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Creation of the Bear Management Plan

In May 2007, a team of staff from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 
(FWC) was charged with developing a draft Bear Management Plan (Plan). The team 
consulted regularly with a Statewide Bear Technical Assistance Group (TAG) to seek its 
input on various drafts of this Plan (FWC 2012). The TAG was composed of representatives 
from various stakeholder groups and varied in number from 12 to 22 at different stages of 
drafting the Plan. TAG members did not necessarily endorse all components of the Plan, nor 
did the FWC imply a consensus was reached by all members. The draft Plan was provided 
to the public for their input and changes were made before it was brought to the FWC 
Commissioners for their review in 2012 (FWC 2012).

The Plan was written to cover a 10-year period, beginning when it was approved in 2012. 
In April 2017, however, the FWC Commissioners directed staff to update the Plan earlier, 
asking for it to be presented to them in 2019 rather than 2022. The Plan’s goal to maintain 
sustainable black bear populations in suitable habitats throughout Florida for the benefit 
of the species and people, as well as Plan objectives (see Chapter 3) were not significantly 
changed as part of the update. In addition, while some strategies and actions were adjusted 
as part of the update, the core elements of the Plan remain the same as they continue to 
meet the state’s bear management needs.

A team of FWC staff started meeting in October 2017 to update the Plan, collect internal 
and external input on the update, incorporate changes as needed, and deliver the draft 
to FWC Commissioners. The team was led by the FWC’s Division of Habitat and Species 
Conservation (HSC) Bear Management Program Coordinator David Telesco. The team 
consisted of the following FWC staff from the following Divisions.

HSC – Sarah Barrett, Mike Orlando, Carli Segelson, and Billy Sermons

Fish and Wildlife Research Institute – Brian Scheick and Ramesh Paudyal

Hunting and Game Management – Harry Dutton

Law Enforcement – Travis Franklin

Community Relations – Kelly Broderick (editor)

After the Team finished their draft and internal reviews had been completed, the FWC 
opened the draft Plan update for feedback from the public and stakeholder groups. The FWC 
met with the TAG during the open comment period to answer their questions and collect 
their comments. Members of the TAG include:

Laura Bosworth  Florida Forestry Association 

Brian Camposano  Florida Forest Service

Nicole Cardano OneProtest
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Austin Carroll Wiregrass Ecological Associates
Katasha Cornwell  Florida Department of Transportation
Amber Crooks  Conservancy of Southwest Florida
Patrick Delaney  Deseret Cattle & Timber Company
John Dunlap U.S. Forest Service – Apalachicola National Forest
Chuck Echenique  Found. for Balanced Environmental Stewardship 
Brian Emmanuel  St. Johns River Water Management District
Elizabeth Fleming  Defenders of Wildlife – Florida 
Bee Fredrick  Congressional Sportsmen’s Foundation
Steve Greenwell  Safari Club International
Raina Harter Independent Black Bear
Eric Hellgren  University of Florida
Joi Hosker  Central Florida Bear Hunters Association
Rob Keck  Wonders of Wildlife Museum & Aquarium
Rain Ketzler  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Hurlburt Field
Jaclyn Lopez  Center for Biological Diversity
Brad Lowrey  Florida Bowhunters Council
Kate MacFall  The Humane Society of the United States
Bill Marvin  The Future of Hunting in Florida
Chuck O’Neal  Speak Up Wekiva
Jeremy Preston  Eglin Air Force Base 
Nancy Prine  Friends of the Wekiva River
Preston Roberts  Florida Wildlife Federation
Marian Ryan  Sierra Club Florida
Carrie Sekerak  U.S. Forest Service, Ocala National Forest
Katrina Shadix  Bear Warriors United
Lane Stephens  Florida Sportsmen United Political Committee
Amy Townsend  Kleinfelder
Gregg Walker  Florida Department of Environmental Protection
Julie Wraithmell  Audubon Florida

Unlike during the creation of the original Plan, the FWC was able to meet and discuss the 
draft Plan update with members of the seven Bear Stakeholder Groups (BSGs).  The original 
Plan called for the creation of BSGs to ensure local stakeholders were engaged in bear 
management issues. The FWC reviewed stakeholder and public feedback and made changes 
to the Plan before bringing it to the FWC Commissioners for their consideration in December 
2019. The FWC greatly appreciated all the time and effort Floridians provided to improve the 
update of the Florida Black Bear Management Plan.
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Glossary of Terms

Certain words and terms within the Florida Black Bear Management Plan are defined in the Glossary 
and are hyperlinked back to the Glossary the first time they are used in each chapter in the Plan.

