Chapter 2—Black Bear, Loggerhead Sea Turtle, Largemouth Bass
This chapter highlights species that are points of focus during the summer months.  The following accounts and information on the black bear, loggerhead sea turtle, and largemouth bass will explain why these species are important wildlife resources and what is being done to responsibly manage these species.  You can go directly to any of these sections by clicking on their name: Black Bear; Loggerhead Sea Turtle; Largemouth Bass.

BLACK BEARS

[image: image1.png]



[image: image2.jpg]


Considered the largest, native terrestrial mammal currently living in Georgia, the black bear (Ursus americanus) is a keystone species that symbolizes the wild qualities of the state.  Black bears can typically be found in three distinct regions of Georgia (Figure 1).  The North Georgia population, numbering approximately 1,200 bears, is found in the mountains in the northern part of the state.  This population of bears is generally found in Tennessee and North Carolina as well as Georgia.  The Central Georgia population, estimated at 200 to 300 bears is generally associated with the Ocmulgee River drainage system in the central part of the state just south of Macon.  The majority of the bears in this population appear to be found east of the Ocmulgee River in Twiggs County but can also be found in a number of surrounding counties.  In South Georgia, the bear population, which is estimated at 700 – 800 bears, centers in and around the Okefenokee Swamp.  Bears in this population are also found in the northern regions of Florida associated with the Okefenokee Swamp.

Keep in mind that although Georgia’s black bear populations are typically found in these 3 areas, they will range over larger areas in search of food, new territory, or maybe just because they like to wander.  Occasionally, bears show up quite unexpectedly in many parts of the state not considered bear territory including metropolitan areas such as Atlanta, Macon, Valdosta, or Tifton.  Refer to the Black Bear Fact Sheet (supplemental .pdf file) for specific range, habitat, physical characteristic, diet, nuisance, and bear/human conflict descriptions.

Black Bear Highlights

Once commonly found throughout most of North America, black bears are a primary and secondary consumers that eat both plant and animal materials.  As European settlers arrived throughout the country, black bears were considered vermin or a pest species that threatened crops, livestock, and human safety.  As a result, black bears were nearly extirpated from much of their native range.  Additionally, just after the turn of the 20th century, millions of acres of primary bear habitat were lost as a result of intensive logging operations due to high demands for timber products at that time.  Present day even-aged timber management practices may also severely limit the value of forests for production of suitable den sites and other bear habitat needs.

Beginning as early as the 1930s, the Georgia Department of Conservation Game and Fish Commission (now Department of Natural Resources) responded to bear population concerns and made it illegal to kill bears in Georgia.  During the 1970s, state and federal wildlife biologists realized that bear populations, especially in North Georgia, were responding positively to the protection status afforded in Georgia and other southeastern states.  Therefore, additional information was needed to responsibly manage black bear populations.  In 1976, Georgia joined the Southeastern states of Tennessee and North Carolina and launched an intensive research project (Tri-State Black Bear Study) to investigate black bear biology, movements, and habitat use in the contiguous mountain portions of these states.  At the completion of this study, it was estimated that North Georgia had a healthy and growing population.  

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 this first season in North Georgia.  Bear hunting seasons were initiated in the South Georgia population in 1981 and the Central Georgia population in 1984 following research into the dynamics of the bear populations in those parts of the state.  The basic reasons for re-instituting bear hunting in Georgia included:   
1. Hunting is a tool that provides a much needed mechanism for managing black bear population growth.  As bear populations grow and expand, maintaining the population within carrying capacity (how many animals the habitat can support) is important for maintenance of a healthy bear population.  This reason is especially important today as Georgia’s black bear and human populations increase resulting in escalating bear/human conflicts and bears populations reaching cultural carrying capacity (how many animals people are willing to tolerate).

2. Biological surplus principle—This important concept in wildlife management states that each year a certain percentage of a population will die, regardless of extrinsic factors such as hunting.  This percentage can be influenced by numerous intrinsic and extrinsic factors including population size, available habitat, and disease.  Using hunting as a management tool, hunters are allowed to harvest from that percentage of animals considered to be part of the biological surplus. 

