Species Factsheet 4: American black bear (Ursus americanus)

American black bear, Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge North Carolina, USA
(US Fish & Wildlife Service - Steve Hillebrand)

OVERVIEW
American black bears are widely distributed throughout the forested areas of North America.
They are the continent’s smallest and most common bear and are present in 32 states of the
USA, in all provinces and territories of Canada except Prince Edward Island, and in northern
Mexico.
Most commonly found in forested areas, American black bears avoid open areas as trees
provide an excellent means of escape from the larger brown bear. They have however
become established on the tundra of northern Labrador in Canada, an area where there are
no brown bears.
Of medium size, the bears show a great deal of colour variation ranging from white, blonde,
cinnamon brown to dark chocolate brown or to jet black. They are omnivorous and usually
solitary, except for females with cubs.
Females reach sexual maturity at around three to four years and males a year or so later.
Mating takes place during June to August. After around 220 days the female gives birth
during hibernation, in the den, usually to a pair of cubs although litters of up to five cubs
have been reported. Cubs will normally be weaned at six to eight months, but will remain
with their mothers for around a year and a half during which time she will not become
pregnant again. Longevity in the wild is 20 to 25 years.
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STATUS
The most numerous bear species and classified as of “least concern” in the IUCN Red List.
The species is listed in Appendix II of CITES; however the subspecies Ursus americanus
emmonsii is listed in Appendix I.
DATA
Kingdom: Animalia
Phylum: Chordata
Class: Mammalia
Order: Carnivora
Family: Ursidae
Genus and species: Ursus americanus (Pallas, 1780)
Size: At shoulder typically 70 to 100 cm. For both sexes body length can range from
around 130 to 190cm.
Weight: Males 60 to 225 kg, although can be up to 300 kg, females 40 to 150 kg.
Life Expectancy: 20 to 25 years in the wild.
Also known as: See various subspecies names below.
DESCRIPTION
Medium-sized bear, usually black with a brown muzzle and often has a white chest patch.
Chocolate and cinnamon brown colour phases are also common. Bears with a white
(Kermode bears) and with a silver-blue (glacier bears) pelage also occur. The claws are
highly curved and strong.
RANGE
American black bears are found in 32 states of the United States, all the provinces and
territories of Canada with the exception of Prince Edward Island, and in northern Mexico.
RECOGNISED SUBSPECIES
California black bear(Ursus americanus californiensis)
Cinnamon bear (Ursus americanus cinnamomum)
Dall black bear (Ursus americanus pugnax)
Eastern black bear (Ursus americanus americanus)
Florida black bear (Ursus americanus floridanus)
Glacier bear (Ursus americanus emmonsii)
Haida Gwaii black bear (Ursus americanus carlottae)
Kenai black bear (Ursus americanus perniger)
Kermode bear or Spirit bear (Ursus americanus kermodei)
Louisiana black bear (Ursus americanus luteolus)
Mexican black bear (Ursus americanus eremicus)
New Mexico black bear (Ursus americanus amblyceps)
Newfoundland black bear (Ursus americanus hamiltoni)
Olympic black bear (Ursus americanus altifrontalis)
Vancouver Island black bear (Ursus americanus vancouveri)
West Mexico black bear (Ursus americanus machetes)


















For more information on each of the subspecies, see our website.
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EVOLUTION
The oldest fossil of a member of the genus Ursus found, so far, in North America has been
dated to just over five million years ago. The fossil is of a small bear which has been named
Ursus abstrusus. Whilst not certain, it seems likely that it is from this primitive bear that
Ursus americanus is descended. What is more certain is that black bears and sun bears
originated from a common ancestor around four and a half million years ago, with black
bears splitting into Asiatic and American species around 500,000 years later.
As well as the black bear there were two further genera of bears extant in the North
American continent at the same time. These were short-faced bears (Arctodus simus and
Arctodus pristinus) and Florida spectacled bears (Tremarctos floridanus). Possibly due to
more specialised habitat and dietary requirements these two genera became extinct during
the last glacial period 12,000 to 8,000 years ago.
Some scientists believe that black bears have become smaller over time but the fossil
evidence for this is confused and far from certain.