Adult: The FWC considers a bear to be an adult at three years of age or older.

Attractants: Anything that bears are drawn to investigate as a potential source of food, 
water, or will meet other needs. For example, a backyard pool can serve as an attractant for a 
bear to lower its body temperature on particularly warm days. 

Bear: When used without any modifier within this Plan, it refers to the Florida black bear 
subspecies (Ursus americanus floridanus), unless otherwise noted. 

Bear Management Unit (BMU): These areas (Figure 7) are geographically delineated by 
county borders and divide the entire state (and subsequently the group of bears living there) 
into smaller areas to more appropriately manage and conserve bears in Florida based on the 
following criteria:

1) Commonality of geography and population dynamics for bears; 

2) Social components related to human-bear interactions and management; 

3) Shared management characteristics, objectives, and response; 

4) Logistics in oversight and management; and 

5) Balance of geographic and issue scale – not so broad that the whole state is 
included, not so fine that every bear is treated differently.

Bear Stakeholder Group (BSG): A group of people solicited by the FWC to provide local 
input on issues related to managing bears in their area. The FWC meets with the BSGs to 
provide updates on bear management and research. The FWC created one local group for 
each of the seven Bear Management Units (BMUs) after the original Florida Black Bear 
Management Plan was approved by the FWC Commissioners in 2012.

BearWise: The Southeastern Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies developed BearWise 
as a regional effort to provide consistent and effective messaging on ways to prevent 
conflicts, provide resources to resolve problems, and encourage community initiatives to 
keep bears wild across its 15 member states. The goal of Florida’s BearWise program is to 
reduce conflicts and promote coexistence between people and bears through community-
wide efforts. To be certified by the FWC as BearWise in Florida, communities must 1) identify 
and secure all potential bear food sources, 2) implement compliance measures to ensure food 
sources are inaccessible to bears, 3) understand appropriate responses to bear interactions, 
and 4) know when and how to report bear activity.

Black Bear: When used without any modifier within this Plan, it refers to the American black 
bear species (Ursus americanus), unless otherwise noted.

https://bearwise.org
https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/bear/wise/
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Carbon Banking: Companies pay landowners to grow trees to capture and store carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere. The companies then receive carbon credits that are traded on 
the open market.

Carnivora: A taxonomic Order within which species are placed based on dentition and 
other skeletal characteristics. Although black bears are behaviorally omnivores, they are 
taxonomically classified in the Order Carnivora.

Carnivore: An animal whose diet consists almost entirely of meat. 

Common Bear Range: One of four categories of bear range, where bear occurrence is 
expected to be common and was estimated to contain 99% of bear locations collected by 
researchers, managers, and the public, including calls to the FWC for assistance, research and 
management captures, vehicle strikes, sightings, DNA collection sites, and other geographic 
bear data. These areas are where bears are spreading out from core subpopulation areas and 
spending a fair amount of their time.

Conservation Lands: Lands, regardless of whether publicly or privately owned, that have 
long-term stability in habitat quantity or quality, as listed in the managed lands category of 
the Florida Natural Areas Inventory in 2019. 

Core Complaints: A subset of all bear-related calls received by the FWC that are thought to 
be complaints. The percentage of core complaints as compared to all bear-related calls will 
be used in this Plan to evaluate human-bear conflict management efforts. Core complaints 
consist of the following categories: apiary, in building/tent/vehicle, in crops, in feed, in 
feeder, in garbage, in open garage, in screened porch/patio, property damage, threatened/
attacked/killed animal, and threatened/attacked/killed human. Categories of human-bear 
interactions not included as core complaints include: animal threatened/attacked/killed bear, 
dead bear, general question, harvest/hunt, human threatened bear, illegal activity, in area, in 
hog trap, in tree, in unscreened porch/patio, in yard, misidentified, research, sick/injured bear, 
unintentionally approached human, and other.

