock damage and 
expressed concerns about safety and lack of municipal expertise to deal with the bears.   
Municipalities called for MNR to take back responsibility for dealing with nuisance 
bears.  Lack of experience, time, equipment and training among municipal staff were of 
concern. 
Concerns also were raised that trapping and relocating simply moves the problem to other 
municipalities and does not address the issue. 
 
Seventeen municipalities provided estimates and comments regarding costs they had 
incurred for nuisance bear prevention/control measures. Some provided annual average 
costs, some indicated total cost over a period of several years, and some broke down 
costs for each of the last few years – so it is difficult to make any comparisons.  The 
annual costs cited varied considerably, ranging from $500 to $30,000.  Concerns were 
expressed about the inconsistent approach being taken by MNR with respect to provision 
of assistance to municipalities across the province. 
 
Municipalities made the following suggestions: 

• Reinstate Spring Bear Hunt (for reasons of safety as well as for economic 
benefits) – 15 municipalities 

• MNR or province should address the nuisance bear problem and take back 
responsibility for management (ex., including responding to calls, 
trapping/relocating, provide training, etc.) – 14 municipalities 

• MNR or province provide funding/compensation and support (ex., training, 
assist with costs of bear proof dumpsters) to municipalities for nuisance bear 
control – 9 municipalities 

 
 
All Other Submissions 
Approximately 550 submissions were received, some were duplicates, that is, the same 
material was submitted by many individuals.  As mentioned previously, the submissions 
were not considered as a poll about actions that could be taken but rather were reviewed 
for suggestions for dealing with nuisance bear conflicts.  
 
The submissions were reviewed and comments/suggestions considered.  Many accounts 
of personal experiences were received.  The themes listed below do not do adequate 
justice to the comments/suggestions that were received, however, it is not practical to 
provide comprehensive documentation on all the comments received in this document.  It 
was readily apparent that there was a very wide and divergent opinion on virtually every 
aspect of the nuisance bear issue. The themes documented below are an attempt to 
provide an indication of this wide range of comments. 
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Nuisance Activity 
Comments ranged from statements that there is no problem with bears to there has been a 
significant increase in nuisance activity.  Causes cited for increased nuisance activity 
include greater media attention, hunters publicizing point of view that cancellation of 
spring bear hunt led to increase in bear nuisance activity, people unfamiliar with bears 
moving into bear country and reporting sightings even if the bear is in its habitat all the 
way to comments on how people are the nuisance animals. 
 
 
 
Increase in Bear Population 
 
Submitters who felt that the bear population had increased blamed it on the cancellation 
of the spring bear hunt, the increased competition among bears for limited food leading to 
conflicts with people. 
 
 
Public Safety 
 
There were numerous concerns expressed about personal safety, children’s safety, not 
being able to enjoy the outdoors and bears losing fear of humans. 
 
 
Shortage of Natural Food Supply 
 
Submitters felt that the poor berry crops and weather conditions in recent years have led 
to increases in nuisance activity, while others maintained that the berry food failure 
argument is not valid. 
 
 
MNR Downloading Responsibility 
 
Submitters expressed confusion over who has ultimate responsibility for dealing with 
nuisance bears, whether it is municipal, provincial or police.  They felt that there was 
inadequate direction from the government on how to properly manage the bears.  Some 
felt that MNR was best equipped to handle the bears.  Concerns were expressed about the 
cost of dealing with nuisance bears and the inconsistent support given to municipalities 
across the province. 
 
 
Spring Bear Hunt 
 
Many comments were received about the severe economic impact on the North of the 
cancellation of the spring hunt.  Some maintained that the spring hunt serves to instill the 
fear of humans in the bears, whereas others felt that baiting serves to get the animals used 
to human food.  Some were opposed to the spring hunt on the basis that no other big 
game animal is hunted at that time of the year, when it is most vulnerable. 
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Political Motives behind the Decision to Cancel the Spring Bear Hunt 
 
Submitters expressed displeasure with the fact that politics was interfering in natural 
resource management, maintaining that decisions should be based on facts and science.  
Concerns were expressed about decisions affecting the North being made by people from 
the South.  Concerns were expressed about whether the Nuisance Bear Review 
Committee would do an independent analysis of the situation. 
 
 
Baiting 
 
Comments ranged from assertions that baiting increases nuisance activity by conditioning 
bears to human food and habituation to human smells, to assertions that baiting reduces 
nuisance activity by keeping the bears in the bush. 
  
 
Wasteful/Unreported Killing of Bears 
 
Submitters reported that there was an increase in the number of people who were 
shooting bears on own property and not reporting to MNR, partly because of the expense 
of hiring someone and partly as a backlash against the cancellation of the spring bear 
hunt. 
 
