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A Study of the Endangered European Brown Bear: Ursus arctos arctos 

In recent years, the European Brown Bear—Ursus arctos arctos—and other subspecies of Brown Bear have become critically endangered throughout the world. In Spain, the Pyrenean Brown Bear declined to an estimated fourteen bears (“Brown Bear”). In the Carpathian Mountains, the population saw a decrease from 8,000 in 1987 to 6,533 in 1997 (Conlin and Szabó-Szeley). The Harghita region of the Carpathian Mountains saw a decline of 1,000 bears in a single decade (Conlin and Szabó-Szeley). This decrease in the bear populations has become a global phenomenon—except in the Siberian and Aleutian regions. The decline has been attributed to local concerns about bears and hunting, and in response environmental groups have taken measures to protect, breed, and reintroduce the European Brown Bear and the other similar subspecies into their native environments.

One area of concern for both sides is the farming regions of the Alps, the people of Nauders and other similar districts have formed farming communities, which are in danger if the brown bear were to be reintroduced. These communities raise goats, sheep, and cattle—in addition to sowing and reaping food. With these communities situated in forested, mountainous territory, if a bear gets near a community, it will most likely be shot, because the enticement of incarcerated livestock is to great a temptation for a scavenging bear.

Further inciting people to kill the bear is the value of the pelt. For example, the hunting of bears for pelts is common in the Carpathian Mountains. In this region, license distributors are accused of going as far as manipulating hunting licenses sales and population estimates—with respect to a decrease for hunting— to increase their commission and quantity of license sales (Conlin and Szabó-Szeley). A supporter of this same group of environmental watchdogs states, “The causes for this [loss in bear population] are incompetent and lethargic game management by the responsible authorities; corruption at all levels and a lack of interest by central government” (Conlin and Szabó-Szeley).

In response to these concerns, environmental groups, zoos, and other institutions have taken measures to protect, breed, and reintroduce the European Brown Bear into Europe. For example, the International Association for Bear Research and Management or International Bear Association (IBA) has written a published letter to the Ministry of Slovenia, warning them of the potential consequences of poor management of the bear population (Reynolds). Another environmental effort to assist bears is Ursa International. The Ursa International organization in conjunction with the Bioparco Rome Zoo renovated the Zoo’s bear facilities in an attempt to provide the captive bears with greater comfort and to give the public a chance to see what bears are like—up close and personal (“Italian Brown Bear Habitat”).

In the Carpathian Mountains, an attempt by IFAW and Professor Pazhentov has led to considerable success in breeding bears at zoos and reintroducing the bears into the wild (“Rebuilding the European Brown Bear Population”). This same organization has been, “supporting anti-cruelty legislation in the Russian Parliament…that would end killing of hibernating bears” (“Rebuilding the European Brown Bear Population”). Other efforts have been made to introduce Carpathian Brown Bear females into the Pyrenean Mountain population’s territory when the population plummeted to fourteen—with a heavy depletion in the female-male population ratio—in the spring of 2006 (“Brown Bear”).

All of these commendable efforts for the protection of European bears has led to chance for their survival in Europe. In addition to the professional efforts, Students can also participate in the protection of European Brown Bears. Any moneys donated to the previously mentioned organizations or a letter to a public official in one of the regions where Brown Bears are endangered will help.

Notwithstanding the hunting and concerns from local farmers, the efforts of environmental groups have been successful in taking measures to protect the wild European Brown Bear population. The reintroduction efforts by IFAW and Professor Pazhentov show bringing bears into the native habitats will allow the species to reestablish itself (“Rebuilding the European Brown Bear Population”). Though the opposition from hunters, licensers, and local farmers will most likely continue to be a problem. If groups like the IFAW continue to assist the bears as best they can, the European Brown Bear will be able to survive.
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