The Bear Necessities

Polar Bears

Population and Distribution

The polar bear is found in areas in the Northern Hemisphere including Russia, Norway, Greenland, the United States and Canada. They prefer to live where the seas meet the shoreline. In this environment, there is constant freezing and thawing of ice. Within this area there are areas of open water called leads. Seals often live in these areas. Since seals are the polar bears’ favorite prey, this is another reason they prefer to live here. 

There are between 20,000 and 40,000 polar bears in the world today. Canada has the largest population at about 15,000 living in the Canadian arctic areas of the Hudson Bay—James Bay regions. There had been a sharp decline in the number of bears due to hunting, but there is now a conservation treaty in Norway, Russia, Greenland, the United States and Canada to save the bears. Thanks to this treaty, the bears are enjoying a stable population. 

Vital Statistics

The polar bear joins the grizzly or brown bear as being one of the largest members of the bear family. However, within the population of polar bears, there is a wide range of size. The average height of an adult polar bear is about 3 ½ feet when on all fours and they are about 8 ¼ to 11 ½ feet long. Female bears weigh in at about 660 pounds while their male counterparts weigh between 1100 and 1320 pounds. They can get even larger than that. There is a record of a male polar bear weighing over 2200 pounds. Polar bears live to be 25 years old and sometimes even older. 
	Polar Bears – Summary of Vital Statistics

	Average Height

	3 ½ feet (on all fours)
	8 ½ - 11 ½ feet long

	Average Weight

	Females
	660 pounds

	Males
	1100-1320 pounds

	Average Lifespan

	25 years


Physical Characteristics

The polar bear has a very muscular and compact body. Their neck muscles are very developed to help them keep their heads above the water. Relative to their body, they have very small heads. Their ears and tail are covered in fur and are very short to prevent them from freezing. 

Polar bears have very large forepaws with diameters of about 12 inches. These paws have some webbing enabling them to move very quickly in the water. Their hind feet are a little smaller and are covered with fur to help them move quickly on the ice. The polar bear’s forelegs are very powerful allowing them to break through seal dens or flip a large seal out of the water. They can still run at about 25 miles per hour in short bursts when necessary. The polar bear is a carnivore and has developed a large stomach with a capacity of over 150 pounds. 

The polar bear was hunted furiously for its fur, which varies from pure white to a more yellow hue. This coloration is very important as camouflage as they hunt on the ice. The coat of the bear has two layers. The soft, fine under coat is white and helps to insulate the bears. The longer outer coat consists of hollow guard hairs that help the bears float when they are swimming. The skin itself is black to help the bears retain what heat they can. 
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Swimming Ability

Polar bears are very well adapted to the water. They are able to swim more than 60 miles without resting. They use their forepaws to do the work and their back paws as steering rudders. Their average swimming speed is about 6 miles per hour. When they dive, they can stay submerged for up to two minutes and dive to depths of 15 feet. When they are underwater, they close their nostrils and flatten their ears but leave their eyes open to see their prey. They have been known to jump out of the water as high as 7 to 8 feet to surprise a seal lying on the ice. 

Diet and Food Sources

Polar bears eat meat almost exclusively. They eat mostly ringed seals and bearded seals, but will occasionally eat a walrus pup. They kill a seal about once every few days. When food is scarce, they can go for weeks without eating. The large stomach capacity allows them to store unexpectedly large meals to tide them over during food shortages. When the ice has melted for the season, the bears find themselves on land and during this particularly lean time, the bears scavenge for food. They try and find washed up carrion, bird eggs, rodents, berries and anything else that they can find. 

Home Range

The home range is the area an animal travels in its normal activities of gathering food, mating and caring for its young. Polar bears have very large home range. They cover very long distances in their constant search for seals. An individual polar bear may cover a 100,000 square mile area during its life. The home range varies from year to year with the locations of seal population and the condition of the ice. It is very common for home ranges of individual bears to overlap, as they do not defend their territory. 

Reproduction

Female polar bears become sexually active in their fifth or sixth year and males in their eighth year. Mating occurs on the ice between late March and mid-July. The ovum does not implant itself to the uterine wall for about six months after fertilization, usually sometime around September. The cubs are born while the mother is in hibernation sometime in December or January. There are usually one to four cubs born each year. They are totally blind, hairless and very small at birth. They usually only weigh 21 to 25 ounces and are about the size of a chipmunk when they are born. The cubs develop rapidly and leave the den with their mother in late March or early April weighing in at about 22 to 33 pounds. 

Baby and Adolescent Mortality

Many polar bear cubs die during their first few years of life due to starvation, disease and injury. The cubs usually stay with their mother for the first two and a half years and sometimes up to 3 and a half years. The survival of the cubs depends in large part on the ability of the mother to protect them and teach them what to eat, how and where to catch it, where to den (in the case of females) and how to cope with the many dangers out on the ice. 

