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Historically, black bears were once commonly found throughout most of North America in a wide variety of habitats.  However, their distribution is considerably smaller today due to several factors. Today, distribution of bears in the United States is quite different than 150 years ago, however bears are becoming abundant in suitable habitats and most states are reporting stable to increasing populations.
SLIDE 3

To help us understand the significant events associated with changes in the Georgia bear population, here is a timeline.  
•During the 1700’s through the 1850’s, bears were common as reported by early explorers.  

•As people settled in our state, bears were considered pest and killed which ended up limiting 
their distribution to the protected forested regions of the state.  

•Around the turn of the 20th century, large scale logging typically found throughout the 
Southeast resulted in significant habitat destruction dramatically impacting bears.  
Additionally, continued unregulated hunting and trapping continued to contribute to a 
decline in the overall population size.  

•During the 1940’s and 1950’s, bears in North Georgia took another hit because of the Chestnut 
blight.  This exotic fungus killed almost all of the American chestnuts throughout the 
country thereby removing a significant food source for bears again reducing their 
numbers to isolated areas in the state.
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•Beginning as early as the 1930’s, the Georgia Department of Conservation, Game and Fish 
Commission (now Department of Natural Resources) responded to black bear population 
concerns and made it illegal to kill bears.
•Unfortunately questionable protection was still an issue as this did little to change the mindset 
of many since they were still referred to as pests still commonly killed.  

•However, bear populations did respond favorably to this protection status and biologists were 
recognizing a growing bear population.  In 1969, Georgia Game and Fish Commission

realized the importance of bears in our state as well as realized their potential importance 
as a game species.  

•Because additional information was needed to manage bear populations, in 1976 Georgia joined 
other Southeastern states and formed the Tri-State Bear Study Group to investigate black 
bear biology, movements, and habitat use in the contiguous mountain portions of these 
states.

SLIDE 5

As for Georgia, we have bears in 3 distinct regions of the state.  
•The North Georgia population is focused around the Chattahoochee National Forest with a 
population of approximately 1,200 bears.  

•The Central Georgia population, containing about 300 bears, is located around the Ocmulgee 
River drainage south of Macon.  

•The South Georgia population, located around the Okefenokee swamp, has a population size of 
approximately 800 bears.
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Now that we have discussed the distribution of bears in Georgia, let us understand bears a little further by learning about their basic biology.  The best way to do this is to start from the beginning.  
•Females give birth to bear cubs during the months of January and February while the female is 
denned up for the winter.  At their time of birth, bear cubs weigh approximately 8 ounces.  

•This small size is short lived as they gain weight quite rapidly and may get up to a 100 pounds 
during their first year of life!  

•During their first year of life, bear cubs are altricial meaning the depend on their mothers for 
nutrition as opposed to some precocial animals like horses that are able to feed 
themselves just after they are born.  
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Bears reach their average adult size at about 2-3 years of age weighing approximately 150-300 pounds and exhibiting an average length of about 6 feet.  
Everyone always asks “what is the largest bear in Georgia?”

•The largest bear harvested with a gun was killed in November of 2001 in Gilmer county which 
weighed 560lbs and was almost 9 years old.  

•The largest bear harvested with a bow was killed in September 2001 on Swallow Creek WMA.  
It weighted 530 pounds and was almost 15 years old.  

•However, the largest known Georgia bear was hit bear a car in November of 1992 in Union 
County.  It weighed 581 pounds and was just less than 5 years old.  

•Bears are relatively long lived for mammals and have an average life span of 8-15 years.  The 
oldest bear harvested by a hunter was almost 21 years old and was killed in Habersham 
County.
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As bears mature, their reproductive traits become more apparent in their behavior.  Males may attempt to breed as early as 1.5 years of age and females may breed at 3.5-4.5 years of age.  Breeding season for bears in Georgia is typically during July.  Because females take care of their young for a whole year, female bears in Georgia typically only breed every other year.
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Following a long winter in the dens, bears emerge during the spring hungry and in search of food.  Bears are eager to fill their stomachs to help regain weight they lost during the long winter denning period.  Additionally, yearling or one-year-old bears begin to establish their own territories.  This is typically the time of year when you hear reports of bears sighted in locations outside of traditional bear range like Atlanta.  Young males in search of their own territory can end up wandering into areas such as metropolitan areas in search of locations with less competition from older, larger bears.  Unfortunately, they don’t realize the competition they will have with people.
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Bears are classified as carnivores but their diet is characteristic of omnivores meaning they will eat just about anything.  However, most of their diet consists of plant material.  
•59% of a bears diet consists of soft mast (ex. berries and fruits) and hard mast (ex. acorns and 
hickory nuts)

•28% is grasses and forbs

•13% is insects and meat.
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Of course, what bears eat also depends on the time of year.  
Berries and Acorns

•During the spring and summer, primary mast species consumed include serviceberry, 
huckleberry, blueberry, blackberry, and black cherry.  

•During the acorns from oak trees and hickory nuts are exceptionally important as well as 
palmetto berries in the south, grape, beech, and blackgum.  

