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EXCLUSIONARY METHODS 
	
	 Exclusion devices are physical barriers 
that prevent access by bears to human property, 
food, or commodities, thereby preventing positive 
stimuli.  Exclusion devices, including electric 
fencing and bear-resistant containers (BRCs), can 
eliminate individual, site-specific bear conflicts.  
Major limitations to exclusion devices are cost and 
practicality.  Additionally, they do not reduce or 
eliminate odors.  Consequently, BRCs should be 
stored outside and away from any structure.  Bear-
resistant containers and portable electric fences are 
cost-effective for camping, backpacking, and other 
recreational activities in bear habitat (MacHutchon 
and Wellwood 2002).  Fencing, BRCs, and garbage 
incinerators have been used to address broad-scale 
solid waste management associated with industrial 
development in northern Alaska (Follmann 1989). 
On smaller scales, electric fencing is extremely 
effective in eliminating bear access to garbage, 
food stores, and agricultural crops, and preventing 
beehive destruction in apiaries (Creel 2007).  
Incidences of bears obtaining human-related food in 
Denali National Park, Alaska decreased 96% when 
hikers were provided with BRCs for food storage 
(Schirokauer and Boyd 1998). 

Bear Resistant Containers
	 There are many makes and models of BRCs 
that cover an array of applications for residential, 
commercial, and campground use.  No official 
accreditation standard exists for BRCs, but many 
manufacturers have their products tested with live 
bears at the Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center in 
West Yellowstone, Montana, and seek endorsement 
from the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee.  Bear-
resistant garbage containers vary in cost depending 
on intended use.  Residential containers, which 
can vary from a plastic can with a screw-on lid to 
a metal enclosure designed to hold 2 residential 
garbage cans, can range from $50–1200 USD, 
whereas garbage enclosures or dumpsters can cost 
more than $400 USD.  In addition to cost, “bear 
resistance” is a variable because quality of bear proof 
exclusion devices varies among manufacturers.   A 

Top and Middle: 
Example of a bear resistant containerfor garbage. 

(Middle - Courtesy Wildlife Conservation Society).
Bottom: 

The root cause of most human-black bear conflicts 
is improper garbage management - Courtesy 

Nevada Department of Wildlife.
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limited number of cases have occurred where bears 
have been able to break into poorly fabricated or 
damaged BRCs containing garbage.  However, these 
occurrences are infrequent and are accomplished by 
a select few bears.
  
	 Waste disposal companies may pose 
additional challenges.  Some do not distribute 
BRCs to their customers, relying on the customers 
to purchase their own.  However, if the BRC is 
broken by the disposal company they may not 
take responsibility to fix it.  Further, some disposal 
companies refuse to pick up BRCs owned by 
customers, and do not offer BRCs as part of their 
service.  This was an issue in western Nevada for 
years even though some counties had ordinances 
requiring BRCs under certain circumstances 
(Nevada Department of Wildlife, unpublished data).
	
	 Because a nocturnally active bear accessing 
human garbage appears to be the first step in the 
progression of conflict behavior for most urban 
dwelling bears, increasing the use of BRCs by 
homeowners would be the most practical means of 
preventing most human–bear conflicts.  Johnson et 
al. (2018) found that when a compliance threshold 
of roughly 60% of residents properly using BRCs 
was met, conflicts decreased significantly. 

From Johnson et al. 2018.

Compliance
0	 0.2	 0.4	  0.6	   0.8

“Garbage is the ultimate 
food source for bears. It is 
always available regardless 
of environmental conditions, 
including season. It is predictable 
in both space and time (i.e., 
garbage cans are always set out 
the same day of the week). It is 
highly clumped (for instance, 
in residential areas) so that 
little energy is requires to move 
from one path (garbage can or 
dumpster) to the next. And it is 
always replenished after use. 
There is no magic wand to make 
everything bear-proof all at once, 
or to create one vast law across 
the land requiring people to act 
responsibly. We are therefore 
left with a myriad of solutions to 
combat human–wildlife conflicts 
and to convince people to do the 
right thing.”

Jon Beckmann
Wildlife Conservation Society
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Electric Fencing
	 Electric fencing has proven effective 
at deterring bears from accessing or damaging 
apiaries, fruit orchards, garbage facilities, livestock 
operations, and other attractants.  Additionally, 
electric fencing can be purchased to fit a variety of 
applications and budgets (e.g., simple fencing or 
a pre-fabricated bear fencing kit).  When properly 
installed and maintained, electric fences pose no 
danger to people or pets.  Some agencies, like 
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, offer a guide to 
electric fencing for bears. The Montana guide offers 
recommendations on minimum requirements such as 
height, number of wires, and electric specifications.  
These recommendations were developed through 
specific implementation practice and increase 
probability for successful deterrence.

Other Exclusion Devices
	 There are other products available which 
are designed to exclude bears from attractants.  A 
variation on electric fencing, electrified door mats 
are designed to deliver a shock to a bear attempting 
to enter a structure.  Although effective in keeping 
bears out of individual homes, they do not eliminate 
attractants and are only a temporary solution.  
Electrifying the structure, such as a home, with 
custom designed electric bungee cords has had some 
success in the Lake Tahoe area (Tahoe Bear Busters, 
www.tahoebearbusters.com).  Bears that attempt 
entry to a structure are likely very human-habituated 
and human-food conditioned, and these devices are 
unlikely to have more than short-term, site-specific 
effects.  Eliminating access to anthropogenic 
food sources keeps bears from developing these 
behaviors, whereas electric deterrents simply 
limit the locations where conditioned bears seek 
anthropogenic food.

Animal Husbandry Practices
	 Black bear depredation on livestock can be 
reduced using proper animal husbandry practices.  
Moving livestock into corrals, pens, or sheds 
at night or using electrical fencing are common 
methods.  Rapid removal and burial of carcasses 
decreases the likelihood that bears will frequent the 

Top: Electrified fencing used to protect aprivate apiary - 
Courtesy Kim Annis, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Bear 
Management Specialist.
Bottom: Electrifying the crawl space under a deck - Courtesy 
Tahoe Bear Busters.
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area.  Avoidance of pasturing livestock near dense 
cover is also effective.
	
	 Livestock Protection Dogs (LPDs) are a type 
of stock dog that were bred to protect livestock from 
predators, such as bears, coyotes (Canis latrans), 
mountain lions (Puma concolor), and cheetahs 
(Acinonyx jubatus), by acting aggressive and 
barking. The use of LPDs was developed in Asia 
and Europe over 2000 years ago to protect goats and 
sheep from brown bears and gray wolves (Canis 
lupus) (Gehring et al. 2010).  Common breeds are 
the Great Pyrenees, Anatolian Shepherd, and various 
Mastiffs.  LPDs are raised and imprinted with the 
herd they are set to protect; they are effective at 
protecting livestock from black bears (Green and 
Woodruff 1989).  Andelt and Hopper (2000) found 
that livestock producers without LPDs lost up to 6 
times more lambs than producers with LPDs.