Euthanize: To humanely put a bear to death following the American Veterinary Medical 
Association’s Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals due to injury, sickness, or some other 
compromised condition making it unlikely the bear could survive on its own in the wild. This 
is in contrast to kill.

Food Conditioned: The behavior of a bear that indicates it has had previous contact with 
people and was rewarded with food, resulting in the bear seeking human sources of food.

Fragmented/Fragmentation: The process by which large and contiguous populations or 
habitats get divided into smaller, isolated subpopulations or smaller patches of habitat.

Frequent Bear Range: One of four categories of bear range, where bear occurrence is 
expected to be frequent and was estimated to contain 95% of all bear locations collected by 
researchers, managers, and the public, including calls to the FWC for assistance, research and 
management captures, vehicle strikes, sightings, DNA collection sites, and other geographic 

https://www.avma.org/KB/Policies/Pages/Euthanasia-Guidelines.aspx
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bear data. These areas are the core of bear subpopulations where bears spend a considerable 
amount of their time and there is consistent presence of females with cubs.

Game: Legal classification for certain species of wildlife that are hunted. Game species are 
protected by state and/or federal regulations through licensing, seasons, size requirements, 
bag limits, and/or other restrictions. 

Habitat: An area with sufficient food, water, cover, and security to support wildlife.

Habitat Patch: A defined area that offers similar food, water, cover, and/or security for 
wildlife surrounded by an area (or areas) that offer different (or no) food, water, cover, and/or 
security for wildlife.

Habituated/Habituation: The behavior of wildlife, including bears, that tolerates close 
proximity to people and have lost their natural fear of humans.

Human-Bear Conflict: Any interaction between a person and a bear that results in a 
negative impact to a person, whether direct or indirect, real or perceived, and may affect 
human health and safety, social and economic activity, or the environment.

Kill: To humanely put a bear to death following the American Veterinary Medical 
Association’s Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals due to conflict behavior that may pose 
a threat to human safety. This is in contrast to euthanize.

Landscape Connection/Connectivity: Lands of variable habitat quality that allow several 
biological processes to occur, including movements among disjunct subpopulations that allow 
for genetic interchange as well as the necessities of finding food, water, cover, and mates (see 
Patch Connectivity definition below).

Less-Lethal: Term used to describe methods that are designed to reinforce a bear’s natural 
fear of people by using pyrotechnics and/or projectiles that are specifically designed to avoid 
causing permanent injury when used as recommended.

Mast: A general term for edible fruit when eaten by wildlife. Hard mast includes acorn, 
hickory, pecan, and other nuts, while soft mast includes fleshy berries such as palmetto 
berries, blueberries, and grapes.

Minimum Abundance Objective: The minimum population abundance objective 
(objective) is the level below which the Florida black bear population may be at a high risk 
of extinction and therefore require relisting as a State-designated Threatened Species. The 
objective is set to be at least 200 adult bears in each of the seven bear subpopulations. In 
subpopulations estimated to be above 200 bears, the objective was set at the abundance 
estimates established in the original Plan (FWC 2012; Table 6), because the bear was no longer 
considered at a high risk of extinction at those levels. 

Occasional Bear Range: One of four categories of bear range, where bear occurrence is 
expected to be occasional and was estimated to contain all bear locations outside occupied 
range, except a few extremely isolated ones, that were collected by researchers, managers 

https://www.avma.org/KB/Policies/Pages/Euthanasia-Guidelines.aspx
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and the public, including calls to the FWC for assistance, research and management, captures, 
vehicle strikes, sightings, DNA collection sites, and other geographic bear data. Bears occur 
irregularly in this area, but their presence is not unexpected given its proximity to Frequent 
and Common bear ranges.

Occupied Range: The area of Florida where bears consistently occur, defined in the map of 
bear range as Frequent or Common bear range categories. Bears in these areas may not be 
desirable to people (i.e., Suitable). For example, bears currently live in neighborhoods with 
wooded areas that are scattered throughout towns close to Wekiwa Springs State Park because 
they have access to trash and other human-provided foods. Such areas may not be considered 
bear habitat even though the maps of occupied range may include some portions of it.

Omnivore: An animal whose diet consists of a mix of plant material and animals (i.e., insects 
and meat).

