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THIS BOOK cannot and does not alert you to all the hazards of the mountains. It is a learning tool and should be read and studied as a supplemental source only. It is not a substitute for professional instruction, an experienced mentor, or, most importantly, the wilderness experience itself. If you decide to participate in the activities described in this book, the risk and responsibility for the outcome are solely yours. No one associated with the publication of this book, including NOLS, John Gookin, and Tom Reed, accepts responsibility for any injury or property damage that may result from participation in such activities.
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Introduction

Welcome to bear country! Bears are clever, powerful, and magnificent animals. Like people, each bear is unique, so the advice in this book is general in nature and can’t prepare you for every behavior of every bear. Since 1965, NOLS has camped in bear country for over three million nights with only one injury directly caused by a bear, so the practices used by NOLS to camp and hike in bear country are based on significant experience. We also stay in touch with some of the world’s top bear scientists and have taken a leadership role in developing techniques that help us coexist with wild bears. But even with this cumulative expertise, we still consider ourselves to be constant students of bear behavior.

Our most important attitude is one best explained by the Koyukon people of Alaska. Anthropologist Richard Nelson’s book Make Prayers to the Raven: A Koyukon View of the Northern Forest portrays the Koyukon people living harmoniously with bears for thousands of years. We are visiting bears in their home, and if we learn about bears and respect them in their natural habitat, our two species can coexist.

Your decision to camp in bear country comes with responsibilities to camp and hike in ways that respect the natural activities of bears. This isn’t as complicated as it might seem. It takes a little knowledge about bears and a lot of self-discipline. Campers who respect the natural habits of bears can usually coexist with bears with few problems. Keep the following points in mind:

A fed bear is a dead bear. Bears that receive food from humans, intentionally or not, develop dangerous unnatural habits and are often destroyed. In some areas, wildlife managers try moving them away from human activity first, but a lot of these bears do eventually get euthanized. Many wildlife managers have given up on attempts to move problem animals, because in their areas it just postpones the inevitable once a bear has been conditioned by humans to seek us out for food.

A fed bear is a deadly bear. Wild bears have very few interactions with people. They usually avoid us like the plague. But once people start feeding bears, these bears become food-conditioned and habituated to people. Wild bears that become more comfortable around people are extremely dangerous. Studies have shown that many bear-caused human injuries are associated with habituated, food-conditioned bears (Herrero, 2002). The people who get hurt by these bears are often not the folks who give the bears the most food initially, but the future campers who are approached by these habituated bears.

Bears have an incredible sense of smell.

One summer a whale washed ashore from the Beaufort Sea and shortly thereafter satellite-tracked polar bears started swimming towards it from up to 120 km (75 miles) away. Sense of smell is much more significant for bears than for people. Once bears get a small food reward and associate that food’s smell with the smell of humans, they easily detect your food (and you) from miles away. They also are curious about smells and might come exploring if they smell something new.

Problem bears aren’t born that way; they are trained by people. Campers who have sloppy camps or somehow give bears positive rewards for coming near humans cause most backcountry bear problems. A lack of negative consequences associated with coming near people leads to habituation. The bears learn to associate food with the smell of humans, and the rewards condition the bears to become more comfortable around people. This is elementary bear psychology.

Bears fear other bears. Bear ecologists say that when bears have nightmares they don’t dream of humans, they dream of other bears. Thirteen to forty-four percent of young grizzly bears get killed by an adult bear, depending on the region (Schwartz, Miller & Haroldson, 2003, p. 590). Since bears usually have twins, many surviving bears have seen a brother or sister get killed by another bear. This has some important effects on bear behavior:


		sows are extremely protective of their cubs, and

		bears that are surprised by humans often react to defend themselves.



Most bears avoid encounters with other aggressive animals. Bears often view people simply as they would another bear: some are threats, and some are not.

A bear is not just a bear. In low-density areas (with fewer bears per square kilometer), bears are used to more personal space. In high-density areas, bears are used to less personal space. We refer to how close another bear, or a person, needs to get to a bear before it displays an obvious response to intrusion into its personal space as its overt response distance. For comparison, in Katmai National Park, where you might see 40 to 60 bears per day, bears only require 50 to 100 meters of personal space. But in interior Alaska, where there is a much lower density of bears, they might need a kilometer or more of personal space. Always check in with the local land managers about how to deal effectively with the bears in their specific areas, and as a general rule, keep your distance.

We hope this small book of bear essentials will help you learn about bears so you will understand them well enough to coexist with them peacefully. If you continue to camp in bear country, pick up more books about bears to learn as much as you can about them and about what has gone wrong with bear-human interactions in the past. We hope you enjoy being a lifelong learner about bear camping as much as we do.
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