Benefits: 
Food and waste mismanagement is the primary 
reason for many human–bear conflicts.  Reducing 
the availability of anthropogenic food sources to 
black bears would eliminate most human–bear 
conflicts.  Exclusionary methods that secure food 
and waste are effective at reducing these conflicts 
and reduce agency personnel time.  Other tools 
may limit the ability of a bear to access specific 
structures but may not extend this protection to all 
structures in a neighborhood.  Improving animal 
husbandry practices can decrease conflicts and 
costs are generally born by the livestock producer.  
Livestock Protection Dogs can provide long-term 
security for livestock producers.

Challenges: 
Exclusionary devices and methods are a physical 
barrier only and do not eliminate odor.  Proper use, 
placement, and maintenance of the exclusionary 
device are required.  Costs are borne by the user and 
some people may resist implementation to reduce 
their immediate cost.  Unless most residents in a 
community use exclusionary devices (e.g., BRCs), 
bears will continue to forage in the area, accessing 
areas that lack exclusionary devices, causing 

conflicts to continue. Compatibility between BRCs 
and waste management companies is not always 
adequate.  Costs associated with broad-scale solid 
waste management can be highly variable depending 
on the specific needs of each area. For instance, 
installing bear resistant dumpsters or outfitting an 
entire community with BRC garbage cans may be 
cost prohibitive depending on the community.  Even 
electric fences (ranging in cost for installed fences 
from $1.50–3.00 USD per foot of fencing) may be 
cost prohibitive for large sites.  There is some belief 
that dogs used for protection of livestock may lose 
their effectiveness over time as predators learn to 
circumvent the dogs (Green et al. 1994).

Regional Example	
	 For many years the New York State Department of 
Environmental Conservation (NYDEC) and the Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS) worked together to resolve 
bear conflicts in the backcountry of the Adirondack 
Park.  In 2005, a regulation mandated the use of bear 
resistant canisters in one highly used area of the Park. 
The combination of education, enforcement of the 
regulation, and providing proper food storage options 
to backpackers resulted in a dramatic reduction in bear 
encounters and human–bear conflicts.

Regional Example

	 In a 9-month period in 1999–2000, the Nevada 
Department of Wildlife, working on a research project 
with the Wildlife Conservation Society, captured 6 
adult bears to mitigate human–bear conflicts within 
the Lake Village Homeowners Association in Stateline, 
Nevada on the eastern shore of Lake Tahoe.  More 
than 50 complaints were received by NDOW from the 
homeowner’s association (HOA) between 1998 and 2000 
regarding unsecured human food waste and bears. In 
response to the anthropogenic food availability, the bear 
population was at a high density (120 bears/100 km²) in 
this relatively small area (Beckmann and Berger 2003b).  
During December 2000–March 2001, the HOA, at the 
Department’s insistence, installed enough bear resistant 
containers to cover all 326 condominiums.  From 
2002 through 2017, the Department received only 3 
complaints, resulting in the capture of a single bear.  The 
HOA and the Department have used this as a successful 
example to share with other HOAs and communities in 
the Lake Tahoe basin.
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CAPTURE AND RELEASE

	 Non-lethal management techniques are often 
used when managers are dealing with a conflict bear, 
but euthanasia may be the only option for some 
situations.  When a bear is captured and moved, the 
attractants that initially created the conflict must 
be removed to prevent reoccurrence of the conflict 
behavior; relocation alone will have no long-term 
effect on reducing conflicts.  Spencer et al. (2007) 
reported that 75% of agencies use relocation 
or translocation, and most did so in part due to 
public pressure.  Only 15% of agencies agreed that 
relocation or translocation was the most effective 
tool.
	
	 Agency conflict policies usually describe 
the circumstances under which a bear must 
be euthanized, but these policies generally 
allow responding personnel to use discretion in 
deciding the fate of captured animals.  Important 
considerations include the behavior of the bear, 
location of conflict, level of human-habituation or 
human-food conditioning, level of property damage, 
presence of cubs of the year, and previous reports 
about the same bear.  Marking and recording the 
identification of every black bear handled within a 
database will assist in decision making.  Marking 
bears offers the advantage of being able to track 
conflict behavior and determine whether past 

management actions have been successful, allowing 
for evaluation of actions and developing support for 
agency direction.  
	
	 Some policies may be more controversial 
than others.  For instance, a policy that dictates 
that a bear caught more than once with a history 
of conflict behavior must be euthanized may 
be unpopular in communities with common 
and recognizable bears.  Public opinion can be 
instrumental in affecting and influencing agency 
policy, but public safety concerns may need to 
supersede other considerations.  Again, removing 
attractants will eliminate most conflicts before they 
occur.

On-site Release, Relocation, and Translocation
	
	 In assessing where to release a captured 
bear, the behavior and capture history of the bear 
is important to consider.  Other factors include the 
age, sex, body condition score (BCS), reproductive 
status, and proposed distance from the capture 
location that the bear is going to be moved.  
Generally speaking, bears that are more human-
food conditioned carry more fat (Beckmann and 
Berger 2003a).  As an example, if a captured bear 
has no history of being involved in conflict, the bear 
will probably have a BCS of about 3.  Under these 
conditions, a hard release on-site or somewhere 

Body Condition Score – BCS

5 – Obese: exceptional fat stores
4 - Excellent: above average fat stores for the time of year
3 – Good: average fat stores for the time of year
2 – Fair: thin or sickly, ribs and hip bones slightly visible
1 – Poor: emaciated, ribs and hip bones clearly visible

From R. Beausoleil, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, and C. Lackey, Nevada Department of Wildlife, 
unpublished report.
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A highly habituated, daytime active, and unyielding black bear inside a garage is about to be tranquilized - Courtesy 
9caribou.com.

nearby is a reasonable decision. If the bear has a 
BCS of 4–5, the bear is likely more human-food 
conditioned and a translocation to a pre-determined 
area away from human development is more 
reasonable.  
	
	 The type of release should be planned.  In 
general, hard releases are designed to provide 
negative feedback to a bear with little exposure 
(habituation or conditioning) to humans.  A hard 
release generally involves some type of aversive 
conditioning (AC), such as less-lethal ammunition, 
yelling, sirens, trained bear dogs, or similar 
deterrents.  Soft-releases are those without any AC 
and are useful when releasing a female with cubs 
or a bear with minor injuries.  Hard or soft releases 
may be employed either with an on-site release or 
following relocation or translocation, but on-site 
releases should employ some type of AC if possible.

On-site releases
	 On-site releases at or near the point of 

capture are used by 42% of states (Spencer et al. 
2007), and this technique has been used more 
commonly in the last 20 years (Clark et al. 2002, 
Beckman et al. 2002).  By releasing the bear at or 
near the point of capture, the bear may associate its 
treatment with the location and change its behavior 
or use of the area.  Little empirical data supports this 
theory, and a bear that leaves the immediate area 
may continue conflict behavior elsewhere. More 
importantly, the goal remains to change the behavior 
of the people associated with the conflict.  Because 
on-site releases are performed at or near the point 
of capture, sometimes the homeowner and local 
public witness the release.  By allowing people to 
view the release, agency managers help educate 
citizens that the bear will not simply be moved 
and reduce the erroneous assumption that moving 
bears solves conflict problems.  On-site releases 
help gain trust and acceptance for the management 
decisions because the public sees that not all bears 
must be euthanized.  The public may recognize 
that the responsibility rests with them in reducing 
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attractants.
	