As adolescents, the bears are still in danger. The mother drives them off when she is ready breed again. They must become self-sufficient very quickly to survive the winter. Siblings will often stay together the first winter after their mother drives them off. 

Hibernation

The only polar bears who hibernate are the pregnant females. They enter a winter den and hibernate for 4 to 6 months. Other bears may build temporary shelters if there is an extremely severe winter storm or to avoid summer heat and insects. 

Before hibernating, the pregnant female will try and put on as much reserve fat as possible to survive and raise her cubs during the hibernation. She usually digs a den in a south-facing slope a short distance from the coast. The den has a long entry tunnel with a chamber about 6 ½ to 10 feet long. The temperature in the chamber can rise above freezing due, in combination, to the heat given off by the mother and insulation of the snow. During hibernation, the bears lose a great deal of weight. It is not uncommon for a female with cubs to lose as much as 40% of her weight. When she initially emerges from the den, she is typically lethargic and begins hunting very soon. 

Giant Pandas

Population and Distribution

The giant panda presently only exists in six small areas in China. They live on bamboo, which grows in cold, damp, coniferous forests at elevations of between 4,000 and 11,000 feet. It is believed that there are between 700 and 1,000 giant pandas alive in the wild. The bears move to new locations as the bamboo goes through natural die-off periods in search of other bamboo stands. 

Vital Statistics

Giant pandas are large bears having a length of between 5 ¼ and 6 feet. Males weigh between 176 and 276 pounds while the females typically weigh between 140 and 220 pounds. In the wild, the life expectancy of a giant panda is thought to be 25 years or more because they have few natural enemies. 

Physical Characteristics

Pandas have very heavy bodies with massive heads. They have short tails and rounded ears. They move in a very slow deliberate manner as a sedentary bear. If they are startled, they will trot at a slow pace to escape danger. The jaws of the panda are very muscular and the molars are very large. This combination allows them to crush plant material, even tough stalks. Both the throat and stomach have developed a tough lining to protect them from injury due to bamboo splinters. 

The panda’s forepaws are very flexible. They have a large wrist bone that works similarly to an opposable thumb. This allows the panda to manipulate the bamboo leaves and stems with great precision. Their hind feet do not have a heel pad, as you would find in the other bear species. 

Their fur is basically white with black patches on their eyes, ears, legs, feet, chest and shoulders. In their natural environment, this coloration provides camouflage. It is also believed that this coloration serves as a warning to other pandas to stay away because they are very solitary animals. The panda coat is thick and coarse. The outer layer is very coarse and oily to the touch. The inner layer is very dense and wooly. The coat is designed to protect the animals in the cool and damp climate. 
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Diet and Food Sources
Panda bears will eat a variety of different plants, but 99% of their diet consists of over 15 varieties of bamboo leaves, stems, and shoots. Because their intestinal system is very inefficient, they must eat very large amounts of bamboo to get sufficient nutrition to survive. They feed between 12 and 16 hours each day eating 22 to 40 pounds of bamboo leaves and stems. If they are eating only bamboo shoots, they need to eat 84 pounds each day to survive. 

Home Range

The home range of the giant panda is relatively small at only 1 ½ to 2 ½ square miles. An individual panda shares its home range with other bears. Females have even smaller ranges than the males at 75 to 100 acres. The males’ home ranges overlap home ranges of several females. 

Reproduction

Females mature when they are between 5 and 7 years old. Mating season usually begins in late March and continues into May. Like the polar bear, the ovum of the panda bear does not implant itself to the uterine wall for a few months after fertilization, usually sometime around June or July. In August or September, the female delivers one or two cubs. When born, panda bear cubs are blind and very small weighing only 3 to 4 ½ ounces. They are covered with a fine white fur that develops into the typical panda coloration by the time they are one month old. The mother uses the maternity den for about 1 ½ months to nurse the cub. The cubs begin eating bamboo by the time they are 6 months old and are fully weaned by the time they are 9 months old. At one year old, the cubs typically weigh about 75 pounds. 

Baby and Adolescent Mortality

Giant panda cubs are very vulnerable while the mother is away from the den feeding on bamboo. Many become the victims of predators in the area. The cubs stay with their mother for the first year and a half at which point she drives them off to breed again. The survival of the cubs depends on the mother’s ability to protect them and teach them what they need to know to survive in the wild. 

Hibernation

Giant pandas do not hibernate for two reasons. First, their food source is not high enough in calories and protein to produce sufficient fat reserves to last during a hibernation period. Second, they live in an area where food is available year round. 

Grizzly Bears

Population and Distribution

Of all the bear species, the grizzly bear (also known as the brown bear) has the widest distribution in the world. They are found throughout most of the Northern Hemisphere including North America and Eurasia. They prefer mountain forests, open meadows and large river valleys. Their range originally spanned from the arctic seacoasts southward to Mexico, Spain, Italy and Iran. There is also a brown bear population on one of the Japanese islands. 

