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  SWAN VALLEY BEAR NEWS 

 With the spring black bear hunting season and the 

Bear Wake Up Social marking the beginning of a new sea-

son in the valley, it’s time to talk about safety for both 

humans and bears. During the spring black bear hunting 

season, mother bears are caring for their three- to five-

month old, usually twin cubs. A cub is defined as a bear 

less than one year old. Unfortunately, at this age, cubs 

cannot survive without their mother. If mother bears are 

harvested during the spring black bear hunting season, 

these cubs will have few options. They will starve to 

death, become vulnerable to predation by other bears, or 

become problem bears as they are looking for food in in-

appropriate places. 

      The Montana Wildlife Center in Helena rehabilitates 

abandoned cubs. Most people have not had the opportu-

nity to learn much about wildlife rehabilitation, yet reha-

bilitation can be an important wildlife management tool. 

Wildlife rehabilitation is the care and treatment of wild-

life that are abandoned, injured or sick, with the intention 

of safely delivering them back to their natural habitat, 

without becoming habituated to humans. Occasionally, 

the Center receives cubs that have been abandoned as a 

result of their mother being hit by a car or dying from 

natural causes. In 2008, a limit of 20 bear cubs was set, 

Spring brings challenges for bears and people  
by Jessica Kissner, a Landscape and Livelihood 2008 alumni of Northwest Connections and a senior in animal ecology at Iowa State 

and the Center housed 13 cubs that year. Every cub came 

as a direct result of the spring black bear hunting season. 

Cubs are kept in gated, outdoor enclosures where they 

grow and are cared for until the winter months, when 

they begin to hibernate in man-made hibernation boxes. 

Rehabilitators relocate these boxes during the winter 

months near where each bear was originally found. In the 

spring, the bears will awaken from their hibernation and 

be on their way. 

In the interest of public safety and out of respect for 

the wildlife around us, it is important to be  aware of the 

signs of a mother bear having cubs. A  mother bear will 

be lactating and may be particularly defensive. A com-

mon misconception is that if a mother bear does not have 

cubs with her, she does not have cubs at all. As it turns 

out, bears stash their cubs while they search for food, in 

order to protect their young from other bears. It is neces-

sary for bear hunters to observe a bear for awhile, in or-

der to make sure the bear does not have cubs. Harvesting 

a bear with cubs is illegal, and thus a lose-lose situation 

for bears and humans. For information on safe and lawful 

black bear hunting in Montana, you can visit Montana 

Fish, Wildlife & Parks’ Web site at http://fwp.mt.gov. 

Orphaned black bear cubs are rehabilitated  
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Hibernation boxes are used to relocate rehabilitated  

black bears to their natural habitat. 



 

Spring Bear Wake Up Social 
 
Join SWAN VALLEY BEAR RESOURCES for a fun and 
informative evening!  Learn about the most up- to- date 
research and information related to bears in the Swan.  
Hosted by Bear Ranger MARK RUBY, guest speakers 
include Tim Manley (FWP) and Jeff Stetz  (USGS). 
 

When:  Thursday, April 22, 5- 8 p.m. 
Where:  Swan Valley Community Hall 

 
FREE Admission and Appetizers 
Food will be served at 5:30 p.m. 
RSVPs requested, call 754-3137 
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Bear Troubles, Who to Call 
 
      Tim Manley  
   Grizzly Bear Management Specialist  

   Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks  (FWP) 

   Cell Phone:     (406) 250-1265 

   Home  Phone: (406) 892-0802 

 

      Eric Wenum   

   Black Bear and Mountain Lion Specialist  

   Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks  (FWP) 

   Cell Phone:     (406) 250-0062 

   Home Phone:  (406) 756-1776 

   Office Phone: (406) 752-5501 Kalispell R-1 

 

              Emergencies 

   Dial 911 if you live in Seeley Lake or Condon. 

      If you live in Swan Lake dial 886-2324. 