3. In continuing with the overall mission of the Department of Natural Resources, hunting, including bear hunting, can be and is an important recreational, cultural, and economic resource for the people of the state. 

Today, Georgia has a healthy and still growing black bear population estimated at approximately 2,200 bears statewide and a liberalized bear hunting season.  Wildlife biologists with the Game Management Section continue with ongoing research and survey projects designed to better understand the dynamics and needs of bear populations and to monitor and manage these bear populations. Each summer bait station surveys conducted in both north and south Georgia are used as an index to reflect changes in population size.  In both regions, bear survey results indicate a continually growing bear population.  In addition, harvest data are closely maintained to annually monitor numbers of harvested bears and age structures of male and female bears in the populations.  In addition to harvest and non-harvest mortality data, Game Management personnel record nuisance information, which is also considered when hunting regulations and seasons are developed.  

Frequently Asked Questions

Are there bears in Georgia?

Yes.  Georgia has a healthy, growing bear population with an estimated population size of 2,200 statewide.  Bears can be found in 3 distinct regions of the state including the mountainous portion of north Georgia, south of Macon along the Ocmulgee river drainage, and in south Georgia throughout the Okefenokee swamp area.

What do bears eat?

Bears are classified as carnivores, however their diet is quite omnivorous and varies depending on the season.  In general, a majority (59%) of their diet consists of soft mast (berries and fruits) and hard mast (acorns and nuts).  Examples of soft and hard mast include serviceberry, blueberry, blackberry, black cherry, acorns, hickory nuts, palmetto berries, grape, beech, and blackgum.  Bears also consume lots of grasses and forbs, which comprise about 28% of their diet.  Their protein requirements comprise only about 13% of their diet.  Primary protein sources for a bear include all types of insects and insect larvae including wasps, bees, beetles, and termites.  Periodically bears will consume small or easily caught animals and carrion when available.

Do bears really hibernate in Georgia?

Not in the strict definition of hibernate.  During the winter months, bears in Georgia usually will enter into dens and their bodies will enter into a state known as torpor.  This action is driven primarily by temperature and food availability.  Bears in south Georgia tend to stay more active during the winter than bears in north Georgia because of average winter temperature differences.

What is a bear den like?

Most people think bears only have dens in caves.  Bears in Georgia will use caves for dens, however there are very few caves in Georgia accessible to bears for denning.  Most bears will choose to den in tree cavities or snags, especially in north Georgia.  Other common den sites include underneath rootballs of fallen trees, brushpiles from timber operations, thickets, or any other location that might provide them a little protection from the colder winter air.  In developed areas, bears have been known to even choose den sights underneath houses or porches.

Do bears use their dens all year long?

No.  Bears only use dens during the winter months.  During the rest of the year, bears will sleep just about anywhere.

What should I do if I see a bear while in the woods?

Don’t panic.  Relax and enjoy seeing one of Georgia’s most intriguing mammals.  A good rule of thumb is to respect the bear’s territory and not get any closer.  More than likely the bear does not know you are present.  A bear’s eyesight is poor when compared to their sense of small and hearing.  If the bear approaches you, begin yelling or shouting at the bear to alert it of your presence while at the same time slowly walk away from the bear.  If the bear still is coming towards you, throw rocks, sticks or anything available at the bear.  In the unlikely event that a bear ever attacks you, the best advice is to aggressively fight back.  Bears are excellent tree climbers so climbing a tree is not an escape option against black bears.  If you encounter an aggressive or non-yielding bear, notify authorities immediately.

Is it bad to feed bears?

YES!  Feeding bears habituates them to people or food sources created by people resulting in bears trained not to be fearful of humans ultimately elevating risks to public safety.  It is important to remember not to feed bears either intentionally or unintentionally.  Here are some guidelines to follow when living or visiting bear portions of the state with bears:

In Residential Areas:

1. NEVER feed bears.  One person feeding bears intentionally or unintentionally can create a problem bear that may affect the entire neighborhood.

2. Store garbage in bear-proof containers or containers in secure areas such as a garage, basement, or shed.  Be sure to bag trash so there are fewer odors.