	 Another goal of on-site releases is to reduce 
post-release mortalities associated with moving a 
bear during translocations (Massopust and Anderson 
1984a, Stiver 1991, Comly 1993).  On-site releases 
limit disruptions to population demographics that 
can occur when a bear is placed into the occupied 
home range of another bear.  Agencies also avoid 
moving a conflict bear into an area where its conflict 
behavior can continue.  Agency time and costs are 
reduced with on-site releases when compared with 
translocations.

Relocation
	 Relocation involves releasing a bear away 
from the capture site but within its assumed home 
range.  Relocation of conflict bears is generally 
used when the objective is to temporarily remove 
the bear from a conflict situation.  This may be 
useful if residents need a few days to purchase 
a BRC or remove attractants.  This practice may 
help management personnel determine if a specific 
bear may be causing damage in a certain area.  If a 
conflict bear cannot be specifically identified, but 
the conflict behavior continues after relocating a 
bear, the relocated bear may be eliminated from 
those under suspicion for ongoing conflict behavior.  
Conversely, support for a decision to lethally 
remove the bear may be greater if the conflict 
behavior temporarily ceases and begins again once 
the relocated bear returns to the area. Although 
most agencies and jurisdictions use relocation as a 
management tool, only a small percentage believes 
it is successful in reducing conflict (Spencer et al. 
2007).  In many cases, relocating a bear may simply 
delay lethal removal.

Translocation
	 Translocation involves capturing and 
moving bears to a new area beyond the bears' 
assumed home-range.  Translocations may be used 
to introduce bears into new or previously occupied 
habitats, to establish, reestablish or augment bear 
populations, or to mitigate conflicts by removing 
conflict animals from the capture location.  In some 

eastern jurisdictions, bears may be translocated to 
avoid euthanasia and increase the likelihood that 
a hunter may harvest the animal (Timmons 2013).  
In some instances, translocation has been used to 
restore black bear populations in areas where native 
bear populations have been extirpated (Shull et al. 
1994).  
	
	 Similar to relocations, translocations 
receive wide public acceptance as a human–bear 
conflict control technique because they avoid the 
lethal removal of bears and provide the perception 
that a problem is being addressed.  However, 
identifying and selecting suitable release sites can 
complicate translocation efforts.  Release sites 
must contain suitable habitat, yet suitable habitat 
is often already inhabited by other bears. (Table 2: 
Example of site factors to consider when releasing 
bears involved in human–bear conflict - from R. 
Beausoleil, Washington Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, and C. Lackey, Nevada Department 
of Wildlife, unpublished report). Releases of 
translocated bears should be compatible with the 
management objectives of the area.  Bears involved 
in conflicts with humans should be released in 
areas with good habitat to reduce the dependence 
on anthropomorphic food and sufficiently distant to 
preclude returning to the capture location.  Release 
sites should be located away from highways to 
reduce the likelihood of vehicle collisions.  Social 
concerns surrounding these negative values must be 
considered when planning a successful translocation 
program. For instance, Wade (1987) noted that 
threats to human safety and damage to agricultural 
commodities are common societal perceptions 
associated with bears.  
	
	 A black bear’s age, reproductive status, and 
distance moved from the capture location affects the 
success of translocation.  In some investigations, 
bears moved >65 kilometers showed reduced 
likelihood of returning to the capture location, and 
translocated sub-adult bears are less likely to return 
than are adult bears (Sauer and Free 1969, Alt et 
al. 1977, Rogers 1986, Shull et al. 1994).  This is 
somewhat dependent on habitat differences.  For 
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Key Site 
Factors

Feasibility of Success
Excellent                                                      Poor

Natural Food
Availability

Excellent:
All areas abun-
dant

Good:
Mixed areas 
abundant to 
moderate

Moderate avail-
ability

Low:
Mixed areas 
moderate to low

Widespread 
mast failure

Unnatural
Attractants

None:
Bear-proof or le-
gally mandated

Low availabil-
ity:
A few sites

Mixed:
Low with some 
areas moderate

Moderate Widespread

Human and Bear
Safety

Isolated site or 
only 1-2 sites 
being used

Rural:
Mostly large 
acreages

Semi-rural:
Mostly small 
acreages

Sub-division or
Trailer park

Highly 
developed

Table 2: Example of site factors to consider when releasing bears (Ursus americanus) involved in human–bear 
conflict  (from R. Beausoleil, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, and C. Lackey, Nevada Department 
of Wildlife, unpublished report).

example, conflict bears translocated >97 kilometers 
straight-line distance in Nevada, where suitable 
habitat is limited in distribution, still returned to 
the capture location after meandering an estimated 
322 kilometers in less than 18 days (Beckmann and 
Lackey 2002).
	
	 Translocation can have many effects on 
black bears.  For the first few months following 
translocation, bears often travel more, which 
increases a bear’s vulnerability to being struck by 
a vehicle, shot by a human, or killed by another 
bear (Massopust and Anderson 1984a, Stiver 
1991, Comly 1993). However, mortality rates of 
black bears >2 years old did not increase following 
translocation in Minnesota (Rogers 1986).  Data 
from Colorado Parks and Wildlife (2015) suggests 
that adult and sub-adult bears with an unknown 
conflict history were successfully translocated 64% 

and 58% of the time, respectively, whereas success 
was significantly lower for bears with a history 
of conflict behavior.  Additionally, translocation 
appears to have some short-term effects on 
reproduction.  Comly (1993) and Godfrey (1996) 
reported females did not give birth to cubs the 
winter following translocation, but reproduced 
normally in subsequent years.
	
	 Despite these challenges, translocation has 
been effective at reducing human–bear conflicts 
(McArthur 1981, McLaughlin et al. 1981, Fies et 
al. 1987).  In North America, 75% of states and 
provinces use relocation or translocation as one 
method to manage human–bear conflicts (Warburton 
and Maddrey 1994, Spencer et al. 2007).  However, 
translocation does not address the situation which 
led to the conflict behavior, and translocated conflict 
bears may cause problems while attempting to 
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return or after returning to the capture location 
(Massopust and Anderson 1984a).	

Benefits: By using an on-site release, an agency 
may reduce costs associated with human resources 
and equipment deployment.  Post-release 
bear mortalities associated with relocation or 
translocation are avoided.  On-site releases do not 
require the identification and approval of release 
sites.  Support for the agency message from the 
public is generally greater because they witness 
a non-lethal resolution, but the bear remains in 
the neighborhood.  Removing a bear, even if only 
temporarily, may alleviate immediate concerns 
over conflict or damage.  Non-lethal management 
techniques are often preferred by the public and can 
help gain agency support.  Moving a bear substantial 
distances and into high quality habitat may help in 
stopping the bear from escalating up the ladder of 
conflict behavior.  Additionally, some jurisdictions 
view translocation as a means of avoiding waste by 
delaying the bear’s mortality until hunting season 
(Timmons 2013).