 
Cub Orphaning 
 
Comments ranged from statements indicating support for cancellation of the spring bear 
hunt thus reducing chances of orphaning to statements that there had been an increase in 
cub orphaning since cancellation of the spring bear hunt 
 
 
Municipal Waste Management 
 
Submitters noted that nuisance bear problems are exacerbated by disposal and improper 
storage of garbage.  People commented on the large number of bears at landfills, with 
some indicating that closure or bear proofing of landfills causes bears to search for food 
in commercial and residential areas.  Submissions were received on the need for bear 
proofing on a large scale, otherwise bears simply move to the next community. 
 
 
Crop/Livestock Damage 
Submissions were received with personal accounts of bear damage to damage to crops 
and bee yards.  Others indicated that bears had attached livestock and pets. 
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Dogs Chasing Bears 
Concerns were expressed about the proposal to allow dogs to chase bears due to 
possibility of chasing the bear up a tree, onto someone else’s property or stressing 
females with cubs. 
 
 
 
In addition to the comments noted above, submitters made the following 
recommendations: 
 
• Educate the public about bears and how to prevent conflicts 
• MNR should resume responsibility for handling nuisance complaints 
• Province should provide ongoing funding and training to municipalities for dealing 

with bears 
• Municipal waste management processes need to be improved including bear proof 

garbage bins and dumpsters 
• Subsidize bear-proofing measures (for towns, businesses, etc.) 
• Enact regulations that prohibit provision of bear attractants 
• Prohibit bear baiting 
• Establish bear feeding stations away from town 
• Prohibit use of dogs for bear hunting and chasing 
• Consider Bear Smart initiatives 
• Promote aversive conditioning of bears 
• Increase harvesting of bears 
• Impose stricter controls on bear harvesting 
• Research/address impact of forestry practices on bear habitat/food supply 
• Enhance natural food sources in the bush (i.e., planting programs) 
• Conserve bear habitat 
• Relocate nuisance bears into remote wilderness areas or hunting areas 
• Develop bear relocation guidelines 
• Base management on science not politics 
• Bring back the spring bear hunt 
• Do not bring back the spring bear hunt 
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9.0 Economic Considerations 
 
9.1 Economic Impact of Nuisance Bears on Agriculture in Ontario 

 
As discussed in Chapter 4 and Appendix 9 (Literature review of factors affecting 
nuisance bear activity), agricultural crops are often used by black bears.  Apiaries are 
particularly susceptible to bear damage, but significant damage to corn, oats, and other 
field crops can occur.  Livestock are occasionally taken by predatory bears. 
 
Information provided to the Nuisance Bear Review Committee by the Ontario Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food (Appendix 20, Table 1) shows that total compensation paid for 
black bear damage to bee yards or livestock is not great in any one year.  However, 
individual beekeepers, especially commercial beekeepers, can be adversely affected if 
damage occurs to hives in early summer.  This is because apart from damage to 
equipment, bears can destroy developing brood and therefore the beekeeper also loses the 
potential honey crop.   
 
On average for the period 1995-2002, compensation was paid for 44 livestock (including 
poultry) valued at $13,291.00 and 595 bee hives valued at $49,614.66.  Total 
compensation paid for damage by black bears in one calendar year averaged $62,905.66. 
 
The committee received a brief from the Ontario Beekeepers' Association which 
advocated a pro-active program be implemented to provide financial support to 
commercial beekeepers for the installation of electric fencing to protect bee yards against 
depredation by black bears.  While recognizing that annual compensation paid to 
beekeepers is not great, the committee endorses the proactive approach to reduce 
conflicts between black bears and beekeepers recommended by the Ontario Beekeepers' 
Association and recommends that the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food implement a program to provide financial aid to commercial 
beekeepers for the erection of appropriate bear-proof electric fencing around bee yards. 
 
 
 
Recommendations Dealing with Agricultural Damage: 
1. A program of a 50% subsidy of the cost of erecting electric fencing at bee yards (to a 

maximum of $500 per yard) be implemented to provide relief to commercial 
beekeepers. 

2. Funding for such a program could be obtained from the current funding provided for 
compensation for bear damage to honey bees. 

3. Compensation would be paid for future bee damage to bee yards only if commercial 
beekeepers could provide evidence that the fencing had been properly maintained and 
that bears had gained access through accident (e.g., fallen tree). 

4. No compensation would be paid to commercial beekeepers that did not install 
appropriate electric fencing around bee yards. 
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9.2 Economic Impact of Bear Hunting 
 
The Committee reviewed material prepared by Ministry of Natural Resources staff 
(Appendix 21) on The Economic Impact of Bear Hunting in Ontario. 
 
As mentioned previously, in Section 3, the numbers of resident and non-resident hunters 
have changed significantly in recent years.  The decrease in the number of non-residents 
has resulted in a significant reduction in revenue since non-residents spend considerably 
more money ($2014/hunter in 2000) than residents ($585/hunter in 2000) directly related 
to bear hunting (Appendix 21, Table 2, Chart 2). 
 