The giant short-faced bear (Arctos simus) with human size comparison
(Dantheman9758)

POPULATION HISTORY
Historically the American black bear occupied most of the continent, the only exceptions
being the desert southwest, the Arctic north and the Aleutian mountain range of Alaska. The
bears were largely if not completely confined to forested regions, probably because these
areas provided better protection from predation by the larger brown bears.
With the arrival of humans in North America the range of Ursus americanus began to reduce
but was probably little affected until the sixteenth century. With the growth in human
population and the resultant growth in agriculture, development and forestry, the rate of
range reduction accelerated up to the mid to late twentieth century when conservation
measures began to take effect.
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RANGE
Whilst black bears are found throughout Canada, (except Prince Edward Island), they have
been extirpated from southern Mexico and parts of the USA, most notably the Midwest,
mainly as a result of habitat loss and over-hunting. They are present in 41 US states and
there have been occasional sightings in at least three others.
Some populations are endangered and protected, notably the Louisiana black bear (Ursus
americanus luteolu) and Florida black bear (Ursus americanus floridanus).

Range map of the American Black Bear (Ursus Americanus) (Bobsibob)
For an up to date and detailed map of the distribution of Ursus americanus
click here to open the IUCN map viewer.
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POPULATION
It is estimated that there are at least 850,000 black bears in North America, with around 50%
in the USA (including Alaska) and the remainder in Canada and the northern half of Mexico.

Mexican black bear photographed in Big Bend National Park, Texas, USA
(US National Park Service - Lillie Cogswell)

HABITAT
Ursus americanus is generally found in forested areas at elevations up to around 2,100
metres and is thought to avoid more open areas as trees provide an excellent means of
escape from the larger brown bear. This theory is supported by the presence of American
black bears on the tundra of northern Labrador in Canada, an area where there are no
brown bears.
DIET
American black bears are omnivores and the majority of their diet consists of vegetation,
berries, acorns, nuts, roots, tubers and fruit. They will take carrion when found and some
populations prey upon young deer and moose calves. When available the bears also eat
fish, small mammals, reptiles, ants and honey.
SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR
The bears are usually solitary except during mating and in the case of mothers with cubs.
They will also congregate in areas where abundant supplies of food are available, for
example salmon runs and human garbage dumps.
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LIFE CYCLE
Mating generally takes place from late May to July and most American black bears enter a
state of hibernation or partial hibernation during the colder winter months. The young are
born in January or February in the winter den. Litters typically consist of two or three cubs
although larger numbers and single cubs have been observed. Cubs will remain with their
mother for around eighteen months, although they are weaned at between six to eight
months.
Females reach sexual maturity at around three to four years and males a year or so later.
Life expectancy in the wild is up to around 20 to 25 years but average life expectancy is
much lower at about ten years with females typically living longer than males.
For more specific descriptions of habitat, diet and life cycle please refer to our web pages for
each individual subspecies. Click here to go to our website.
CURRENT THREATS
Ursus americanus is listed as of “least concern” by the IUCN and, generally speaking, is not
under threat. Whist many states and provinces sanction annual hunts these are arguably
well regulated. The species are treated as game in all the Canadian provinces and
territories where they exist and in 29 US states (as at July 2015). Around 40,000 to 50,000
bears are killed by hunters annually. The American black bear is not hunted in Mexico,
although permits can be, and are, issued where the bears cause depredations.
Some small, isolated populations may be under threat of local extinction due mainly to lack
of numbers and the effects of fluctuating food resources. These are mostly in the southern
United States and in northern Mexico.
Conflicts with humans can pose a serious threat to black bear populations in some parts of
North America. These mainly occur when natural foodstuffs are scarce and bears move into
populated areas to seek out alternatives such as crops, garbage and food placed in birdfeeders. Such encounters frequently prove fatal to the bear or bears involved. Often these
conflicts occur in areas which were originally bear habitat prior to humans moving in to live,
work or grow crops.
Along with human encroachment and habitat loss, road building is also a threat. Bears are
killed in road traffic collisions and roads also can be barriers to the free movement of the
animals, particularly of boars during the mating season and of both sexes during cub
dispersal. Roads also provide easy access for hunters and poachers.
FUTURE THREATS
The problems of loss of habitat and road-building are likely to increase leading to more
negative bear-human interactions. They may also lead to the fragmentation and isolation of
some American black bear populations. The situation is likely to be exacerbated in a
number of places by increasing numbers of bears. It is therefore imperative that local and
national governments (Canada, USA and Mexico) provide sufficient funding to monitor
American black bear populations, to investigate and create new management techniques, to
provide public education, and to mitigate against potential conflicts through legislation (for
example mandating the use of bear-proof garbage containers).
The international poaching and trafficking of bear body parts for use in “traditional” medicine
already affects the American black bear and this threat seems likely to increase. Several US
and Canadian state and provincial governments allow the sale of bear parts taken by
hunters in their jurisdiction or transported in from elsewhere; there is a risk that this could
create opportunities for poachers to trade in illegally obtained bear body parts.
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New Mexico black bear photographed in the Sandia Mountains (© calopteryx via iNaturalist.org)