Challenges: Highly habituated or food-conditioned 
bears often will not leave or change their behavior, 
thereby offering no reduction of conflicts.  The 
public may view on-site releases as the only viable 
option going forward, resisting other management 
options like translocation.  Neighborhood bears 
often become recognizable to the community and 
this may lead to greater public concerns.  Relocation 
or translocation is labor intensive and expensive, 
although costs vary by state and location.   Costs 
include administrative expenses, capture and 
handling equipment (i.e., traps, carrying cages and 
immobilization equipment), purchase of specialized 
vehicles, and various overhead expenses in addition 
to staff time.  There are also inherent problems 
associated with moving a bear to an area already 
occupied by other bears.  Bears attempting to 
return to their home range may also be subjected to 
increased mortality while crossing roads or moving 
through human-populated areas.  Translocation is 
generally not advisable for females accompanied by 
cubs of the year.

AVERSIVE CONDITIONING

	 Human-habituation in bears generally 
occurs following repeated exposure to humans 
without negative repercussions (Hopkins et al. 
2010).  Similarly, human-food conditioning in bears 
occurs when a bear learns to associate humans or 
human activities to anthropogenic food sources, 
usually after repeatedly obtaining anthropogenic 
food rewards.  Bears may learn from a single 
experience.  Operant Conditioning is a form of 
learning in which a reward or punishment modifies 
a voluntary behavior, such as accessing or avoiding 
human foods.  Hopkins et al. (2010) defined 
Aversive Conditioning (AC) as “a learning process 
in which deterrents are continually and consistently 
administered to a bear to reduce the frequency of an 
undesirable behavior.”  The bear manager’s version 
of AC is therefore a form of operant conditioning 
causing temporary pain or irritation around humans 
in an animal displaying objectionable behavior 
(Brush 1971, Mason et al. 2001, Shivik et al. 
2003, Beckmann et al. 2004).  In theory, the goal 
of most bear managers using AC is that the bear 
will associate humans and human foods with the 
negative stimulus, thereby avoiding the area, the 
anthropogenic foods, or both.  Another potential 
outcome of AC is that a bear learns to avoid humans 
in general by becoming more nocturnal while still 
engaging in the undesirable behaviors.  

A Karelian Bear Dog working with a recently 
released conflict bear - Courtesy John Axtell.
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	 Hazing has been defined as a technique 
where deterrents are administered to a bear to 
immediately modify the bear’s undesirable behavior 
(Schirokauer and Boyd 1998, Hopkins et al. 
2010).  By definition, what bear managers do in 
most instances is a form of hazing, although it can 
be repetitive if the bear is recaptured on multiple 
occurrences.  Continuously and consistently, as 
it applies to true AC, has become associated with 
the management technique of capturing a bear 
and combining a hard release with some sort 
of deterrent.  Importantly, this form of AC has 
the potential to temporarily reduce human–bear 
conflicts (Beckmann et al. 2004, Mazur 2010), 
offering managers a non-lethal option.  About 64% 
of agencies in North America use a form of AC on 
conflict black bears (Spencer et al. 2007).

	 There are several forms of deterrents used 
for AC in black bears, including trained dogs 
(Jorgensen et al. 1978, Green and Woodruff 1989), 
less-lethal ammunition, bear spray, pepper balls, 
emetic compounds, pyrotechnics, noise makers, 
and conducted electrical weapons like Tasers.  Of 
these, less-lethal ammunition (rubber bullets) and 
noise makers are the most common techniques 
used (Spencer et al. 2007).  Conducted electrical 
weapons have seen relatively little use in wildlife 
management, and even less in AC of bears.  
Recently, Alaska and Colorado have expanded the 
use of conducted electrical weapons in specific, 
limited conditions. The use of trained dogs is not 
widespread but has gathered appeal where they are 
used (Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife; 
Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks; 
Nevada Department of Wildlife; Alaska Department 
of Fish and Game; Wind River Bear Institute).  
Aversive conditioning techniques are most effective 
on bears that have had little previous experience 
with anthropogenic food rewards and are presumed 
to be lower on the ladder of conflict, and AC may 
be more effective on adult than on younger bears 
(Mazur 2010).
 

Example of less-lethal ammunition.
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Wildlife Service Dogs
	 The use of Wildlife Service Dogs (WSD) has 
been undertaken by a limited number of agencies. 
Two types of WSD are most commonly used by 
agencies: the Karelian Bear Dog and the Black 
Mouth Cur.  Due to their fearlessness and aggressive 
barking, these dogs are adept at locating concealed 
bears, tracking and treeing bears for capture 
purposes, and locating dead animals.  When bears 
are candidates for capture and release, the WSD 
may be used for AC on release of the bear to help 
make it warier.  Bear dogs may act as ambassadors 
for the education messages that agencies are trying 
to spread.
 	
	 Working these dogs off-leash allows them 
to approach closely, barking within a meter or 
so of the bear, while avoiding defensive swipes 
and charges.  Unlike typical hound dogs used for 
hunting bears, WSDs will return to the handler when 
called.  Wildlife Service Dogs can work silently and 
less aggressively than hound dog breeds, especially 
on-leash, which is important when tracking a 
tranquilized animal or locating injured or orphaned 
wildlife.  Their personalities allow them to be used 
at education events, surrounded by people and pets, 
greeted and hugged by children, and working long 
hours at a booth. 

Washington’s Karelian Bear Dog Cash - Courtesy 
Richard Beausoleil.

 	 P The Karelian Bear Dog (KBD) is 
a specialized breed from Russia and Finland 
commonly used to track and hunt brown bears 
(Ursus arctos) among other species.  Due to the 
special abilities of the breed, they were first brought 
to the United States in 1990 by the Wind River Bear 
Institute.  The dogs are intelligent, loyal, loving, 
quick and light-footed, persistent, and independent.  
And unlike hounding breeds of dogs, KBDs were 
bred to simply find and hold a bear while lacking 
the desire or motivation to attack it.  They reduce 
aggressive actions around sedated bears and cubs.  
These traits make them ideal for human–bear 
conflict work. For these reasons the breed has 
become a standard in several agency bear programs 
in the U.S. and Canada. 
	
	 Some jurisdictions use them to assist 
biologists in locating and treeing mountain lions 
for capture-collar research, and some serve in a 
law enforcement capacity for locating evidence 
such as spent bullet casings and decaying wildlife.  
Furthermore, their acute sense of smell has allowed 
them to be very useful in Search and Rescue or 
recovery operations (R. Beausoleil, Washington 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, and C. Lackey, 
Nevada Department of Wildlife, unpublished 
report).

A Karelian Bear Dog at work - Courtesy John T. 
Humphrey AKAwolf.com.
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	 P The Black Mouth Cur is a medium- 
to large-sized cattle and hunting dog, which was 
developed in the southern United States as an all-
around working dog. Though no one knows their 
exact lineage, the Black Mouth Cur is believed to 
descend from ancient European and Asian Cur-type 
herding and hunting dogs.  The Black Mouth Cur 
is considered a member of the Herding Group by 
the United Kennel Club. The breed is short-coated, 
drop-eared, athletic, tractable, and aggressive with 
quarry but typically gentle with humans. The Cur 
is an intelligent and obedient dog that can work in 
warm to hot, humid conditions when most nuisance 
bear activity occurs. 
	
