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GRIZZLY BEARS STILL NOT OUT 
OF THE WOODS

by: LARRY FAHN

    Plans by the Bush Administration to 
remove the Grizzly Bear from federal 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) 
protection threaten to reverse a 30 
year recovery effort that has resulted 
in doubling the bears’ population in 
the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem 
(GYE). If left to “management” by 
the states, trophy hunting of these 
magnifi cent animals in places like 
Wyoming and Montana will likely 
follow.  While their numbers have 
risen to more than 600 individuals, 
they are geographically isolated, 
and threats to their habitat and 
food supplies are daunting.  Most 
environmental groups including the 
Sierra Club and NRDC, as well as 
wildlife biologists are urging the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFW) 
to abandon the delisting plan as 
premature.  The public comment 
period has been extended through 
March 20 and concerned citizens 
who care about preserving this great 
American icon are encouraged to 
write or e-mail their concerns during 
the fi nal three weeks.  Addresses are 
listed below.

  The Grizzly Bear once roamed 
free throughout the western states, 
including 52 of California’s 58 
counties.  Once abundant in the 
Central Valley and North Bay, in the 
1800’s California grizzlies were seen 
feasting on decaying whale carcasses 
along the shores of Monterey Bay.  

The last grizzly in California was shot 
by hunters in the 1920’s although it 
remains the familiar icon still present 
on our state fl ag.  In state after state, 
ranchers and hunters wiped out local 
populations, until they were isolated 
in but a few small ecological islands 
in Wyoming and Montana.

When the Grizzly Bear was listed 
as “threatened” in 1975 the GYE 
population was estimated at 300 bears.  
Due to coordinated efforts by federal 
and state resources agencies mandated 
by the ESA, cooperative research, 
monitoring, habitat protections and 
regulatory mechanisms, including 
a strict hunting ban, their numbers 
have grown over the past 30 years to 
slightly more than 600 bears today.  
That’s the current estimate according 
to USFW’s bear recovery coordinator 
Dr. Chris Servheen.  This is a success 
story that must be acknowledged and 
celebrated.

However, there are many compelling 
r ea sons  why  r emov ing  ESA 
protections is premature at best, and 
potentially devastating to the grizzly’s 
recovery story.  The still relatively 
small population remains subject to 
genetic diffi culty.  It is as if a family of 
siblings and second and third cousins 
were left to populate a desert island.  
Inbreeding is a serious threat to the 
genetic diversity of these animals.

While bears in Yellowstone feed on 
elk, bison, and fi sh, it is important to 
understand that their most essential 
food source is seeds and nuts from 

the Whitebark Pine Tree.  These trees, 
which grow at high elevations, are 
themselves under increased threat 
from blister rust, an accidentally 
imported fungus, and from mountain 
pine beetles, which bore into the 
tree’s bark to breed and rear young, 
killing the tree in the process.  Both 
of these threats will increase as 
global warming trends continue.  
Historically, the bitter cold winters 
of Yellowstone would wipe out the 
fungus and beetle infestations.  No 
longer.

Finally, delisting will re-open 
surrounding areas within the GYE 
to new development—golf courses, 
trophy houses, malls, ranches, roads 
and pipelines, oil and gas drilling and 
logging.  Human/bear interactions 
will increase, and bears will die.   
Four Wyoming counties have already 
passed laws prohibiting bears within 
their borders.  Local authorities are 
itching to start killing bears that 
might wander into their jurisdictions.  
Without maintaining current federal 
ESA protections, it will be open season 
on these remarkable creatures.

Rather than delisting the grizzly bears, 
federal, state and local governments 
should be looking for ways to connect 
their habitats to those other regions 
to the north, most of which are in 
Canada, where small populations 
of the bears remain.  Protecting 
forests with large roadless tracts, 
and developing biological corridors 
between grizzly populations can help 
with genetic diversity, and ensure the 



Grizzly Bears’ long-term survival.

The Grizzly Bear perhaps more than 
any other wildlife species represents 
the wilderness that created us as 
an American people, and sustains 
our spirit and culture.   Although 
the bears have been removed from 
99 percent of their historic range 
by the still-rising tide of human 
development, we are in some ways 
comforted knowing they still live in 
our midst—playing and nurturing 
their young, digging for grubs and 
hunting prey.  Seeing a grizzly bear 
in the wild is usually an experience 
that remains with you for life.  Having 
observed bears in Yellowstone on 
three occasions, and once watched a 
bear being chased from a recent kill 
by a pair of wolves, I can attest that 
the American wildlife experience 
remains an elusive but reachable 
dream for most Americans.  Vigilance 
and dedicated efforts are still needed 
to ensure that it remains in reach for 
our children and grandchildren.  The 
Endangered Species Act has helped 
bring the Grizzly Bear back from 
the brink of extinction.  The bears in 
the GYE need its help, and yours, to 
continue on their road to recovery.

San Francisco attorney Larry Fahn is 
the Executive Director of As You Sow 
( www.asyousow.org) and recently 
served two terms as President of the 
Sierra Club (www.sierraclub.org).  

Written comments on the Bush 
Administration’s plans to delist the 
Yellowstone Grizzly Bear population 
must be received no later than March 
20, 2006, and should be mailed to:  
Grizzly Bear Recovery Coordinator, 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
University Hall, University of 
Montana, Missoula Montana 59812


