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e of skilled biological technicians pays off on the black bear project at Rocky Mountain National Park. 
lack Bear Spe
Studied at 

 research team is conducting a study on a black 
population at Rocky Mountain National Park 
O) that exhibits considerable difference from 
r situations in other parks. 
en the park was established in 1915, griuly 
 and black bears were present in low numbers. 
riuly became extinct here by the late 1920s. 
ical records indicate that the black bear popula­
creased to some degree over the years, but the 
s has never been common. In the past, the 
bear population in the park has been estimated 
to 40 animals. 
 park, 265,000 acres in size, received 2,523,122 
isits in 1986. This is relatively high visitor use, 
g 7th in visits among the 48 National Parks. 
 national parks with high visitation and black 
have high numbers of bear problems. Yosemite, 
ia, Kings Canyon, and Great Smokies are 
les. However, ROMO has never been an area 
for many bear problems. Records of bear inci­
in the park from 1959 to 1983 totaled 133, with 
rage of about 5 per year. This is low compared 
uoia and Kings Canyon NPs, which between 
nd 1976 had a total of 3,968 bear incidents for 
rage of 220 per year. _ 
xception occurred at ROMO in 1984.That year 
cidents reached a record of 90. Most of these 
d in the backcountry. This was unexpected 
e the park has an intensive backcountry man­
nt program that encourages trash pack out and 
amps. 
depredations of bears at backcountry sites in 
k in 1984 caused even more intensive manage­
o be undertaken. This included backcountry 
s, an intensive bear information program, in­
d backcountry patrols, enforcement of food 
g and storage rules, and a bear capture and 

lant effort. Bear reports and sightings during 
riod indicated that at least two sub-adult males 
e cause of the depredations. One of these was 
d and transplanted out of the area. 
use of the events, a number of questions were 
about the bears in the park, such as: What 
 the mcreased number of bear problems? Con­
g the apparent low densities of bears, what 
f management or control could be tolerated by 
pulation without risk? Can bear depredations 
icted by some environmental parameter such 

 weather? What is the population density and 
y of the bears in the park, and what is the 
 of those parameters to the heavy backcountry 

on and outside pressures? 
nswer these questions, in 1985 a 3-5 year re­
 program was initiated. The study area is a 120 
 mile section located in the southeastern third 
ark. The area contained the sites where most 
bear depredations occurred in 1984. It also 
s the highest front and backcountry use, and 
 most intensive urban and suburban develop­
long the boundary. 
s are difficult to census because they are sol­
nd occupy forested habitat. Thus, research 
s involved an intensive capture, marking re­
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 and radio collaring effort throughout the study 
hen research was initiated, we assumed that 
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ar population was static and at carrying capac­
as anticipated that the area would have a "core 
tion· of adults with stable home ranges with 
 sub-adults migrating or dispersing outside the 

ate, however, the research results (tentative) 
ot supported the original assumptions. After an 
ve effort, only 6 resident bears have been cap­
n the study area. The average density is low 
ly 1 bear per 20 square miles. These data 
 contrast with a black bear density of 1 bear 
 square miles found by another study in south 
 Colorado. 
ng the bears captured in the study at ROMO 
single adult female. The rest were sub-adult 
and females. An adult male has been observed 
area during breeding season, but has not yet 
aptured. It appears that his usual home range 
ide of the study area. Unfortunately this age 
re exhibits the classic symptoms of an 
d population. It appears that mortality is so 

upon adult bears in the study area that a stable 
tion and land tenure system cannot be estab­
 Sub-adult bears appear to be immigrating into 
a from outside. This scenario was not expected 
tional park and International Biosphere Re­

Thus, the research has raised a new question. 
bination of small park size, habitat encroach­
and human predation most likely caused the 
tion of two of the park's wide-ranging carni­
the wolf and griz.zly bear. Is the park's black 
opulation now at risk from similar pressures? 
research has not yet identified the underlying 
 of the 1984 bear problems. The source of the 

offsp
to de
bein
poor

Du
sear
capt
coun
thes
even

So
sear
sma
weig
aged
1985
date
of th

In 
tract
vatio
that 
area
beha
For e
hom
of th
trails
the h
num
throu
She 
she 
out o
ice Gruttadauria poses with a bear which she snared and tra
h the Pennsylvania Game Commission, has several hundre