Grasses and forbs

•Grasses and forbs provide important browse for bears.  Specific wildlife friendly plantings such 
as clover, grain sorghum and corn are extremely beneficial for bears.  

Insects and Meat

•Surprisingly most of a bears protein requirements come from insects such as wasps, ants, 
beetles and insect larvae.  Periodically a bear will kill and eat easily caught, young or 
naïve animals such as a deer fawns or will consume recently dead animals.
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Following a season of eating to prepare themselves for winter, bears usually enter their dens around late-November and into December.  
•However, in Georgia bears sometimes don’t ever go into dens during the winter depending on 
food availability and weather.  Denning is a function of energy conservation.  If it is a 
mild winter and there is plenty of food to eat, bears may not be as concerned about 
conserving energy and may stay active and eat year round. If food is scarce or the 
weather harsh, bears may enter dens sooner.

•Females tend to enter den sites a little earlier than males since they have to prepare themselves 
to have young. 

•Typical dens sites in Georgia include large hollow trees (also known as snags or cavity trees), 
underneath tree root balls, in slash piles, thickets, holes in the ground or anywhere to 
provide a little protection from the elements.  Bears do not typically den in caves in 
Georgia simply because there are not very many caves in our state, however they will use 
them when available.
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The Wildlife Resources Division conducts numerous activities to responsibly manage bear populations statewide through population monitoring and research efforts that include keeping track of harvest information, conducting bait station surveys, and documenting nuisance bear activities.
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In 1979, Georgia, based on recommendations of the Game Management Section, implemented the first bear hunting season in the state in recent times.  Only 12 bears were harvested during the first season in North Georgia.  Bear hunting seasons were initiated in South Georgia during 1981 and Central Georgia during 1984 following research into the dynamics of bear populations in those parts of the state.  The basic reason for implementing bear hunting includes:
1.Providing a mechanism for managing black bear population growth.

2.Based on the biological surplus principle, bears are a natural, renewable resource that hunters 
and the public can benefit from their availability.

3.Because hunting, including bear hunting, is an important recreational, cultural, and economic 
resource for the people of the state of Georgia.

Last year 329 bears were harvested statewide with a new harvest record of 256 bears in North Georgia and the second highest total of 73 in South Georgia.
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Monitoring the average age of the female in the bear harvest is absolutely critical from a management standpoint.  As far as a bear is concerned, not just any female can reproduce successfully and raise cubs.  In general, female bears younger than 3 years of age do not typically reproduce or if they do give birth to cubs their maternal instincts are not mature enough to successfully raise her offspring.  

To ensure sufficient reproduction and population growth, the overall bear management objective as it relates to female bears is to 

1.have females comprise no more than 50% of the harvest

2.Keep the average age of harvested females above 3 years.

This can be accomplished by timing the season earlier or later in the year and in Georgia all females with cubs are protected and can not be hunted.

Here is a snapshot of recent harvest trends in north Georgia.  As you can see overall, bear managers were successful in keeping the percentage of females in the harvest below 50% in both north and south Georgia.
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This graph represents the average age of harvested female bears in both north and south Georgia.  As you can see the average age can vary by year, however the overall trend for female bears is just over 4 years of age in north Georgia and is around 6 years of age in south Georgia.  Harvest in both populations exceeds the minimum criteria for the average age of harvested bears, which is really good.
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Bait station surveys are used in both north and south Georgia as bear population indices.  In this case, sardines are used to measure bear population trends without knowing the actual bear population size.  Basically, it reflects what is going on with the bear population.  
•Cans of sardines are hung or nailed to a tree every 0.5 miles along designated routes throughout 
both north and south Georgia during July.  

•Station are checked after 5 days in north Georgia and 8 days in south Georgia for bear 
visitation.  

•Routes cover different habitat types and locations can vary from along roads, major trails, or are 
blazed through the middle of the woods.  

The pictures are an example of a station that has been hit by a bear.  Usually when a bear visits a station the cans are chewed up pretty good with canine teeth puncture marks as you can see in the picture on the top right.  Oftentimes bears will leave claw marks on the trees or break off branches trying to get to the tasty sardines.
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In north Georgia, bait stations have been conducted since as early as 1984 with a visitation rate of 12%.  Last year bear visitation rate reached 60% and all the years in between visitation has gradually been increasing.  This increasing trend reflects and increasing bear population in north Georgia.
South Georgia began conducting surveys in 1992 with an initial visitation rate of 14%.  In 2003, visitation rates reached 38%.  Again representing a growing bear population in south Georgia. 

Remember the bear harvest graphs and how a new harvest record was set in 2003? 

•Data collected in these bait station surveys as well as that collected from harvested bears serve 
as good justification for maintaining a bear hunting season.  Bear populations are 
continuing to increase in spite of liberalized or increased bear harvests.
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When discussing bears, nuisance issues are always of importance.  While it seems that all nuisance situations are unique in their own way, usually nuisance bear issues can be lumped into one of four categories.

