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Bears in the suburbs: what’s
the problem and why study
them?

Pennsylvania’s black bear population is larger
and more widely distributed than in the

past. Bears are now resident in at least 55
counties, but sightings are possible in all coun-
ties. Continued expansion of residential devel-
opment into areas occupied by black bears and
wandering young adult bears in search of a
place to settle have resulted in more frequent
sightings and encounters between people and
bears. Unfortunately, some of these encounters
result in nuisance and property damage prob-
lems as well as
safety concerns.

The Pennsylvania
Game Commission
is the state agency
responsible for
managing Pennsyl-
vania’s wildlife re-
sources. Part of that
responsibility in-

cludes regulating the size of wildlife populations,

providing for regulated recreational use and ad-
dressing problems that result from wildlife-
human encounters. The Game Commission is
legislatively mandated to use hunting as a pri-
mary management means.

The Game Commission strives to educate peo-
ple about how to minimize problems with black
bears in their backyards. Fortunately most
bears pose a minimum problem or risk. We
provide self-help information through our web-
site (www.pgc.state.pa.us), brochures, newspa-
per articles, videos, and presentations at
schools or other civic and community gather-
ings. If the situation warrants we also pro-
vide on-site assistance by Wildlife Conser-
vation Officers.

Our principal method for managing or reducing
bear population numbers is regulated hunt-

ing. Bears have fairly large home ranges, even
around suburban areas, but their availability to
hunting in these environments is not well under-
stood. We know that approximately 20 percent
of bears that we capture and mark in nuisance
situations are harvested, but we do not know if
all suburban bears have the same chance of be-
ing harvested, or if those that are harvested
spend much time in suburban areas.

If bears in suburban environments have low risk
of harvest (e.g., they stay close to occupied
homes and move little), lengthening the hunting
season may do little to remove more problem
bears from these areas. Timing of hunting sea-
sons may also be important if travel patterns
change seasonally. Understanding the move-
ment patterns of suburban bears will provide for
better, more informed decisions about the use of
hunting to manage human-bear conflicts.

Areas that have a high number of human-bear
conflicts may not have a high number of bears,
although this is often the assumption made by
people who want bear numbers reduced. Docu-
menting bear movements will help us determine
how many complaints from how large of an area
are attributable to a single bear. In some cases,
it may be more responsible to eliminate the
“right” bear than to reduce overall numbers.
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What we plan to do

Black bears will be captured, ear-tagged,
and fitted with specially designed radio-
collars that use advanced technology to
record their location several times a day
for 25 months. Bears will be captured
during April-September of 2010 and 2011
in 3 selected study areas in northeast,
northcentral and southwest Pennsylvania.
We expect to radio-collar 17 bears in
each study area.

Trapping will primarily occur at residences
that report sightings of bears or nuisance
bear problems. Biologists will monitor
bear movements and survival until the
collars are removed in April 2013.

Will “nuisance” bears be
relocated?

In the interest of public safety, we will not
release bears that pose an imminent
threat to landowners or others in the com-
munity. Bears that do not pose a threat
will be released. In order for us to learn
more about movement patterns of bears
living in suburban areas, bears that are
released will not be relocated long dis-
tances after capture. Some bears may be
released at the actual capture site.


http://www.pgc.state.pa.us