 

Bears Delay For Better Results 
 by Mark Ruby, Swan Valley Bear Ranger 

Flying low over the North Fork of the Flathead River, 

Dave Hoerner exclaims, “Wow, that is a big bear.”  Once 

an Alaska bush pilot and now a Montana wildlife pilot, 

Dave is particularly good at spotting animals at just about 

any elevation from the Cessna 185 we are currently riding 

in. Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Grizzly Bear Manage-

ment Specialist Tim Manley and Dave Hoerner are track-

ing radio-collared grizzly bears, especially females, to 

count cubs that have been born in the den over the win-

ter. In the back seat, I am just along for the ride. 

  “We need a closer look at her,” Dave decides as the 

plane banks to make a shallow pass over the radio-

collared female. As the plane comes low over the bear, the 

large bear-shaped blob on the ground slowly gains defini-

tion and becomes two bear-shaped blobs. One stacked on 

top of the other. Two grizzly bear heads swivel in unison 

as the plane passes by.  Despite the grin on my face, I 

can’t help but feel a little embarrassed for them. “Caught 

in the act,” I laugh as we fly south to chase the next fre-

quency. 

 In Montana, grizzly bears breed between late April 

and early July. The mammal is polygamous. Males breed 

with multiple females, sometimes battling with competi-

tors for the right to breed. While mating occurs in the 

spring and early summer, gestation does not occupy the 

entire length of time between mating and when  the cubs 

are born the following winter. Bears delay implantation. 

The fertilized egg does not implant in the uterine wall 

until late autumn. About two months after this implanta-

tion, the cubs are born in the den. 

 Why the delay? The delay is a type of evolutionary 

survival mechanism. Bears must have energy built up to 

survive the winter. This energy, in the form of a fat layer, 

will be the sole source of sustenance for the bear to live on 

in the den for 5-6 months. Foraging to build enough fat 

for self survival is a challenging task, let alone budgeting 

additional energy to nourish cubs that will be born in the 

den and be completely dependent on the mother. Thus 

the strategy of delayed implantation is an effective one 

for bears. If the mother is under severe stress or under-

nourished, the egg or eggs will be reabsorbed. If the 

mother is fat and healthy, the fertilized egg or eggs will 

implant. Often the number of cubs a mother bear rears is 

a reflection of how healthy the bear is going into the den. 

 Delayed implantation has distinct advantages. Cubs 

are born in the den during hibernation. For this reason, 

autumn is the best time for the bear’s body to assess 

whether there is enough stored fat to nurse cubs through 

the remainder of hibernation. When cubs are born they 

weigh approximately 17 ounces (500 grams). The small 

cubs are helpless at birth and will continue to nurse from 

the mother for the next 1.5 to 2.5 years. Mating is  also an 

energy costly engagement. Mating in the spring allows 

bears the time for intense feeding efforts in the fall, a last 

minute calorie cram to fatten up for hibernation. 

 Bears are not the only mammals to utilize delayed im-

plantation as a reproductive strategy. Other animals such 

as the wolverine, fisher, and walrus exhibit delayed im-

plantation. The strategy is observed across different spe-

cies and some research suggests that delayed implanta-

tion is more prevalent in seasonal climates. However, 

evolutionary research has been tentative about pointing 

to seasonal food availability as the sole environmental 

selective mechanism responsible for the evolution of de-

layed implantation as a life history trait. 
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Be A Good Neighbor and Help Bears Too ! 

Swan Valley Bear Resources is looking to place more 

bear-resistant garbage containers in the Swan Valley. The 

containers are 65 gallons and have a self-latching lid that 

prevents bears from receiving a food reward from your 

garbage container, and keeps animals from spreading 

your household garbage across the valley.    

These containers are available for loan at the Swan 

Ecosystem Center. We’ll need your name, physical and 

mailing address, phone number, plus email if available. 

These containers have been purchased with grant dollars 

and are available to anyone in the community. Funds 

from contributions or actual purchases will go towards 

purchasing additional containers for valley residents. 