CONSERVATION
Whilst a number of conservation issues relate to only a few individual populations and subpopulations of American black bears, there are a number of critical factors which are more
generic:
 Habitat destruction and fragmentation
 Conflicts with humans (predominantly food-related)
 Poaching
 Hunting methodology and the motivation for allowing a “harvest”
 Climate change and its effect upon the ecology of bear habitat.
The IUCN Red List categorises American black bears as “of least concern”. This healthy
status can only be ensured by closely monitoring the individual bear populations, particularly
with regard to the above factors, and taking prompt conservation action when necessary.
Habitat protection and restoration
With a rapidly growing human population the pressures on American black bear habitat are
significant in many of the places where they are found. As with all bears, they are wideranging and require largely undisturbed habitat in order to thrive. In many parts of their
range human populations are increasing rapidly and development is encroaching upon
historic bear habitat which is destroyed or fragmented as a result.
In recent years there have been some positive signs regarding black bear habitat.
Significant areas which were previously used for agricultural purposes have been
abandoned and have begun to naturally revert to a more natural state, thus restoring
previous bear habitat. Whether or not this trend will continue remains to be seen and the
ongoing situation will need to be monitored.
7

American brown bear

www.bearconservation.org.uk

Working for Bears Worldwide

Reduction in conflicts through education and design
Unlike brown bears, American black bears quite often come into contact with humans on
what might be described as “human territory”; towns, villages and even cities. Conflicts also
occur in wilderness areas where humans either come into contact with bears accidentally or
as part of their work in forestry, agriculture, oil prospecting or mining.
When there are shortages of their natural foods bears will often begin exploring and foraging
in suburban or urban areas. Many states, provinces and counties have specific laws or
regulations designed to prevent conflicts arising and these commonly include the prohibition
of the use of bird feeders except during the winter when bears are hibernating. Laws
regulating the safe storage of garbage until collection day and the mandatory use of bearproof trash containers are also used to reduce the risks of human-bear conflicts.
Making those who live and work in “bear country” more bear aware through education
together with the increasing use of bear-proof trash containers and similar measures should
ensure that conflicts are minimised.

Florida black bear, Ocala National Forest, Florida, USA (remote camera)
(Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission)
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Fighting poaching and the illegal trade in bears and their body-parts
Historically American black bears were hunted with the explicit purpose of eliminating them
from the continent. As the 20th century progressed attitudes began to change and gradually
the bears came to be protected as big game animals. Hunting quotas, or in some cases
complete protection, were introduced on a state by state and province by province basis in
the USA and Canada. The Mexican government ended black bear hunting and afforded the
species full protection in 1985.
Since 1992 all American black bears have been listed in Appendix II of CITES and the
documentation of legal harvest is mandated for the import and export of body parts. This
listing is not designed specifically to protect American black bears, but rather other more
endangered species whose parts could otherwise be traded with false claims that they were
from American black bears. Nevertheless, there is mounting evidence that black bears are
increasingly threatened by poaching for their body parts.