	 Usually working in pairs, properly trained 
Curs will enthusiastically pursue a conflict bear on 
command, chasing it up a tree or holding it at bay, 
vigorously barking and growling, with little to no 
actual contact. After the dogs hold the bear up a tree 
or at bay, bear managers can restrain the Curs, and 
apply additional AC.   Curs, unlike most hounding 
breeds, can be called back by their handler.
The use of hounding breeds (Walkers, Plott 
hounds, Blueticks, and Redticks) is common in 
some jurisdictions.  These breeds are popular with 
houndsmen because of their drive and ability to 
track bears.  As a result, some agencies choose 
to contract with private houndsmen rather than 
purchase and train the dogs themselves.
 
Bear Spray
	 Bear spray is a capsaicin-based bear 
deterrent that affects a bear’s olfactory and 
respiratory capabilities and vision, ideally causing 
the bear to disengage a charge or attack.  For AC 
applications, it is commonly used as an immediate 
offensive deterrent, either as a bear exits a trap or as 
a bear displays unwanted behaviors. Spray may also 
be delivered by a triggered device (Bear-Be-Gone) 
set to spray when a bear opens a dumpster, garbage 
can, or cooler.

Emetic Compounds
	 Emetic compounds typically produce an 
onset of illness in the bear shortly after it eats the 

Black Mouth Curs in training - Courtesy Patrick C 
Carr New Jersey Division of Fish and Wildlife.

treated food to create a conditioned taste aversion.  
Evaluations thus far have shown limited efficacy as 
an aversion training tool (Garcia et al. 1974, Burns 
1983, Ternent and Garshelis 1999).  Studies have 
shown that the effectiveness lies only in stopping 
bears from eating a specific food in recognizable 
packaging, and even that is for a limited time 
(Hastings et al. 1981, McCarthy and Seavoy 1994, 
Ternent and Garshelis 1999).

Less-Lethal Ammunition
	 Less-lethal ammunition consists of plastic 
or rubber projectiles fired from a shotgun or 
other type of projector depending on the type and 
caliber of projectile used.  Similar to police riot 
ammunition, less-lethal rounds used on wildlife are 
designed to inflict temporary pain and discomfort.  
They are referred to as less-lethal because, if used 
improperly, the potential exists for severe injury 
or death to the bear.  There are many types of less-
lethal rounds available, including 12-gauge rubber 
slugs for medium and long-range applications 
(30–50 meters), as well as close range rubber 
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buckshot and bean bag rounds.  Less-lethal rounds 
have applicability in AC and hazing scenarios.  
Personnel should be trained in the use of less-lethal 
ammunition and be aware of the limitations it offers.

Pepper Balls
	 Pepper balls are essentially paint balls filled 
with a powdered irritant with effects similar to bear 
spray.  They are fired from a specially modified 
paintball gun using compressed oxygen rather than 
CO2.  Similar to less-lethal ammunition, they are 
more commonly used by law enforcement personnel 
in riot control situations.  Applications in human–
bear conflicts consist of AC and hazing, and pepper 
balls have been effective in getting bears to descend 
from a tree so that they are more easily and safely 
tranquilized (Nevada Department of Wildlife, 
personal communication). 

Pyrotechnics and Noise Makers
	 These techniques are usually used in 
conjunction with some other form of AC, such 
as during an on-site release using less-lethal 
ammunition.  Pyrotechnics are typically fired 
into the air where they will make a screeching or 
whistling noise followed by a loud, explosive bang.  
They have the potential to be a fire hazard, and care 
must be used to avoid hitting the bear.
Noise-making devices, in the form of a motion-
sensing alarm that, when triggered, emits a loud 
sound (i.e., screeching, beeping, dogs barking) and 
flashing lights, may be used as a temporary deterrent 
to keep a bear away from an attractant or property.  
Most bears will likely become conditioned to the 
noise and learn to ignore it, but it provides residents 
a short reprieve to secure attractants or install a 
more permanent bear-resistant solution.

Conducted Electrical Weapons
	 The use of Conducted Electrical Weapons 
(CEWs) has potential as an effective alternative 
to chemical restraint or other means of short-term 
physical capture (Lieske et al. 2018).  Conducted 
Electrical Weapons use electrical impulses to 
override the sensory and motor nervous systems 
of animals, immobilizing the animal and causing 

temporary discomfort.  These devices are commonly 
referred to as “Tasers” which is the name brand of a 
specific CEW manufacturer.  Conducted Electrical 
Weapons cartridges are typically deployed from 
distances of 5, 8, or 12 m and release wires with 
2 probes attached, which embed in the animal’s 
skin and deliver an electrical charge.  Conducted 
Electrical Weapons are typically used on bears to 
immediately address an undesirable behavior, such 
as feeding from dumpsters, and create a negative 
stimulus directly associated with the conflict 
event in progress.  Conducted Electrical Weapons 
provide negative physical and auditory stimuli, 
which may be directly associated with behavior 
or humans.  Additionally, CEWs directly affect 
only the individual animal, unlike other common 
deterrents such as pepper balls, which potentially 
result in airborne exposures of non-target wildlife 
or people. Optimal CEW exposures require wildlife 
managers to be in the immediate vicinity during 
the time the undesirable behavior is occurring and 
require fairly close proximity to deploy cartridges 
effectively.  Measuring the effectiveness of CEW 
exposures is difficult without a process for marking 
and identifying exposed bears to assess post-AC 

Pepper balls are essentially paint balls filled 
with a powdered irritant with effects similar to 
bear spray.
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behavior.  Device operators and participating 
personnel should be trained in the operation and 
deployment of CEWs.  While evidence developed 
in Colorado using this tool is anecdotal, field 
assessments of CEWs to deter future undesirable 
behavior by individual bears appears to show some 
promise.  The Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
has used CEWs on 440 brown bears and achieved 
100% flight response (Larry Lewis, personal 
communication), and CEWs have been useful in 
subduing moose in Alaska (Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game, unpublished data). There is limited 
scientific research on the use of these devices, but 
there is evidence that CEW use does not increase the 
probability of myopathy (Lieske et al. 2018).

Benefits: 
Aversive conditioning is popular with the public 
as it is seen as a non-lethal solution to human–
bear conflicts.  When combined with an on-site 
release, it is often less expensive than translocation.  
Aversive conditioning may temporarily alter some 
specific black bear behaviors and yield a short-term 
reduction in human–bear conflicts.  Some bears 
may become more wary of people or may simply 
decrease their diurnal activity.  Ideally, AC should 
be accompanied or preceded by efforts to address 
the attractant that instigated the conflict (Leigh and 
Chamberlin 2008).  Aversive conditioning likely 
has longer-term benefits on bears that are first-time 
captures and have not ascended the behavioral 
ladder of conflict.  Bear dogs can be effective for 
implementing AC, and they have further benefits in 
that they act as agency ambassadors because their 
friendly personalities naturally offer education and 
outreach opportunities.