Using a bear-resistant garbage container can help 

keep your neighborhood free of bears and prevent other 

Help Us with the Bear -Resistant Garbage Container Inventory  
  

Name (please print):___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Physical and Mailing Addresses :_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Phone: __________________________________    Email : ____________________________________________________________ 

 

Container #  (numbers and letters imprinted on side): ______________________________________________________________ 

 

Date of receipt (approximate): _________________________________Loaner _____________   Owner   ___________________ 

  

We Deliver!  If you do not have a bear-resistant garbage container, Mark Ruby, Swan Valley Bear Ranger, may be able to 

deliver a container to your home. He will GPS the location  and offer to assess other possible attractants. 

 

Would you like to check -out a bear resistant container?  NO ___________   YES__________   (Mark will contact you first.) 

Permission for Bear Managers to Enter My Property  
 
  Landownerôs name(s) :_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  Permanent address: _______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  Local physical address:  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  Telephone number(s): ____________________________________________Email:___________________________________________________ 

  Swan Valley telephone number: ____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  Permission granted until revoked by landowner(s)  Check here: ________ 

  Or time period during which access is permitted (month/day/year through month/day/year)__________________________________________ 

   

  Signature(s):  ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Swan Ecosystem Center will return this form to Tim Manley, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, 490 N. Meridian, Kalispell, MT 59901 

wildlife from finding food rewards. Securing all garbage 

will limit the number of attractants available to bears. 

Swan Valley Bear Resources will continue to address 

conflicts with bears and other wildlife. Mark Ruby, Swan 

Valley Bear Ranger, will GPS the location of each bear-

resistant garbage container. He will compare areas of bear 

conflict with mapping of the bear-resistant garbage con-

tainers to see if they are making a difference. 

Swan Valley Bear Resources needs to update their 

records, confirming who has and are actively using their 

bear-resistant garbage containers. Please fill out the form 

in the box below; fold this sheet in thirds and add a 1st 

class stamp. Or bring this to the Spring Bear Wake Up 

Social on Thursday, April 22nd from 5-8 PM at the  Swan 

Valley Community Hall to enter to win the door prize. 



 

FWP COLLABORATES TO LEARN MORE ABOUT URBAN BEARS  
by Diane Tipton , Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Statewide Information Officer 
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SWAN VALLEY BEAR RESOURCES  
6887 Highway 83 

Condon, MT 59826 

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks is collaborating 

with the University of Montana to learn more about the 

secret lives of urban bears. 

 “Urban bears, those that live near and sometimes 

enter cities like Missoula, Kalispell or Bozeman, live mys-

terious lives,” said Jamie Jonkel, FWP bear manager in 

Missoula. “There is a lot we don’t know about their be-

havior compared to that of wild bears.” 

To learn more, FWP assisted UM wildlife biology 

graduate student Jerod Merkle to set up a three-year re-

search project. 

Merkle mapped more than 900 bear conflicts re-

ported to FWP by callers in the Missoula area between 

2003 and 2008. 

“Once mapped, it was possible to better identify 

and study how landscape features like riparian areas and 

water, small and large forest patches, and housing den-

sity may have played a role in those conflicts,” Merkle 

said. 

Merkle found that seeing a bear, or getting into a 

conflict with a bear:  

¶ increases when the housing density is between 

two and three houses per acre and decreases if 

that density shrinks or grows, 

¶ increases the closer to water the location is and 

decreases the further away from large patches of 

forest the location is. 

Merkle’s research model confirmed what common 

sense and close observation would suggest—the higher 

quality the habitat, the more likely a conflict. 

“We still have work to do to fully understand what, 

in an urban bear’s view, is high-quality habitat,” Merkle 

said. “For example, you might think the more homes per 

acre, the more garbage generated, the more likely an ur-

ban bear would be to get into a conflict there. Instead, we 

found that urban bears are most likely to get into conflicts 

in areas where there are two to three houses per acre.” 

Merkle also worked with FWP to GPS collar 10 Mis-

soula area black bears to observe how these bears use the 

urban landscape. GPS collars report the exact location of a 

bear to a site on the Internet every three hours. 

“We’re only half way through the study, but we are 

noticing that bears generally seem to visit urban areas at 

night and stay in the more natural areas during the day,” 

he said. 

So far the data also suggests that bears spend most 

of their time in a natural setting, but at certain times of 

the year, for example in the fall, they reverse that behav-

ior and use urban areas almost exclusively. 