There are currently somewhere between 125,000 and 150,000 brown bears throughout the world. These bears have been eliminated from many of their possible habitat areas as humans have developed these areas. The stronghold of the brown bear is believed to be in the coniferous forests of Eurasia (primarily in the countries that comprised the former Soviet Union). It is estimated that about 100,000 brown bears still occupy those areas. 

The North American population of brown bears has declined dramatically. There are only between 40,000 and 50,000 brown bears left and most of those are located north of the lower 48 states of the United States. The bears seem to be evenly distributed between the western provinces of Canada and Alaska. 

Vital Statistics

The size and weight of the brown is variable depending on the availability of food and climactic conditions. Adults stand about 3 ½ feet tall when on all fours and are about 6 ½ to 7 feet long. Their weight is highly variable. The typical range is from 330 to 825 pounds. Males may weigh up to two times as much as females. The lifespan of brown bears in the wild can be 25 years or more. 

Physical Characteristics

The body of the brown bear is stout and very muscular. They have a big head, short tail, small rounded ears and a hind foot with five toes. They can be very quick when they need to be reaching speeds of 35 miles per hour for short distances. The brown bear has long, strong and slightly curved front claws. They are typically 1 ¾ times larger than the rear claws at 3 to 4 ¾ inches. The bears use their claws not so much for climbing as for digging for food. These bears are covered with heavy shaggy fur ranging in color from black, cinnamon, blond or a mixture of these. 
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Diet and Food Source

Brown bears, like most wild animals, look for food that has the highest nutritional value for the lowest energy expenditure. The biggest factors determining the primary food source are seasonal availability and geographic location. They eat more than 200 different types of plants. More than 75% of a brown bear’s diet is vegetable matter including berries, flowers, grasses, herbs, tubers, roots and nuts. They do eat some animal matter such as decaying animal carcasses, fist, small marine animals, ants and other insects, honey, elk and moose calves and other small mammals. 

Because they are so large, brown bears require a lot of food to survive. To achieve this, they will eat 80 to 90 pounds of food per day during the summer and early fall if it is available. During this eating binge, brown bears will gain anywhere from 3 to 6 pounds of fat each day. 

Home Range

The size of a brown bear’s individual home range depends on the concentration of high-energy food sources – the more concentrated the food sources, the smaller the range. Adult male brown bears in the Alaskan mountains have an average home range of about 521 square miles. Those living in the salmon-rich coastal areas only require about 10.5 square miles. 

Males generally have a much larger home range than the females. An adult male has a home range that frequently overlaps with the home ranges of at least two or three females. Since brown bears usually don’t defend their home ranges, it is very likely that several bears’ home ranges overlap. 

Reproduction

Females reach maturity in their fifth year. Mating typically takes place between late May and early July. Like the polar and panda bears, the ovum of the brown bear does not implant itself to the uterine wall for about six months after fertilization, usually around November or December. Eight weeks later, the female delivers from one to four cubs, as the female gets older the size of the litter increases to a maximum of four. Other determinations of the litter size are the climate and the food supply. 

When born, brown bear cubs are blind, toothless, hairless and very small. They weigh between 21 and 25 ounces and are about the size of a chipmunk. They are large and strong enough to leave the den with their mother in the spring. 

Baby and Adolescent Mortality

Up to 40% of brown bear cubs die during their first year mainly due to starvation and disease, although wolves, bobcats, eagles, and mountain lions are also known to kill young cubs if they are separated from their mothers. Another factor in this high mortality rate is infanticide. Adult males will sometimes kill offspring for a number of reasons including providing food, reducing competition for common territory and creating a breeding opportunity for themselves. 

Cubs normally stay with their mothers for the first two and a half years or a little longer if that time falls during a winter. The mother’s skill in protecting and teaching are crucial to the survival of the cubs. The cubs are driven off by their mother and need to become self-sufficient quickly to survive. Sometimes siblings will stay together for a short time after having been driven of to aid in survival. 

Hibernation

Brown bears begin gaining weight during the late summer and early fall in preparation for their impending hibernation. An adult male can gain as much a 40 pounds per week. When the colder weather and snow arrives, the bear’s metabolic rate slows as its body prepares for hibernation. For instance, the heart rate drops from 40 to 70 beats to minute to only 8 to 12 beats per minute. Their body temperature also drips 5 to 9 degrees Fahrenheit. These measures are designed to conserve energy until spring when food is more readily available. 

Brown bears emerge from hibernation over a 1 to 2 month period. Adult males usually come out first with the mothers and their new cubs emerging last. Snow cover and temperature along with age, health and remaining fat reserves are the factors determining when the bears emerge from their dens. 