Patch Connect/Connectivity: Lands of variable habitat quality that allow biological 
processes such as finding food, water, cover, and mates at the local-scale but may not 
connect to patches of habitat farther away (compare to Landscape Connection above).

Phenology: The time when plants flower and bear fruit in response to climate and local 
weather patterns. Because Florida has highly variable seasonal and annual rainfall, the 
amount and distribution of fruiting plants is also highly variable.

Population: In this Plan, the term population refers to all wild black bears living in Florida, as 
opposed to subpopulation, which is a smaller group of bears living and interacting in specific 
areas that, combined, make up the statewide population (see Subpopulation definition below).

Potential Bear Habitat: Areas with characteristics that make them more likely to have 
bears living there. As the name implies, potential bear habitat is not necessarily occupied by 
bears. The four characteristics of potential bear habitat are 1) land cover type, 2) habitat size, 
3) distance from high quality habitats, and 4) connectivity and size of large habitats across 
the landscape (see Appendix VI).

Primary Range: A term used by the FWC in the original Plan to describe the portion 
of occupied bear range identified in Simek et al. (2005) as breeding range, containing 
documented evidence of consistent reproduction and/or the presence of females with cubs 
mapped at a statewide scale. The current bear range identified by the FWC (unpublished 
data, 2019) does not identify a primary range; rather, it uses four categories to describe range 
as either Frequent, Common, Occasional, or Rare.

Project WILD: An interdisciplinary conservation and environmental education program 
emphasizing wildlife. The program is designed for educators of kindergarten through 12th 
grade students. It capitalizes on the natural interest children and adults have in wildlife by 
providing hands-on activities that enhance student learning in all subject and skill areas.

Rare Bear Range: One of four categories of bear range, where bear occurrence is expected 
to be rare. Statewide, these areas contain only a few isolated bear locations collected by 
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researchers, managers, and the public, including calls to the FWC for assistance, research and 
management captures, vehicle strikes, sightings, DNA collection sites, and other geographic 
bear data. Because bears have been seen in nearly every part of Florida at some point, we 
categorized all areas outside of the other three bear ranges as Rare.

Relocation: Capturing and moving a bear within the same subpopulation (and possibly 
within its home range) to temporarily remove it from a conflict situation. This is in contrast 
to translocation (see Translocation definition below). 

Subpopulation: A grouping of wild black bears living in a specific geographic area, often named 
for the large block of public land in which they live. The Eglin subpopulation, for example, 
is named after Eglin Air Force Base, which comprises the main area on which most bears in 
the West Panhandle BMU reside. There are seven black bear subpopulations in Florida: Eglin, 
Apalachicola, Osceola, Ocala/St. Johns, Chassahowitzka, Glades/Highlands, and Big Cypress.

Successional Sere: Plant succession is the characteristic sequence of developmental stages 
in the composition of plant communities following a natural or human disturbance. A sere is 
one of those developmental stages.

Suitable Habitat: Habitat capable and large enough to support bears that is outside of 
towns or dense developments. Habitat patches surrounded by development that are so small 
as to preclude management would not be considered suitable habitat. 

Sustainable: A population or subpopulation that is healthy and able to persist over the 
long-term without the need for frequent intensive management actions.

Technical Assistance Group: The Statewide Bear Technical Assistance Group (TAG) was 
formed in 2007 to assist the FWC in drafting the original Florida Black Bear Management Plan 
(Plan). The TAG consists of representatives of over 20 different partner agencies, businesses, 
and non-governmental organizations interested in black bears. The TAG reviewed multiple 
drafts of the original Plan before it was approved by the FWC Commissioners in 2012. The 
FWC continues to meet with the TAG twice a year to provide updates on bear management 
and research activities and receive its feedback.

Translocation: Capturing and moving bears from one subpopulation (donor) to another 
subpopulation (recipient) in order to increase genetic health and overall subpopulation 
numbers in the recipient area. This is in contrast to relocation (see Relocation definition above).

Traversable: Lands with characteristics that allow movement of bears through them but do 
not, in and of themselves, provide adequate habitat to sustain bears. 

Umbrella Species: A species of animal that uses large natural areas of habitat containing 
many different kinds of plant and animal species. Thus, if habitat for the umbrella species is 
protected, habitat for the other species is protected as well.