18 
ationships 
in NP 

ring of the females in the area will be monitored 
termine their behavior. Also, weather records are 

g correlated with bear behavior to determine if 
 food years are related to bear incidents. 
ring the field seasons of 1985 and 1986, the re­

ch team was equipped and ready, not only to 
ure and mark bears, but to respond to any back­
try depredation with a capture effort. However, 

e years were relatively quiet with only a few bears 
 being sighted by park visitors. 
me additional information obtained by the re­

ch is noteworthy. The bears in the study area are 
ll in body size. The largest was a 3-year old male 
hing 180 pounds. The adult female, cementum 
 at 13 plus years, weighed only 108 pounds in 
. The single mortality of a radio-collared bear to 
 was of a sub-adult male, which wandered outside 
e park and was killed by a hunter. 
many parks bears are highly visible and are at­

ed to human use areas. At ROMO, visitor obser­
ns of bears are low. Radiotelemetry has revealed 
generally the black bears are secretive and avoid 
s of human use and developments. This type of 
vior can be considered a "model" for park bears. 
xample, one 4-year old female has an exclusive 

e range in one of the most heavily visited areas 
e park. Her range includes a ski area, several 
, several picnic grounds and a good portion of 
eavily used Trail Ridge Road. Although there are 
erous refuse cans and dumpsters scattered 
ghout the area, the little bear does not visit them. 
is seldom observed in the park at all. Instead, 

feeds on small patches of natural food and stays 
ating sub-adult males of 1984 could have been 
g of the single adult female or siblings which 
ated here from an outside area. The future 

f sight of roads and trails. At the time of her initial 
capture in the summer of 1985, she weighed 78 
pounds. When she was examined in her den during 
the winter of 1985-1 986, she weighed only 54 pounds. 
nquilized in the park. Janice, previously employed 
d bear captures to her credit. 



Small size is a curious phenomenon of the black 
bears at Rocky Mountain National Park. Biological 
technicians Bob Stark and Shelly Ament heft a tran­
quilized 3-year-old. 

This is considered to be an extreme weight loss. It is 
considered curious that this small bear's strategy for 
survival would be to risk starvation in the den and 
feed upon natural foods rather then forage upon read­
ily available, high energy, human refuse within her 
home range. 

The cause or causes of low bear densities in the 
study area are now being investigated. Four major 
factors appear to be involved. First, the Town of Estes 
Park is located adjacent to the eastern park boundary 
and increasing numbers of subdivisions, summer 
homes, condominiums, dude ranches and convention 
centers are being constructed here. These are usurp­
ing bear travel corridors and habitat. Second, there is 
apparent heavy hunting pressure on bears adjacent 
to the park. The only mortality of a park radio-collared 
bear to date was from outside hunting. Third, there is 
heavy visitor use of a concentrated network of roads 
and trails in the study area, which may cause distur­
bance to the bears. Many trails pass through produc­
tive patches of bear habitat. Fourth, in the park, forest 
fires have been suppressed for about 70 years. This 
has caused an increase in mature stands of forest 
and a decrease in patches of earlier stages of plant 
succession. The research is indicating that patches 
of earlier plant succession are important to the bears. 
Evaluation of the first two factors is important because 
they relate to the park's susceptibility in becoming an 
"ecological island" for the bears. 

Some mitigation of the risk of hunting pressure on 
the park bears has occurred recently. Information on 
the low bear densities in the park was provided to the 
Colorado State Division of Wildlife in 1986-during its 
consideration of bear hunting regulations. Sub­
sequently, the State placed more restrictions and 
lower limits on bear hunting in areas adjacent to the 

park. 

Also, a comprehensive fire management program 
is being planned for the park. When it is implemented, 
the reestablishment of the fire regime will create a 



mosaic of vegetation that includes early successional 
stages. An important by-product of this program will 
be bear habitat improvement. 

It could be argued that the park's bears are where 
management wants them; that is, with low densities 
and creating few problems with property or with vis­
itors. However, the NPS must also meet its preserva­
tion mandate for all species, including black bears. 
Thus, at ROMO, a new bear study is being selected 
in the park for additional censusing. This area contains 
more mesic forests, receives less visitor use, and is 
adjacent to large tracts of National Forest Land. A 
comparison of bear densities and population paramet­
ers between the two areas should clarify the status 

and trend of the park bear population. 
For ROMO, the black bear shows potential as an 

important "indicator species· for ecosystem health. It 
is hoped that the research will show the park is large 
enough. and contains sufficient habitat and bear num­
bers for a viable population. 

Ultimately the research should provide park mana­
gers with information from which to develop bear/ 
visitor management programs. Further, the study 
should have implications in regard to species/area 
size, bear habitat/fire management programs and 
bear management programs in other National Parks. 

McCutchen is a Research Scientist at Rocky Moun­
tain NP 