Although the Committee did not request input on the issue of the cancellation of the 
spring bear hunt, nuisance bear activity levels and the cancellation of the spring hunt 
were linked in many people’s minds and there were many submissions both for and 
against the reinstatement. 
 
The Committee did not find any connection between cancellation of the spring bear hunt 
and recent increases in nuisance bear activity.  Instead, there was a clear connection 
between fluctuations in natural food abundance and nuisance activity.  In addition, 
harvest rates and nuisance activity rates tend to co-vary directly, not inversely.  
Therefore, when nuisance activity increases so does total harvest, and when nuisance 
activity declines so does total harvest.  There was no evidence that prior to 1999, the 
spring harvest reduced nuisance activity by black bears.    

 
In both Quebec, which has only a spring black bear hunt, and Manitoba, which has both a 
spring and a fall hunt, nuisance activity levels increased from 1999-2001 paralleling the 
increase in Ontario.  This suggests that something other than the harvest season in each 
jurisdiction affected nuisance activity levels. 

 
Total annual harvest in Ontario has been reduced by about 1550 bears per year since the 
spring hunt was cancelled.  This represents about 1.5-2.1% of the total provincial 
population.  Subadult males make up a large proportion of the harvest in any year, but 
especially in 1999 and 2000 when the large 1997 year-class began to appear in the 
harvest. Black bears are long-lived animals with slow reproductive rates and females do 
not begin to produce cubs until at least age 5 in Ontario.   Therefore, due to the 
preponderance of subadult males in the harvest and the slow maturation rate of subadult 
females, it is unlikely that any increased survival of adult females due to the cancellation 
of the spring hunt in 1999 could have had a major effect on population growth.  
Therefore, any increased nuisance activity levels from 1999-2002 cannot be attributed to 
rapid growth of the black bear population. 
 
Nevertheless, the Committee did hear from many municipalities and outfitters that there 
have been significant economic impacts on individuals and communities, as well as 
impacts on the way of life in northern Ontario since the spring black bear hunt was 
cancelled in 1999.  The comments on economic hardship are borne out by the economic 
analyses of hunter expenditures over the last few years. 
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Therefore, despite that fact that the Committee did not find any connection between 
the cancellation of the spring bear hunt and recent increases in nuisance activity, the 
Committee recommends that a limited spring black bear hunt be re-instated for socio-
economic reasons, but under strict conditions. 
 
Recommendation for a partial re-instatement of the Spring Black Bear Hunt for 
socio-economic reasons.   
To ensure that the black bear population is managed in a sustainable manner and to 
minimise chances of the orphaning of cubs of the year, the Committee suggests that the 
spring black bear hunt be limited in the following ways: 

 
1. Mandatory training for hunters and outfitters – MNR should develop and 

implement a mandatory training course for all outfitters and prospective black 
bear hunters in Ontario that must be attended prior to participating in hunting 
black bears in Ontario.  The course should provide hunters with the tools to 
readily distinguish male and female black bears. 

2. Male only harvest – a male-only harvest will protect the critical adult female 
component of the black bear population. 

3. Mandatory hunting over baits and the use of suspended baits – suspended baits 
provide the hunter with the best opportunity to correctly identify the sex of a bear 
visiting the bait site. 

4. No use of dogs – because of the potential that chasing by dogs could disrupt 
family groups in spring the committee recommends that dogs not be allowed. 

5. Mandatory reporting and submission of teeth of all bears harvested, including 
providing proof of sex of the harvested animal (DNA sample, or penis bone) – 
MNR must closely monitor the total black bear harvest to ensure that overall 
harvest is sustainable and to monitor whether the sex-age composition of the 
overall harvest changes over time.  Age and sex of harvested animals plus 
information on variation in availability of natural foods provide management 
agencies with the tools to ensure that harvest of black bears is sustainable. 

6. April 15-May 15 season south of the French River – since female black bears with 
cubs of the year emerge from their dens later than other black bears and have 
reduced mobility in the first few weeks after emerging, an early season closing 
date will minimize the chance that adult females will be vulnerable to hunting. 

7. May 1-31 season north of the French River – black bears in northern Ontario 
emerge from their dens later than those in south-central Ontario.  A May 1-31 
season in northern Ontario is analogous to the earlier season proposed for south-
central Ontario. 

8. Consider returning the fall season to pre-1999 dates to minimize potential conflict 
with other users (hikers, canoeists, berry pickers) – in addition, a shorter fall 
season that opens after August 31 will reduce the vulnerability of adult females to 
harvest. 

9. High penalty for killing females in the spring – if violations of regulations 
prohibiting the harvesting of females in spring occur, prosecutors should request 
the highest penalties available under the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act. 
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