Viable: Refers to either a population or subpopulation that contains an adequate number 
of individuals appropriately distributed to ensure a high probability of long-term survival, 
despite natural fluctuations in numbers, without significant human intervention.



1Florida Black Bear Management Plan

Chapter 1: Introduction

The Florida black bear (Ursus americanus floridanus) is a subspecies of the American 
black bear (U. americanus) that historically ranged throughout Florida, southern Georgia, and 
southern Alabama (Hall 1981, p. 451). Once believed to have been abundant and ranging across 
most of Florida, the black bear was listed as a State-designated Threatened Species in 1974 
because of low population numbers and restricted range (GFC 1993). Due to the conservation 
efforts of state and federal agencies, local governments, non-profit groups, residents, and 
businesses, the Florida black bear has recovered and is a true conservation success story. Bears 
were officially removed from the list of State-designated Threatened Species in 2012. Today, 
there are estimated to be over 4,000 black bears occupying 49% of their historic range in 
Florida (Humm et al. 2017, FWC, unpublished data, 2019) (Figure 1).

With the recovery of this once-rare subspecies, bear management must address increasingly 
complex and, at times, contentious issues surrounding human-bear interactions such as garbage 
and other attractants, bears injuring people, people feeding bears, and population management. 
Human-bear encounters will likely continue to increase in number and intensity as both 
Florida’s human and bear populations grow and expand. Therefore, managing bears requires an 
understanding of the biological elements of bears and their habitats, a working knowledge of 
how bears interact with the human environment, and the public’s perception of bears and bear 
management actions. The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) developed 
the 2012 Florida Black Bear Management Plan (Plan) (FWC 2012) with partner agencies and 
stakeholders to systematically address those concerns so that Florida’s citizens can coexist with 
and enjoy a healthy, sustainable bear population. 

The large spatial requirements of bears, locations of multiple bear subpopulations spread 
across the state, and increasing human development will play significant roles in the future of 
bears in Florida. To maintain a sustainable population of bears throughout Florida, we must provide 
adequate habitats, promote viable subpopulations, provide connections among subpopulations, 
manage human impacts, inform the public, and encourage positive behavior. If a subpopulation 
drops below 200 adult bears (Cox et al. 1994, Dixon et al. 2007), it becomes increasingly susceptible 
to negative effects like inbreeding and environmental variability. Low numbers of bears in 
subpopulations also reduce the impact of their ecological roles and value to people (e.g., people 
have fewer opportunities to enjoy observing them or their tracks, scat, etc.). Therefore, staying 
above that lower population level is important from a biological, as well as a public, perspective. 
There also are negative impacts if a population rises above an unknown maximum level. As a bear 
population grows, the potential for negative human-bear interactions can increase, resulting in 
a negative public perception of bears and a lower tolerance of their presence on the landscape 
(Lackey et al. 2018). This level of tolerance can vary across time and among individuals for a 
number of reasons. Homeowners experiencing repeated property damage from bears, for example, 
may have a lower tolerance, regardless of whether the number of bears living nearby has exceeded 
the amount of bears the environment could support. If homeowners are aware of how to avoid 
property damage and take actions to do so, their tolerance for bear presence could increase. 
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Figure 1. The distribution of black bears in Florida, including Frequent, Common, Occasional, and Rare 
range types (FWC, unpublished data, 2019) and the general distribution of the Florida subspecies in Alabama 
and Georgia (Alabama range provided by T. Harms, Alabama Department of Conservation of Conservation 
and Natural Resources; Georgia range from GA DNR 2018). 

In addition to the public’s perception of bears and how many they may tolerate on the 
landscape, there are environmental and biological factors that can limit the number of bears 
an area can support without experiencing detrimental effects. Unlike high-density white-tailed 
deer (Odocoileus virginianus) populations, black bears generally do not damage the overall 
quality of their habitat through over browsing. Black bears are highly adaptive opportunistic 
feeders; as one food item becomes scarce, they switch to numerous alternatives. However, 
there are population densities above which black bears will not tolerate other bears. High-
density bear populations can have lower cub survival as more male bears encounter females 
and their cubs in winter dens and attempt to kill and consume the cubs (see Chapter 2 sections 
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on Reproduction and Mortality). In addition, younger bears and individuals lower in dominance 
will be displaced from preferred forest habitats and forced into less ideal environments, 
including human-dominated environments such as neighborhoods. Black bears’ adaptive 
nature allows them to live in many different environments like neighborhoods, even in the 
absence of unsecured garbage, pet food, or bird seed. Unfortunately, their regular presence 
around people would likely result in bears losing their natural fear and thus increasing the risk 
to public safety. 