Challenges: 
Aversive conditioning is not a permanent solution 
for human–bear conflicts. Bears can easily learn 
strategies for evading efforts by managers to apply 
AC.  Effective AC may be expensive and impractical 
because specialized equipment is often necessary.  
Trapping of the bear may be required to implement 
treatments, and professional training is required.  
Bear dogs can be expensive to purchase and train.  

Agencies need to develop policies regarding animal 
ownership, how and whether maintenance costs are 
covered, and retirement of aging animals.  Current 
literature documenting the effectiveness of aversive 
conditioning is limited.  

Regional Example
	
	 The Washington Department of Fish and 
Game (WDFG) has employed the use of Karelian 
Bear Dogs since 2003 and now has six working 
dogs placed with different handlers.  The 
program has been successful due in part due 
to training the dogs to fill various roles and the 
commitment by the Department to the program.  
A non-profit foundation now funds the KBD 
program through public donations.
	
	 The dogs specialize in AC of black bears at 
releases, but they are also used by WDFG law 
enforcement personnel in locating evidence, such 
as spent firearm casings and poached animals.  
The dogs have been deployed in search and 
rescue and missing persons cases as well.  The 
dogs have been used in the hazing of ungulates 
in urban areas, tracking and locating orphaned 
wildlife, and assisting in mountain lion captures.
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REPELLENTS

	 Repellents are sensory deterrents that are 
intended to keep bears from entering certain areas 
or prevent the close approach by bears.  Depending 
on the method of application, repellents may also 
function as an AC tool. Common repellents include 
chemical compounds, loud noises, or guard animals.  
	
	 Capsaicin is a chemical deterrent.  When 
sprayed directly into a bear’s eyes, capsaicin was 
effective at repelling captive and free-ranging black 
bears (Herrero and Higgins 1998), but only at 
distances <10 m (Hygnstrom 1994).  Additionally, 
objects or sites sprayed with capsaicin may not repel 
black bears but rather attract them to the object or 
site (Smith 1998).  Thus, capsaicin is applicable 
only in situations of close human–bear contact 
and probably does not have broad application for 
reducing most forms of human–bear conflicts.  
	
	 Certain chemical compounds, such as 
human urine or ammonia, have had mixed results in 
deterring bears (Creel 2007).  Any potential effect of 
the compounds is likely to decrease over time as the 
compound degrades or bears become accustomed 
to the odor.  However, ammonia is useful to reduce 
odors associated with garbage storage in some 
situations. 
	
	 As a non-lethal form of control, repellents 
seem socially acceptable and are relatively 
inexpensive.  Capsaicin is sold commercially and 
often recommended for individuals hiking in bear 
habitat.  Ammonia is also widely available, but use 
may be limited.  
	
	 Several tools discussed in the section on 
AC can be used as repellents as well.  These tools 
include bear spray, emetic compounds, and pepper 

balls.  Refer to the section on AC for a more detailed 
description of these tools, but the benefits and 
challenges of using them are similar to those of 
other repellents reported here.

Benefits: 
Capsaicin has proven very effective at thwarting 
aggressive bear encounters where a bear is 
threatening the health and safety of a person.  Some 
chemical repellents are economical and readily 
available (e.g., ammonia) and may provide short 
term benefits for site-specific human–bear conflicts, 
and a sense of relief for the reporting party that 
action is being taken.

Challenges:  
Repellents have shown only limited success at 
reducing other forms of human–bear conflicts (e.g., 
agricultural damage, assessing garbage).  Repellents 
are sometimes viewed by the public as the solution 
to human–bear conflicts, which may result in 
reductions in BRC acquisition.  Some repellents can 
be toxic if used inappropriately, for example if a 
homeowner pours such a large quantity of ammonia 
into a garbage receptacle that it overwhelms the 
sanitation worker picking up the can and causes 
minor lung irritation. 
  

Example of bear spray commonly used. 
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DAMAGE COMPENSATION 
PROGRAMS

	 Damage compensation programs, also 
called reimbursement funds, are seldom used by 
management agencies.  Hristienko and McDonald 
(2007) reported that only 10 jurisdictions in North 
America provided partial or full compensation for 
damages to beehives, crops, or livestock caused 
by black bears. Although damage compensation 
programs may satisfy those receiving damage 
to property or agriculture, they do not prevent 
damage.  Aside from the cost and identification of a 
permanent funding source, they do not address the 
problem causing the damage.  Without addressing 
the causal factors, damage is likely to persist.  
Compensation programs may be popular, and 
recipients may choose the financial reimbursement 
in lieu of removing attractants.  To avoid this 
problem, Jorgensen et al. (1978) recommended 
that compensation programs allocate a portion 
of reimbursement monies for establishing and 
maintaining damage prevention measures. 
	
	 Other limitations of reimbursement 
programs involve the assessment of damage, 
determination of the damage payment, and program 
equitability.  Under Wisconsin’s Wildlife Damage 
Compensation Program (1930–1979), landowners 
were dissatisfied with damage assessments and 
damage payments, while legislators and wildlife 
management personnel were concerned about the 
equity of the program (Hygnstrom and Hauge 1989).  
In Virginia, Engel (1963) reported that inequity of 
damage compensation payments hindered program 
implementation.  Ideally, damage assessment and 
determination of payments would be standardized to 
ensure equitable distribution of program funds.
	
	 The acceptability of damage compensation 
programs is unclear.  Some private organizations 
are willing to establish compensation funds for 
damage caused by some species.  However, farmers 
in the United States have preferred other nuisance 
management options to damage compensation 

(Arthur 1981, McIvor and Conover 1994).  
Compensation programs may be appropriate in 
areas where lethal means of damage abatement is 
unacceptable.	
	
	 Costs associated with damage compensation 
programs vary according to program guidelines.  
Small-scale compensation programs that restrict 
reimbursements to the most substantive damage may 
be more affordable, whereas large-scale programs 
aimed at reimbursing individuals for any damage 
incurred are costly. 

Benefits: 
Reimbursement funds are primarily used for 
agricultural conflict (e.g., livestock depredation) and 
can reduce the economic impacts of human–bear 
conflicts.  Reducing the economic burden of conflict 
may create greater tolerance for bears, thereby 
reducing mortality on individual bears by persons 
experiencing damage.  Compensation programs can 
be effective tools when attempting to recover a rare 
or endangered population.  

Challenges: 
As with most measures to reduce human–bear 
conflicts, damage compensation programs are only 
a temporary solution.  Compensation programs 
can be expensive, and conflicts will likely continue 
unless proper exclusion or attractant removal is 
provided.  Compensation programs may not actually 
create greater social tolerance for bears.  Unless 
compensation programs emphasize measures to 
reduce damage, the incidences of human–bear 
conflicts are likely to increase.

A human-food conditioned bear looks for food in a 
vehicle – Courtesy 9caribou.com. 



