COSEWIC Assessment and Update Status Report on the Grizzly Bear Ursus Arctos in Canada:  Prairie population and Northwestern population 

Author: P.I. Ross
Summary of COSEWIC Assessment
Reason for designation

The grizzly bear’s habitat is at risk from expanding industrial, residential and recreational developments. In the southern part of the grizzly bear’s distribution, the habitat and population is becoming fragmented. Grizzly bear populations are particularly sensitive to human-caused mortality (including hunting, poaching, accidents and nuisance kills). Its behavior frequently brings it into conflict with people, leading to increased mortality where human activities expand. It has disappeared from a substantial part of its historic range, but there are still over 26,000 grizzly bears in Canada. The grizzly bear’s area of occupancy has not decreased substantially over the past 20 years. In the southern part of its range, the future of several populations that are either completely or mostly isolated is highly uncertain and dependent on conservation.

Occurrence: Yukon Territory, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, British Columbia, Alberta

Status history:  In 1991, grizzly bears in Canada were divided into a prairie population (extirpated) and northwestern population (special concern).   In May 2002, based on an updated status report, COSEWIC recommended that the northwestern population of grizzly bears be listed as Special Concern.
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The Status Report assesses the status of grizzly bears on the prairies and of grizzly bears in Northwestern Canada.  This summary includes all the information that was in the Status Report about the Northwestern population.   The report indicates that there are no longer grizzly bears on the prairies.

The text below provides a brief description of the information in the status report.  Large, bold text in italics is a summary of information in the report that is either of particular interest or is directly relevant to Nunavut (arranged by page numbers).  If people want to read more details, the smaller, non-italicized text is information about grizzly bears in Nunavut  taken directly from the status report with minimal paraphrasing.

The original English copy of the Status Report has been provided to the HTO for reference.

Page 5 – 8
These pages describe what grizzly bears look like and reviews how scientists have grouped them in the past and in the present, using factors such as physical appearance and various genetic analysis methods.   Genetic information is the main way to separate groups of grizzly bears.  Only a few groups of grizzly bears in Canada are completely isolated, most groups of grizzly bears can interbreed with the groups near them.

Page 8 – 22

A number of groups of grizzly bears in southern Canada are physically isolated from other bears due to development, roads and mountainous terrain.   This section of the report describes these isolated groups, provides genetic information to prove that these groups are isolated (i.e. show no sign of interbreeding) and provides population information to show that these groups are small in number and may be diminishing.

Page 22 – 24

Grizzly bears can be found in Canada, the USA and at least 42 Eurasian countries.  However, the grizzly bear’s current global range and population is half the size it was in the 1800s.  In the USA, grizzly bears have disappeared from 98% of the areas that they occupied in the 1800s.  The bottom shaded part of the map shows the areas that grizzly bears used to, but no longer occupy.
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The major decline in the North American range of grizzly bears since the 1800s began when settlement by Europeans and the introduction of firearms began to occur at a broad scale.

Page 25 – 26
This section describes all the different kinds of habitat in Canada where grizzly bears can be found.  
For the central Arctic, the report describes two studies on grizzly bear habitat use.  Different habitat use in different seasons was observed: 

1. spring – bedrock, low snow areas; 

2. early-mid summer: wetland and shrub-covered areas; 
3. late summer (berry time): eskers 

4. fall  - wetlands, tundra

Research using satellite collars and satellite photos showed that eskers, tundra with many hummocks/tussocks and shrubby areas provided important habitat for grizzly bears.

Habitat-use patterns of grizzly bears in the central Arctic have been recently described. Gau (1998) defined 5 bear seasons according to observed changes in bear diets, and used direct observations to assess habitat selection. During spring, bears selected bedrock habitats and other relatively snow-free sites. Wetland types, especially those with cover, were selected during early and mid-summer. In late summer, bears concentrated on eskers (ridges of gravel and sand established by melting glaciers), coincident with the ripening of berries. Habitats selected during fall were wetlands and mesic or mat tundra.   McLoughlin et al. (2002a) used resource selection functions, satellite telemetry data, and classified Landsat imagery to evaluate habitat use by grizzly bears in the same area of the central Arctic. Bears generally selected home ranges with disproportionate prevalence of esker, tussock/hummock successional tundra, lichen veneer, birch seep, and tall shrub riparian habitats. Within individual home ranges, bears selected eskers and riparian tall shrub habitats. 

In many parts of Canada, human activities and development affect grizzly bear habitat quality.  Bears that are unaccustomed to humans avoid areas of human activity, which reduces the habitat that they can use.  

Page 26 – 28
This section reviews and describes the parks, protected areas and land ownership across the grizzly bear’s range in Canada.
Page 29 – 32

This section reviews general biological information about grizzly bear reproduction, denning/hibernation and average lifespan based on data from across Canada.
Page 32 – 34
This section reviews general information about grizzly bear movement patterns and home range sizes, based on data from across Canada.

Bears in areas where food is plentiful have relatively smaller home ranges.  Bears in the central Canadian Arctic have the largest home ranges compared to bears elsewhere in North America.  
Male bears have larger home ranges than females.  Young bears may take up to four years to leave their mother’s home range.
Page 35 – 37

This section reviews grizzly bear eating habits, shows that bears are adaptable, change diet according to season and there are a lot of differences between areas in Canada.  Plants are an important food for grizzly bears for much of the year.  However, if meat is available, grizzly bears strongly prefer meat.  
In the central Arctic, caribou is the main food for grizzly bears from spring to autumn.  Bears can scavenge or hunt.