The point at which black bear population levels strain either public or environmental 
tolerance varies by time of year, location, habitat availability and quality, weather, availability 
of natural foods, public understanding and perception, economics, and other variables. 
Negative human-bear interactions can still occur where bear populations are at low density. 
Public tolerance will likely be the limiting factor on bear populations before environmental or 
biological factors begin to have an effect. 

Management responsibility for Florida black bears falls largely on the FWC, but numerous 
agencies, organizations, and individuals share responsibility for various aspects, such as habitat 
protection and management, resolution of human-bear conflicts, and education and outreach. 
While the FWC may have much of the responsibility, many activities in this Plan cannot be 
successfully accomplished without input and participation from partners.

To address the complex issues of bear management in Florida, the FWC developed an 
integrated and comprehensive management plan with broad thinking from several disciplines 
within the wildlife management field and included input from members of the affected public 
(stakeholders). Significant stakeholder engagement and interaction occurred throughout 
development of the original Plan and the current update. The FWC recognized that diverse 
stakeholder involvement from the outset of the management planning process would provide 
balance and needed guidance. The FWC followed a similar process during the update of the 
Plan as was done with the original Plan, with internal reviews as well as seeking feedback 
on the draft Plan update from the Bear Stakeholder Groups (BSG), Statewide Bear Technical 
Assistance Group (TAG), and the public before presenting it to the FWC Commissioners for their 
consideration in December 2019 (see Creation of the Bear Management Plan).

This Plan follows a similar format as some other FWC management plans, including text on 
life history, population status and trends and ecology, conservation goals and objectives with 
recommended actions, assessment of threats, an implementation strategy, and anticipated 
impacts. The original Plan was built on the work of others during the past few decades, and 
considerable pre-work and scoping done through earlier FWC bear program efforts (GFC 
1993, Eason 2003). Once updated, fully vetted, and approved, the 2019 Plan will serve as the 
blueprint for statewide black bear management for the next 10 years. The Plan maintains 
the framework for local stakeholders to provide the FWC with their input on managing bear 
subpopulations, habitat, and human-bear interactions on a regional level.
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Chapter 2:  
Biological and Management Background

Description 
Black bears are native to Florida. Merriam (1896) first described what he called the 

Everglades bear as a separate species and suggested that its long skull and highly arched nasal 
bones distinguished it from other bears. Subsequent morphological analysis by Hall and Kelson 
(1959, p. 865) and Harlow (1961, 1962) identified the Florida black bear as one of 16 recognized 
subspecies of the American black bear, three of which are in the southeastern U.S. (Hall 1981, 
p.451 Larivière 2001). Recent species-wide genetic analysis found fewer genetic groups than 
subspecies (Puckett et al. 2015). However, a taxonomic review of their findings has not been 
conducted, so the current subspecies classification remains the scientific standard.

Adult (> three years old) male 
bears in Florida typically weigh 250 
to 350 pounds and adult females 
weigh 130 to 180 pounds (FWC, 
unpublished data, 2019). The largest 
bears documented in Florida are a 
760-pound male euthanized due to 
injuries from an unknown cause in 
Orange County and a 460-pound 
female killed by a vehicle on a 
roadway in Lake County.

Reproduction
Florida’s long growing season 

and the availability of calorie-
rich human foods allow bears to 
reach full skeletal size and sexual 
maturity slightly earlier than those 
at the more northern extent of the 
species’ range. Pelton (1987) writes that bears typically reach full skeletal size by age four 
and sexual maturity between age three and five. In contrast, Florida black bear females 
reach full skeletal size at about two years of age and males reach full size just after age 
three (Bartareau 2011). Most female bears in Florida reproduce for the first time at three 
to four years of age (Garrison 2004). Breeding occurs from mid-June to mid-August (Land 
1994, Garrison 2004). Black bears experience delayed implantation, where fertilized eggs 
temporarily cease development after a few divisions, float free in the uterus, and do not 
implant until late November or December (Pelton 1982). This adaptation allows bears to 
breed in summer, rather than during fall hyperphagia, and still have time to give birth 