39

Regional Example
	
	 The West Virginia Division of Natural Resources (WVDNR) uses a reimbursement 
fund to mitigate personal property destruction caused by black bears to private 
landowners. Hunters that pursue black bears are required to purchase a $10.00 USD 
“Bear Damage Stamp” which is used to fund private landowners experiencing “real 
or personal property” damage. The Bear Damage Fund is established in 1974, when 
bear populations were low. The fund is originally intended to protect bears from being 
destroyed for killing sheep, but in recent years paid for primarily field corn.
	 In 2011, the WVDNR paid $345,007 USD in bear damage and sold 25,001 bear 
damage stamps. Unused money in the Bear Damage Fund carries over from year to 
year, so there is usually money left from years of low bear damage to cover the years 
of high bear damage. The costs to investigate and process bear damage claims often 
equal more than 50% of the total damage and cannot be charged to the fund.
	 A combination of decreased corn prices per bushel, more accurate measurement 
of corn damage, legislation to exempt hunting-related items from bear damage 
reimbursement, and liberalization of bear hunting opportunities and bear harvest 
have helped reduce the cost of bear damage. Average annual bear damage payments 
for the period 2013-2017 were $165,704 USD with a decreasing trend ($73,393 USD 
in 2017). Bear damage, specifically corn damage, occurs every year but is reduced in 
years of heavy mast crops. A reimbursement fund, while good in principle, may have 
insufficient funding during years of mast scarcity.
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SUPPLEMENTAL AND 
DIVERSIONARY FEEDING

	 Supplemental feeding is a technique meant 
to augment natural foods during food shortages 
or provide additional nutrition with the intent of 
preventing starvation, increasing reproduction, 
prevent extirpation of vulnerable bear populations or 
improve the physical condition of individual bears 
(Colorado Parks and Wildlife 2015).
	
	 Diversionary feeding is meant to divert bears 
from certain areas or food resources (e.g., urban areas 
or crops vulnerable during particular time frames) 
where their feeding could cause damage, by providing 
additional food sources to bears through cultivated 
wildlife plantings or strategically located wildlife 
feeding stations. 

	 A fundamental question behind these 
techniques is whether supplemental and diversionary 
feeding alleviates human–bear conflicts by luring 
bears away from urban areas or whether it increases 
conflicts by conditioning bears to human foods 
(Steyaert et al. 2014).  Undoubtedly, the context 
is critical to consider when evaluating whether 
these techniques are useful.  For example, timber 
companies in Washington use supplemental feeding 
to keep bears from causing damage (i.e., stripping 
bark) to commercial tree growing operations.  In 
2007 (the last year for which figures were available), 
timber companies dispensed a reported 230,000 kg 
of processed food pellets (Washington Department of 
Fish and Game, unpublished data).  Some evidence 
(Rich Beausoleil, Washington Department of Fish 
and Wildlife, personal communication) indicates 
this technique does limit damage to trees, but the 
long-term effect on the bear population is unknown 
because most of these bears are trapped and killed as 
they come into the feeding stations.  
	
	 Supplemental and diversionary feeding 
have been proposed to reduce conflicts in urban 
environments, particularly during years with low 
natural food availability.  Providing anthropomorphic 

food sources near urban areas may attract urban 
bears, yet it may also attract bears unfamiliar with 
anthropogenic food sources as well.  Wildland 
bears may be introduced to human food sources and 
conditioned to their use.  If artificial food sources 
are available for sufficient time, greater numbers of 
bears may be supported than in wildland conditions.  
Little evidence supports supplemental feeding as an 
effective strategy for reducing bear conflict and may 
inadvertently increase the risk. 
	
	 Research suggests that black bears using 
high-energy, human foods grow faster (Beckmann 
and Berger 2003a) and mature earlier than bears 
that use only natural foods (Alt 1980, Tate and 
Pelton 1983, Rogers 1987, McLean and Pelton 
1990).  Improved fertility through earlier sexual 
maturation, increased litter sizes, and fewer lapses 
in the reproductive cycle appears to be common for 
black bears with supplemented diets (Beckmann 
and Lackey 2008).  Estimates of survival rates for 
bears with supplemented diets are limited, and thus, 
it is difficult to make conclusions about the role of 
supplemental feeding on bear populations.  However, 
there is evidence that bears frequenting urban areas 
have increased mortality rates (Beckmann and Lackey 
2008, Hostetler et al. 2009)   
	
	 In general, supplemental and diversionary 
feeding is not widely used by bear managers for 
several reasons.  These techniques present logistical 
challenges of acquiring and distributing enough 
feed to accomplish the management goal.  This 
may be confounded by bear social hierarchies and 
the ability of dominant bears to monopolize the 
food.  Additionally, as bears congregate around 
feeding sites, the potential for disease transfer or 
aggressive competition increases (Sorensen et al. 
2013).  Occasionally, other unintended consequences 
may arise, such as toxicity from the foods used 
(Beringer et al. 2016).  Use of feed sites by other 
wildlife may generate unintended population effects 
or disease concerns. The economic costs and benefits 
of supplemental and diversionary feeding are not well 
defined or understood, though wide-scale programs 
would likely be cost prohibitive.  Costs are associated 
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with acquiring and distributing feed, mitigating 
human–bear conflicts that arise from the program, 
and negative effects the program would have on 
other wildlife populations (e.g., disease concerns or 
habitat destruction).  

Benefits:  
Supplemental feeding may have application for 
managers seeking to restore bear populations or 
protect threatened populations, as feeding programs 
may mitigate the effect of temporary natural food 
shortages.  In appropriate contexts (e.g., reducing 
bear impacts to timber), temporary supplemental 
feeding may reduce the need to implement other 
types of control actions like lethal removal.

Challenges:  
Bears that exploit human-related food resources 
are responsible for most human–bear conflicts, 
thus supplemental feeding could enhance conflict.  
Supplemental feeding may lead bears to seek out 
human food sources (i.e., food conditioning) or 
lose their wariness of people (i.e., habituation).  
Supplemental feeding by the public has increased 
human–bear conflicts in areas of high human use.  
The effects of supplemental feeding on bears in 
areas of minimal human use are unknown.   The 
feeding of bears in some jurisdictions is illegal.

Regional Example
	
	 In July 1999, the Virginia Department of 
Game and Inland Fisheries adopted a regulation 
that prohibited the feeding of wildlife on national 
forest and department-owned lands.  In July 
2003, another regulation was passed to prohibit 
all feeding of bears statewide.  Prior to the 
regulation change in 1999, bear hunters annually 
spent an average of $163 USD/person for baiting 
bears.  The mean amount of food provided by 
hunters was 10,437 kg/year, or 63 kg food/person/
day (Gray 2001). Most feeding occurred in July, 
August, and September and included shelled 
corn, pastries, grease, and bread.  Supplemental 
feeding may have provided a substantial amount 
of food to bears in years of mast shortage, but 
only about 2% of the bears’ diet during good or 
excellent mast years.  This example demonstrates 
the potential amount of artificial food sources 
placed on the landscape, but whether this type 
of feeding affects conflict behavior or influences 
bear population demographics is unknown.
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DEPREDATION (KILL) PERMITS

	 Many states and provinces issue permits 
that authorize landowners experiencing bear-related 
damage to kill the offending bears.  Kill permit 
programs are designed to alleviate human–wildlife 
conflicts, particularly damage to agricultural 
commodities, by targeting and removing specific 
black bears involved in human–bear conflicts.  
Because kill permits are used to alleviate conflicts at 
specific locations, it is unlikely that such programs 
affect black bear populations except at localized 
levels.  For example, California reported issuing 
301 depredation permits in one year, which is <1% 
of the estimated population of 35,000 black bears 
(R. Beausoleil, Washington Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, and S. Dobey, Kentucky Department of 
Fish and Wildlife Resources, unpublished report).  
Kill permits may increase farmer tolerance for 
damage by providing additional control over the 
damage situation (Horton and Craven 1997).
    