Jonkel is looking forward to the conclusion of the 

research this fall. He said a better understanding of urban 

bears will help him and other FWP bear managers around 

the state direct time and money where and when it will 

make the most difference for people and for bears. 

The research will also help FWP contribute more 

valuable information to city and county planners, during 

subdivision hearings and in setting up “bear buffer 

zones” for refuse management, as the City of Missoula 

did recently. 

 

Place first 

class stamp 

here 



 

October 25th marked the first day of Montana’s 2009 

general big game hunting season. That morning I joined 

my friend and colleague, Mark Ruby, for a trip to the up-

per Clearwater.  

Ruby, the Swan Valley Bear Ranger, had picked up a 

mortality signal from a radio-collared grizzly bear during 

an overhead flight earlier that week. Prior to “opening 

day, ”we had already made a trip to the upper Clearwater 

to look for it. I enjoy assisting Ruby with radio collar re-

trievals. It’s a good excuse to get out into the woods, but I 

especially like piecing together all the different bear sign 

that we inevitably come across while searching for a 

given collar. I think of it as detective 

work, and treat the accumulation of 

sign as evidence of what the bear was 

doing in and around the time it 

dropped its collar. Over the years, 

Ruby and I have seen places where a 

bear has torn up a mountain side forag-

ing on glacier lilies and spring beauties; 

an area where a bear sat for days on a 

large whitetail buck carcass. Ruby once 

found a collar in a bear den. While it 

can feel like trying to find a needle in a 

haystack, each retrieval provides a 

unique opportunity to learn about bear behavior. 

On this particular outing, locating the collar wasn’t a 

problem. Using a portable radio antennae and receiver, 

we tracked the signal down on foot. When we came upon 

the collar, we found it lying on the forest floor in a patch 

of regenerating lodgepole pine and western larch. The 

ground cover was dominated by clumps of beargrass, 

which immediately caught my eye because the tufts of 

beargrass were all turned over in a similar fashion one 

would expect from a rototiller. Next to the radio collar 

were the remains of a bear carcass. Recognizing the seri-

ousness of the situation and the need for a proper investi-

gation, Ruby and I decided to leave the scene unmolested. 

When we returned on “opening day,” we were joined 

by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks’ bear biologist Jamie 

Jonkel and game warden Bill Koppen. They followed be-

hind us as we drove as close to the site as we could get; 

then we headed out on foot. Koppen grabbed a metal de-

tector and Jonkel stuffed his pockets full of heavy-duty 

trash bags. We all grabbed our bear spray. 

When we arrived at the scene, Koppen began comb-

ing the area with his metal detector. Shortly thereafter, 

Jonkel handed out latex gloves, indicating that it was time 

for Ruby and me to get our hands dirty. With the help of 

Jonkel, who as far as I could tell had been necropsying 
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bear carcasses since he was a kid, (which is not surprising 

if you know his father), we examined the carcass. While 

the nature of the overturned earth strongly suggested 

caching behavior by a bear, I asked Jonkel what else we 

should be looking for to determine if another bear had in 

fact killed this one. He told us that the first thing he looks 

for is a fight scene, and the second thing to look for is 

wound trauma on the hide. More specifically, he told us 

to look for bite wounds on and around the neck and arm-

pit areas. While we weren’t able to pinpoint the location 

of a fight scene, we did conduct a thorough examination 

of the hide, and just as Jonkel had explained, the neck and 

armpit areas were riddled with punc-

ture wounds. 

After not finding any bullet fragments 

with his metal detector, Koppen de-

clared the situation was not a crime 

scene, bid us farewell and hurried back 

for what I can only assume was a busy 

afternoon ahead of him. From there, 

Jonkel, Ruby, and I bagged up all the 

remains and headed out ourselves. 

The radio collar belonged to a young 

male grizzly that bear managers had 

named “Little Leonard” when they first 

live-trapped and fitted him with a radio collar. Due to the 

condition of the collar and its proximity to the bear car-

cass when we found it, I had been operating under the 

assumption that Little Leonard had been killed and eaten 

by another bear. It wasn’t until a couple of days later that 

Ruby called to inform me that Little Leonard was still 

alive. As it turned out, the carcass that we examined was 

a black bear, accurately identified by FWP’s Rick Mace. 