3. Put garbage out the day of disposal rather than the night before.

4. We recommend discontinuing feeding birds between April and November in areas with ongoing bear problems.

5. Take pet food indoors at night.

6. Clean and store grills when not in use.

7. If necessary, install electric fences around beehives, gardens, or compost piles.

When Camping:
1. Secure all food, toothpaste, soap, and trash at night or when not in use by:

a. Storing items in a vehicle.

b. Using bear-proof storage systems when available.

2. Do NOT cook or store food in or near your tent.

3. Pack out ALL trash.

In Backcountry:
1. Use bear-proof storage systems (ex. cables systems along the Appalachian Trail) when available.

2. Hang smellables or items that give off an odor (i.e., food, garbage, toothpaste, soap, etc.) at least 10 feet from the ground and 4 feet away from nearest tree trunk or limb.

Rental Cabins:

1. NEVER leave food or food scraps, garbage, or pet food outside, including on a porch.

2. Do not place any bait or attractants such as corn or birdseed.

3. Use designated garbage containers.

What should I do if I see a bear in my neighborhood?

Again, relax and enjoy the sight; however do not pursue or feed the bear.  If you approach a bear and cause it to alter its behavior, you could be jeopardizing your safety as well as possibly the safety of others.  Once the bear passes, for a minimum of two weeks it would be wise to place all garbage in a secure location, remove all pet food, and it is especially important to remove all bird feeders.  If the bear is acting aggressive, notify authorities immediately.

Do people hunt bears?

Yes.  Georgia benefits from a relatively liberalized bear season that varies depending on the region.  Recently, hunters have been harvesting about 300 bears a year statewide.  Hunters benefit from bears as a renewable resources providing recreation and nutritional supplement for their friends and families.  Economically, the people of Georgia benefit from the sport and industry of hunting through sales of hunting equipment and travel to bear hunting locations.  Hunting is an extremely important management tool for biologist to manage Georiga’s growing bear population, especially in areas of high human population growth and development.

Project WILD Activities

A number of Project WILD activities emphasize bears or concepts related to bears as a natural resource and their relationships to people.  

· Bearly Born

· Carrying Capacity

· Classroom Carrying Capacity

· Everybody Needs a Home

· How Many Bears Can Live in This Forest

· The Hunter

· Pro and Con:  Consumptive and Non-Consumptive Uses of Wildlife

· Uses of Wildlife

· Saturday Morning Wildlife Watching

· What Bear Goes Where

· Who Fits Here

· Wildlife is Everywhere

· Wildwork

Supplemental Material  

· BeBearAware.pdf—This is a great activity booklet produced by the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee for children ages 5 and up to help them understand how to be safe when living or recreating in bear country.  However, its focus is on grizzly bears and it is important to understand that response to a black bear encounter is treated differently than an encounter with a grizzly bear.  When encountering a black bear, you want to act aggressively towards the bear to run it off versus a grizzly bear you act more passively so that it will leave you alone.

· BearFactSheet.pdf—Produced by the Wildlife Resources Division, this fact sheet describes historical accounts, specific range, habitat, physical characteristics, diet, nuisance issues, and bear/human conflict descriptions.

· BearInBackyardDeerInDriveway.pdf—A realistic essay produced for the International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies about the thoughts of people living where bears live.

· TheBlackBear.pdf—Another detailed fact sheet prepared by the U.S. Forest Service on black bears with some useful bear trivia.

· Utah Project WILD Newsletter on Bears.pdf—Lots of information on bears including activities for kids.

· Act Fact Black Bears (Ursus americanus).ppt—A powerpoint presentation developed the Georgia Wildlife Resources Division education committee on bears in Georgia with a narrative script.

Additional Internet Resource Links

www.bearbiology.com
www.wildflorida.org/bear/default.htm
http://www.floridaconservation.org/educator/blkbear.htm
www.wildlifemanagement.info/gatlinburg.htm
www.beartrust.org
www.natural-resources.wsu.edu/research/bear-center/index.html
www.BeBearAware.com
www.bearproofing.com
www.bearinfosite.com
www.bear.org
wildlife.state.co.us/Education/LivingWithWildlife/BearCountry.asp
idptv.state.id.us/dialogue4kids/bears/vocab.html
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