	 Kill permit programs have some limitations.  
Kill permits may not be practical for some urban 
areas where the discharge of firearms may be 
prohibited.  The wide-ranging, nocturnal habits 
of black bears can complicate removal efforts, 
requiring substantial time investments to remove 
specific animals. Additionally, kill permit programs 
may not be socially acceptable.  For example, 
in New York, 52% of survey respondents were 
opposed to the killing of bears involved in conflict 
(Siemer and Decker 2003). Perceiving a loss in 
recreational opportunities, some hunters object to 
bear removal from the population via kill permits.  
However, controversy surrounding a kill permit 
program in Wisconsin appeared to come from a 
vocal minority, and hunters and farmers accepted 
the use of kill permits for reducing crop damage 
(Horton and Craven 1997).

Benefits:  
Kill permits can effectively alleviate site-specific, 
human–bear conflicts by targeting the problem 
individuals.  Kill permits can also empower a 
landowner, thereby reducing animosity toward the 
management agency.  Generally, kill permits are 
used as a last resort in situations where substantial 
damage has occurred, or human life and safety are 
threatened.

Challenges:  
Because management agency personnel are 
generally not removing the bear, the accountability 
for taking the bear is delegated to an individual.  
Some individuals may not be proficient at using 
lethal means, thus bears could be injured but not 
killed.   In California, some homeowners that used 
kill permits were identified publicly, harassed, and 
targeted for vandalism by special interest and animal 
rights groups.

A human-food conditioned black bear enters a culvert 
trap - Courtesy Nevada Department of Wildlife.
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MANAGEMENT BEARS (AGENCY 
KILL)

	 Capture-and-kill practices by agency staff 
can effectively target and remove specific bears 
involved in human–bear conflicts, eliminating 
future conflicts with that individual bear.  The lethal 
removal of a bear is generally applied in situations 
where the black bear presents an immediate threat 
to human safety or has repeatedly been involved 
in human–bear conflicts.  Like other techniques, 
elimination of conflicts relies on removal of 
attractants, therefore lethal removal is not a long-
term solution, but it can be an important component 
of an integrated management plan used when an 
individual bear is highly human-habituated or 
human-food conditioned.  In these cases, non-
lethal techniques (e.g., translocation, AC) are often 
ineffective.  
	
	 Conflict foraging behavior can be taught to 
young bears by their mothers (Breck et al. 2008, 
Mazur and Seher 2008, Morehouse et al. 2016).  
Food-conditioned bears can have smaller home 
ranges than wildland bears, at times no bigger 
than a single community (Beckmann and Berger 
2003a).  Consequently, if adult females are living 
within a single neighborhood, their cubs have a high 
likelihood of becoming conflict bears as well.  It 
may be appropriate to lethally remove these conflict 
females, even if they are not causing substantial 
damage or posing a public safety threat. Lethal 
removal is not often supported by the public and 
killing a female with cubs is particularly publicly 
distasteful.  Yet if a bear is simply perpetuating 
human–bear conflicts, the social cost of killing the 
bear may not be as substantial as having to kill 
multiple bears in the future. 

Benefits:  
Capture and kill can effectively remove problem 
bears that cause a disproportionate amount of 
conflict and therefore significantly reduce site-
specific levels of conflict.  Capture and kill provides 
the opportunity to first evaluate the bear, ensuring 
the correct individual is identified before euthanasia.

Challenges:  
Any time a bear is removed by agency personnel 
it has the potential to illicit a negative response 
with the local public and social media.  There also 
can be substantial human resource investment and 
financial expenses associated with capture and kill 
implementation. 
 

Regional Example
	
	 In Yosemite National Park, conflicts 
with bears spiked in the late 1990s and early 
2000s, with most problems occurring in highly 
used front-country campgrounds.  In these 
campgrounds, bears were breaking into hundreds 
of cars each year, stealing food from coolers left 
out at campgrounds, and becoming aggressive at 
restaurants in the park. To combat this problem, 
the Park Service implemented strict food storage 
policies for visitors, enhanced enforcement of 
existing regulations, and developed intensive 
non-lethal measures.  Although conflicts declined, 
they were still at unacceptably high levels, and 
a small number of highly habituated bears were 
probably the primary cause of most conflicts.  
Many of the conflict individuals were lethally 
removed over a few years and conflict levels 
dropped to low levels.  This example highlights 
the importance of combining management of 
attractants (i.e., root cause) with lethal removal 
to manage outcomes.

“I tell people that although I had 
to euthanize their bear, I was 
not the one who killed it. That 
responsibility lies with every 
single person in the neighborhood 
who didn’t think it necessary to 
lock up their trash until after the 
bear accessed it for the first time.”

Heather Reich
Nevada Department of Wildlife
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PRIVATIZED CONFLICT 
MANAGEMENT

	 In most jurisdictions, the agency with 
authority over wildlife will respond to human–
bear conflicts.  In some areas, conflict response 
is contracted to external entities, and the efficacy 
of this option is variable.  Some states and 
jurisdictions have non-contractual relationships 
with citizen groups who provide public education 
(see Public Education section), and in some 
instances, these relationships are formalized with 
Memorandums of Understanding to give more 
latitude to citizens groups in dealing with human–
bear conflicts (Updike and Malm 2001).  Agencies 
may form groups with various other agencies and 
organizations to reach common ground on conflict 
mitigation techniques, such as providing input 
on the decision of when to euthanize.  The Tahoe 
Council for Wild Bears was an example of such a 
group formed in 2003 between the state jurisdictions 
of California and Nevada, along with other agencies 
and wildlife advocacy groups.  These types of 
groups are difficult to maintain over time.

Benefits: 
Some concerns may be addressed by using another 
government entity to conduct the necessary work.  
For example, Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources has had success delegating conflict 
response to USDA-APHIS-Wildlife Services (David 
MacFarland, personal communication).  Agency 
time spent on human-bear conflicts decreased 
substantially while maintaining professionalism.

Challenges: 
Criticisms of privatizing conflict management 
response include: 

• Jurisdiction over wildlife is commonly reserved 
by statute for government agencies
• Vicarious liability may remain with the 
government agency despite delegation of some 
responsibilities to a private citizen or organization
• Professionalism and authority may be 
challenged in some instances
• Agencies lack control of specific messages, and 
it can be more difficult to ascertain if messages 
regarding the removal of attractants are delivered 
effectively
• Agencies lack control of quality control in data 
acquisition and delivery
• Aversive conditioning may not be conducted 
appropriately or consistently
• Agencies may lose moral authority or may be 
viewed differently than if they were consistently 
on the scene.

A human-food conditioned bear on deck of house – 
Courtesy 9caribou.com.  