The number of bear attacks on humans is increasing in North America.  Bears can very quickly learn to associate humans with food and lose their fear of humans.
Page 38 – 45

It is very difficult to get accurate population estimates for grizzly bears and it is thought that a population change would have to be quite great for it to be detected through survey methods currently available.  This section reviews population estimates of grizzly bears in various parts of Canada, as well as providing harvest data from across Canada.  
It is estimated that there are between 27, 000 and 34, 000 grizzly bears in all of Canada.   There is no evidence that the population number has changed significantly since 1990 across Canada.  Hunting or defence kills account for mortalities of 2 to 3% of the national grizzly bear population per year. 
The number of grizzly bears in the Northwest Territories is thought to be around 5, 100.  This population is considered to be stable with no evidence of changes in distribution of bears in the NWT.
There are no estimates of the number of grizzly bears in Nunavut.  Referring to the number of bears estimated to occur in certain habitats in the NWT, the author assumed that densities of bears in Nunavut would be relatively lower, and, based on the amount of habitat in Nunavut, calculated that there might be a total of 1000 bears in Nunavut:  800 in the Kitikmeot region, 200 in the Kivalliq.  
Currently, no official population estimate for Nunavut exists. Grizzly bears occur within 2 regions: Kitikmeot and Kivalliq (formerly Keewatin). Densities within either region have not been estimated. However, in an attempt to develop a reasonable guess as to the number of bears within Nunavut, the author extrapolated from empirical data collected in the closest proximity, in consultation with regional wildlife managers. It must be stressed that this exercise was completed in order to provide a working guess of population size, in recognition of the fact that grizzly bears do exist in Nunavut. It does not indicate a familiarity with the grizzly bear population or its habitat within Nunavut. 
Grizzly bear density in the Brock-Hornaday Rivers area, immediately west of the NWT/Kitikmeot boundary, was estimated at 6/1,000 km². In the Lac de Gras area (Central Arctic), spanning the North Slave/Kitikmeot boundary, the bear density was estimated at 3.5/1,000 km².  The author assumed a typical density of 4/1,000 km² and applied it to an arbitrarily-defined area of 200,000 km² in the northwestern corner of mainland Nunavut. This value is considered a reasonable guess for grizzly bear density across much of the Kitikmeot Region. The result was an estimate of 800 bears. 
Grizzly bear densities in eastern mainland Nunavut are believed to be much lower, although no estimates exist.  The author estimated a density of 1 bear/1,000 km² for an area of 200,000 km² extending west from the Hudson Bay coast, south from the Arctic Ocean coast, and north from the Manitoba border. This yielded an estimate of 200 bears, for a Nunavut total of 1,000 bears. Accounting for uncertainty in density and extent of distribution, an estimated population range of 800-2,000 bears is reasonable. Given the crude nature of these estimates, no assessment of population trend is possible. Local managers are aware of no major changes in grizzly populations in the Kitikmeot and Kivalliq regions over the past decade 
Grizzly bears probably occupy most of mainland Nunavut. This distribution has likely not changed in historic times. 

Page 51 – 65: Limiting Factors and Threats

This section describes general factors that might cause grizzly bear populations to decline, or prevent them from increasing.   In North America, the majority of adult grizzly bear deaths are caused by humans. 
Kill data from the provinces and some northern states is reviewed.  The potential effect of different harvest rates on bear populations is examined.   Poaching for illegal trade in bear parts is expected to increase in North America.

Current national kill rates should be sustainable, but the author cautions that the data may not be reliable.  Harvest data is not a reliable indicator of population trends.  The impact of different management strategies is reviewed, but there is no conclusive information about the benefits or impacts of different approaches.
The extent and impact of logging, agriculture, residential development, road construction, mining and oil and gas exploration and extraction in Canada is reviewed.   There is a tendency for carnivore populations to decrease in areas where the human population is increasing, the total human population within the grizzly bear’s range in Canada has increased by 85%.

The recent increase in mineral exploration and extraction activity in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut is noted as a potential threat because of potential disturbance and increased human-bear conflict, especially if these sites attract bears due to food availability.  

Studies about the potential effects of roads on bears are reviewed and indicate that although some bears may become accustomed to traffic and roads, many bears avoid busy roads.    Highways may restrict the movements of bears by creating barriers that they will not readily cross.  In southern Canada, logging roads and trails increase access to bears by harvesters, with most kills being made less than 500 metres from a road.
Page 65 – 71

The status of grizzly bears in other parts of the world is reviewed.  Globally it is considered to be at low risk, although it is Threatened in the United States.

Management of grizzly bears and related population data in Canadian provinces and territories is reviewed. 
The report suggests that population monitoring in the NWT is necessary.  

For Nunavut, the report identifies the lack of population estimates, recognizes the existing quota system and suggests that a population estimate is needed.  The report also notes that the increase in mining-related activities in Nunavut necessitates protection of grizzly bears and their habitat.
Grizzly bear management in Nunavut is evolving. Population estimates are lacking throughout the Territory. Currently, harvest quotas are recommended by the Nunavut Department of Sustainable Development, and administered by local Hunters and Trappers Organizations (HTO). Tags are issued at HTO discretion, and can be used by local subsistence hunters or sold to non-resident hunters as part of a guided hunting package. Cubs and bears accompanied by cubs are protected, and kills must be reported. 

Because grizzly bears in Nunavut are managed as a game species, inventory data are required to ensure that harvests are sustainable. In addition, the potential for sudden and intense growth in resource extraction activities requires that adequate protection be implemented for grizzly bear populations and habitat. 

The report states that bears in parts of the Arctic are relatively vulnerable because they occur at low densities and there is currently rapid and intensive growth in resource extraction activity.