Wandering Bear

•The wandering bear typically is a 1-2 year old male bear, also referred to as a yearling male 
bear, that is trying to establish his own territory.  Most likely, he was either run off by his 
mother or another bigger male bear already in the neighborhood.  When searching for his 
own territory at this age, this young bear has not reached his full adult size, as pictured 
here, and comes into contact with other larger bears already occupying a territory.  If a 
discrepancy occurs over the territory, the young yearling is typically on the losing end of 
the argument thereby wandering to areas where there may not be as much competition 
from bigger bears and sometimes wind up in areas where there are no bears such as 
highly populated metro areas such as Atlanta, Macon or other cities and towns.  These 
situations can result in dangerous ones for both people and bears sometimes results in the 
bear being removed from the area and returned to primary bear habitat.

Habituated Bear

•The second typically scenario of a nuisance bear is one that has become acclimated to humans 
or human food.  If there is food out there, bears will find it and continue returning to the 
source of the food until it is gone.  For this reason, if bears are feed either intentionally or 
unintentionally, they will continue to return expecting more food.  As they return, they 
may become more persistent looking for food and may cause property damage looking 
for food.

Agriculture Bear

•The agriculture bear is one that has wandered along a found agriculture crops such as corn, 
pumpkins, and apples ripe for the picking.  Bears can eat up a farmers crop in a short 
period of time if this situation is not dealt with promptly.

Just There Bear

•
Sometimes bears can be on their best behavior and still can get into trouble.  Some consider 
bears a nuisance if they simply walk through a neighborhood or take a nap in a tree in 
somebody’s backyard.  At these times, it simply requires tolerance of wildlife from our 
standpoint.
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As far as common bear nuisance situations in residential areas, it is almost always food related.  Items such as bird feeders, garbage, pet food are the most common bear attractants in residential areas and cause almost all of the nuisance problems, however sometime bears will get into compost piles and BBQ grills and may destroy fruit producing trees and shrubs.  
However, the bottom line in any situation is DO NOT FEED BEARS!  Whether it is intentionally leaving donuts, hotdogs, or whatever out side for bears or unintentionally leaving trash on a back deck or having bird feeders out during times when bears are active (April through November), a nuisance bear problems will occur both for you and your neighborhood.
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When camping or backpacking, it is important to keep all food items either in your vehicle, in bear proof systems if provided, or properly hung from a tree to prevent having a “too close of an encounter” with bears during your trip.  Again, the bottom line is DO NOT FEED BEARS either intentionally or by simply forgetting to follow the rules while in bear country.
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If staying at a rental cabin or chalet in bear country, it is extremely critical to not feed bears as mentioned previously.  Visitors may not think or a bear getting into their trash they accidentally left out.  What they don’t realize is that they helped train that bear to come closer to humans and try to get into the same trash the next night or weekend when there is a new set of visitors.  The original guest left the area, however the bear is the same creating problems and possible safety issues for the next set of unsuspecting vacationers.  That is why the bottom line to nuisance bear situations is not to feed bears. 
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If you are already experiencing bear problems, more than likely it is food related so simply remove all potential food sources for the bear and more than likely the bear will move on to look for food elsewhere.  If you have a garden or an apiary, electric fencing works quite well to keep out unwanted bears.  In some situations, scare pistols available through the local Game Management office work to deter bears from coming around.  If a bear has become so habituated to humans that it is aggressive acting towards humans, commonly feeding during the middle of the day around human populated areas, or is attempting to break into homes, trapping can be used as a last resort since relocated bears are often hit on the road as they cross numerous roads trying to find their own territories.  Additionally, when bears are relocated they are often released in an existing bears territory resulting in conflicts between the bears.  Bears can only be trapped by GA Dept. of Natural Resources personnel.  
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If you encounter a bear in the woods or even in you backyard, the most important tip to remember is not to panic. 
I would encourage you to simple enjoy the moment of seeing one of Georgia’s most fascinating mammals.  A good rule of thumb is to respect the bears territory.  More than likely if you can see the bear, it does not know you are there.  If it did, it probably would be running away.  

To get the bear to run off, simply yell at the bear and let in know where you are and it will most likely leave.  If it does not or if the bear is in a residential area, continue yelling at the bear, make loud noises, and even throw items at the bear. 

 If you encounter an aggressive or non-yielding bear, notify the authorities immediately.
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As you have learned, there are several challenges to bear management, however the biggest is actually people management.  Convincing people not to feed bears either intentionally or unintentionally is a daunting task. 

This graph represents the human/bear population dynamics in Georgia.  The green line represents bear habitat carrying capacity or basically how much available bear habitat there is in Georgia.  The red line represents the human population growth in Georgia.  As the human population increase, bear cultural carrying capacity as depicted in blue decreases.  This cultural carrying capacity refers to how many bears people are willing to tolerate. 

As Georgia continues to grow and the human population increases, it appears that people’s tolerance of bears becomes less.  
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With responsible management, Georgia can reap the benefits of a healthy bear population and their habitats.  But everyone must do their part and keeping the “WILD” in wildlife by not feeding bears is an important role for all of us to undertake.
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For more information about bears or Georgia’s wildlife, visit www.georgiawildlife.com.