In 2009 Ohio black bear poachers were apprehended by West Virginia Conservation Officers. The
above photograph shows Conservation Officer White, Sgt. Johnson, and Wildlife Manager Tom Pratt
with confiscated black bear remains and illegal bait (West Virginia Division of Natural Resources).
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Hunting
American black bears are treated as game in all the Canadian provinces and territories
where they occur and in 29 US states (as at July 2015). In a number of areas, for example
some of the eastern United States, human encroachment and increasing bear populations
make some form of population control inevitable. Given the choice between a managed cull
and a managed hunt, there are a number of factors which suggest that the hunt may be the
best solution, not least for the income generated by the sale of licences and permits which
can then be used for habitat conservation, population monitoring and conflict reduction
measures.
Worryingly, a number of states and provinces allow hunting in the spring, when bears are
newly emerged from hibernation, typically in a weakened state and hungry. Additionally
new-born cubs and cubs of the year will still be dependent upon their mothers during spring
hunts.
Hunting is a threat when the population being hunted is already under pressure, is reducing
for reasons other than hunting or where there is insufficient population data to be certain
what the effect of a hunt might be. It is essential, therefore that hunts are strictly controlled
and only permitted during designated and strictly enforced seasons. It should be a condition
of hunting permits and licences that, following a successful hunt, the hunter must submit
biological material (for example, a tooth) for ongoing population research and hunting data
maintenance. Most importantly, robust population data must be maintained and used to
determine "take" levels and whether or not the hunt should be discontinued, reduced or
expanded.
Ameliorating the effects of climate change
The amount of vegetation in the world, and the way it is spread across the planet, has
changed significantly in the last three decades and much of this is due to the changing
climate. With approximately 80 to 85 percent of their diet coming from vegetation, American
black bears are particularly vulnerable. Historically when foodstuffs failed or became locally
extinct the bears were able to relocate into new ranges, but this has become increasingly
difficult due to habitat fragmentation. In the short to medium term the best way to ameliorate
these effects is to restore and protect existing habitat and to create corridors between areas
of habitat. In the longer term it is to be hoped that the effects of climate change can be
halted and, ultimately, reversed.
LINKS
Appalachian Bear Rescue (ABR) is a black bear rehabilitation facility located just outside
of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park in the USA, ABR has been returning black
bears back to the wild since 1996. Each year black bears from US national parks and
surrounding areas are orphaned, injured or in need of medical care. ABR works to
rehabilitate these bears and release them back to the wild.
The Black Bear Conservation Committee’s mission is to promote the restoration of the
Louisiana Black Bear in its historic range through education, research, and habitat
management. A broad-based cooperative approach has made them successful.
The North American Bear Center is working to advance the long-term survival of bears
worldwide by replacing misconceptions with scientific facts about bears, their role in
ecosystems, and their relations with humans.
The North Shore Black Bear Society is based in Vancouver, Canada and works to reduce
human-bear encounters through education, cooperation, and community support.
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FURTHER READING
The Great American Bear by James Fair and Lynn Rogers (2008). A natural history of the
habitats, behaviour, biology, and relationships with civilization of American black bears.
Walking with Bears by Terry D DeBruyn (1999). Biologist Terry DeBruyn chronicles his six
seasons in Michigan's Upper Peninsula observing black bears for up to fifteen hours each
day, offering observations on such events as nursing, eating, feeding, climbing, playing, and
denning. Highly recommended.
Link to an excellent article, published in 2012 on the problems humans cause bears:
Problem bear dies; I hold the smoking gun
For further articles and papers on American black bears please refer to the "More
Information" sections for the various subspecies. Further books and other publications may
be added to this list from time to time.
CITATIONS
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