The black bear was likely killed and consumed by the real 

Little Leonard. To complicate matters, the collar must 

have slipped off Little Leonard’s neck at some point dur-

ing the fight struggle or subsequent feeding activity. 

Due to the fact that the hide was pulled inside-out, 

we never actually got a look at the front claws, which 

would have been an obvious indicator of bear species.  

The rest of the carcass was so torn up and dirty from the 

feeding and caching activity that there were not a lot of 

other clues with which to work. 

While the whole set of events makes perfect sense in 

hindsight, I learned a good lesson about jumping to con-

clusions without considering all the possibilities.  Thanks 

to Little Leonard, I will think twice before making that 

mistake again. 

Radio collar with bear remains in background. 

Lessons from Little Leonard  
by Adam Lieberg, Northwest Connections 
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THE BEARS NEED YOUR HELP 
Swan Valley Bear News is funded in large part by private dona-

tions. To donate, please send a check earmarked ñBearsò to Swan 

Ecosystem Center, 6887 Highway 83, 

Condon, MT 59826. To donate by credit 

card, contact us at (406) 754-3137. 

 

 

Visit our Swan Valley Bear Resources link      

at SwanEcosystemCenter.org. 

¶ Haul garbage to the dump as often as possible. 

¶ Feed pets inside. If this is not feasible, do not leave uneaten 

pet food outside, especially overnight. 

¶ Keep pet food, garbage, human food, and all odorous food-

like items secure in a sturdy building away from doors and 

windows, in a bear-proof container or elevated in an Alaska-

style cache. 

¶ Keep coolers, refrigerators, or freezers inside, even if empty! 

¶ Clean and securely store barbecue grills.  

¶ Do not leave food or garbage in your vehicle. 

¶ It is best not to feed birds in summer or fall. If you must, 

(bird species that live here do not require feeding) place only 

a small amount of seed into the feeder each day so that it will 

be completely consumed before dark.  

¶ Bring hummingbird feeders in at night and while youôre 

away. An alternative to hummingbird feeders is a bright bas-

ket of flowers such as fuchsias.  

¶ Clover attracts bears. Avoid planting clover.  It is not native 

to the Swan Valley, and is becoming a favorite food of bears. 

¶ Grain attracts bears. Avoid feeding deer grain. Supplemental 

feeding interferes with a deerôs ability to digest natural 

foods, and deer attract mountain lions, an additional threat. 

¶ If you have a vegetable garden, especially carrots, consider 

placing an electric fence around the perimeter, or hang 

ñcritter-gitters.ò Pull carrots by September 15th, a magic 

carrot hour according to Tim Manley. 

¶ Compost piles are not recommended. 

¶ Avoid using bone meal on gardens. 

¶ Do not leave fish entrails along streams or trails. Puncture 

the air bladder and sink the entrails in deep water, or pack 

them out. 

¶ Hang game in a very secure building or Alaska-style cache. 

Butcher meat as soon as possible. If you must hang meat 

outside, hang it at least 10 feet off the ground and 4 feet 

away from tree trunks. 

¶ Pick fruit as it ripens. Pick-up fruit off the ground. 

¶ If there is a bear in your yard and it doesnôt appear to be just 

passing through, make noise by banging pots and pans to-

gether and shouting to try to encourage the bear to leave.   

Do not approach any bear. 

¶ A general guideline: anything with an odor, even if it is not 

food-related can attract bears to your property. Keep any-

thing with an odor in a secure place (bears can get into motor 

oil, antifreeze, gasoline, paint, and cleaning agents). Check 

outdoor saunas for shampoo, soap and toothpaste. 
     

  Thanks for all your efforts being a good neighbor! 

Be A Good Neighbor and  

Help Prevent Bear Problems  
Each of us is responsible for ensuring that we do not encourage  

problem behaviors among bears. Here are some tips:    
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