Bears lose a lot of weight during hibernation. Adult males and adolescent bears lose between 15% and 30% of their weight and females lose as much as 40% of their weight. When they first emerge, the bear is very lethargic and after a short period of time, it begins foraging for food again. 

American Black Bears

Population and Distribution

The black bear is the most widespread bear in North America. There are an estimated 400,000 to 750,000 black bears in North America. The area that they are found in ranges from the tree line in the arctic all of the way through Canada and the United States. They are also found as far south as northwestern Mexico. 

The black bear prefers a habitat of forests and occasional open areas such as meadows. This includes 32 American states, all of the Canadian territories except Prince Edward Island, and 5 Mexican states. 

Vital Statistics

Like the brown bear, the size and weight of the brown is variable depending on the availability of food and climactic conditions. Generally, adult black bears range from 35 to 40 inches tall when on all fours and are about 4 ½ to 6 feet long. The weight of a black bear is anywhere from 125 to 600 pounds. Males are about one-third larger than the females in a given geographical area. The largest American black bear on record was found in Manitoba weighing in at 805 pounds. Black bears live to be 25 years or older in the wild. 

Physical Characteristics

Black bears have a very heavy body, short tail, rounded ears, and a hind foot with five toes. They are very fast bears reaching recorded speeds over 25 miles per hour over short distances. Their curved claws are highly adapted for tree climbing. 

They have a black coat with some color variation in them including light brown, dark brown, cinnamon, beige, and even a blue-white color. It is suggested that climate determines the color of the bears. Areas with high rainfall usually have the black bears, while drier inland areas often boast the more brown and blond colors. 

Diet and Food Sources

American black, bears, like most wild animals, look for food that has the highest nutritional value for the lowest energy expenditure. The biggest factors determining the primary food source are seasonal availability and geographic location. They eat virtually anything edible, but 75% of their diet is vegetable matter including berries, flowers, grasses, herbs, tubers, roots and nuts of all kinds. They also consume animal matter including decaying animal carcasses, fish, small marine animals, ants, honey, elk calves, moose calves and a variety of other small mammals. Black bears prefer to feed in the cool of the evening and early morning, while during the heat of the day, they enjoy lounging in the shade. 

Home Range

Like the brown bear, the size of a black bear’s home range depends on the concentration of high‑energy food sources. In general, females have a home range of 2 ½ to 10 square miles, while males will normally have a home range of 10 to 40 square miles. The range of every adult bear is composed of an individual territory that is its exclusive domain, and the rest of it the bear shares with other bears. Mature males’ home ranges often overlap with several female bears. 

Reproduction

Female black bears typically mature at 3 to 5 years. Mating may take place as early as May or June in warmer climates while not until July or August in colder climates. Like other bears, the ovum of the black bear does not implant itself to the uterine wall for about six months after fertilization. Usually in January or February, cubs are born while the mother is in hibernation. While it is most common for a female to give birth to 2 cubs, the size of the litter ranges from 1 to 4 cubs. Like the brown bear, the number of cubs increases as the female gets older. 

When born, the cubs are blind, hairless and very small. They are only between 8 ½ and 11 ½ ounces. They grow large and strong enough during hibernation to leave the den with their mother in the spring. 

Baby and Adolescent Mortality

Black bear cubs have a fairly low survival rate due to the predators that hunt them. These predators include adult male black bears, wolves, bobcats, eagles, mountain lions, and dog packs. These attacks often occur while the mother is foraging for food and leaves the cubs in thicket or nearby tree. 

Cubs stay with their mother for the entire first year and are generally weaned between July and September of the first year although they stay with their mother until after the first winter. Their survival depends on the mother protecting them and teaching them how to survive in the wild. Since their mothers drive off the cubs, siblings will frequently spend a short period of time together sharpening their skills. 

Hibernation

During late summer and late fall, black bears gear up for hibernation by eating large quantities of food and gain large amounts of weight. They may gain as much as 30 pounds each week. The bears hibernate anywhere from 4 to 7 months depending on the climate. In the areas with more severe weather, the black bears undergo a metabolic change in preparation for hibernation. Their heart rate drops from its normal 40 to 70 beats per minute to a mere 8 to 12. Their body temperature also drops between 5 and 9 degrees Fahrenheit. These measures are designed to conserve energy until spring when food is more readily available. 

American black bears emerge from hibernation over a 1 to 2 month period. Adult males usually come out first with the mothers and their new cubs emerging last. Snow cover and temperature along with age, health and remaining fat reserves are the factors determining when the bears emerge from their dens. 

Bears lose a lot of weight during hibernation. Adult males and adolescent bears lose between 15% and 30% of their weight and females lose as much as 40% of their weight. When they first emerge, the bear is very lethargic and after a short period of time, it begins foraging for food again. 
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