Figure 2. The relative importance of vision, hearing and 
smell to bears is implied by the animal’s relatively small eyes, 
large ears, and long snout.
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so cubs emerge from the den in spring when food is more abundant. Poor acorn or berry 
production in an area can reduce the body condition of pregnant females, which can cause 
delayed age of first reproduction, decreased litter sizes and an increased incidence of barren 
females through the failure of fertilized eggs to implant, and malnourished or starved 
neonates (Pelton 1982; Noyce and Garshelis 1994; Pelton 2001, p. 230). However, body 
condition and reproduction can be increased when bears are exposed to human-provided 
foods, including wildlife feeders in forests on private lands, as well as unsecured garbage, 
bird seed, or pet food in neighborhoods. Bears with access to human-provided foods tend 
to be heavier, sexually mature earlier, and produce more cubs than those relying solely 
on natural foods (McLean and Pelton 1990, Beckman and Berger 2003, Dobey et al. 2005, 
Beckman and Lackey 2008). 

When several females in an area skip a breeding year, reproduction can become 
synchronized with annual food cycles (Clark et al. 2005, Dobey et al. 2005). Reproductive 
females enter winter dens in mid- to late December and emerge in mid- to late April 
after a mean denning period of 106 to 120 days (Dobey et al. 2005, Garrison et al. 2012). 
Actual gestation is 60 days, and cubs are born in late January to mid-February. Most 
studies in Florida (Land 1994, Dobey et al. 2005, Garrison et al. 2007) have documented an 
average litter size of just over two cubs with a range of one to four. Garrison et al. (2007) 
documented greater productivity in Ocala National Forest (NF) in older females and females 
with previous litters than in younger females or those reproducing for the first time. At 
birth, cubs weigh approximately 12 ounces and are partially furred but blind and toothless. 
Neonatal growth is rapid, and cubs weigh six to eight pounds by the time they leave the 
den at about 10 weeks of age. Cubs stay with their mother for their first year and typically 
den with her the following year. However, orphaned black bears cubs are able to be  self-
sufficient between 5 and 8 months of age (Erickson 1959, Payne 1975, Alt and Beecham 1984). 
Family dissolution usually occurs between late May and early July when cubs are 15 to 17 
months old (Seibert et al. 1997). Females generally form a home range overlapping their 
natal range (Moyer et al. 2006), while young males disperse to new areas (Wooding and 
Hardisky 1988, Dobey et al. 2005).

Food Habits
Although black bears are classified in the taxonomic Order Carnivora because of their 

teeth and other skeletal characteristics, black bears evolved as omnivores under climate 
regimes and at northerly latitudes that caused dramatic fluctuations in the seasonal 
availability of food (Spady et al. 2007). As a result, even bears in Florida exhibit an annual 
cycle of feasting and fasting. In fall, bears wander widely and forage extensively to 
accumulate enough energy in the form of fat to prepare for winter, when palatable food is 
less abundant. Bears’ daily caloric intake can increase from an average of 5,000 calories a day 
to 20,000 calories a day in fall (Jonkel and Cowan 1971, Nelson et al. 1983). Adult bears may 
increase their body weight by 25% to 40% in fall (Jonkel and Cowan 1971; Pelton 2001, p. 225). 
In winter, the consumption of food by bears is greatly reduced and reproductive females may 
spend many weeks in the natal den with little or no additional nutrition.
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Bears are opportunistic foragers, taking advantage of seasonally abundant/available fruits 
(especially saw palmetto [Serenoa repens] and tupelo [Nyssa spp.]), nuts (especially acorns), 
insects, and, increasingly, human-produced foods such as garbage and feed for pets, birds, 
and livestock. Because of natural fluctuations in phenology, a food item that is very abundant 
one year may not be available at all the following year. In response, bears have evolved the 
ability to travel long distances, remember abundant food sources, and navigate back to those 
areas in future years. Given the generalist food habits of Florida black bears and the diversity 
of habitats in the state, the list of food items they consume is lengthy (Maehr and DeFazio 
1985). Approximately 80% of natural bear foods in Florida are plant material (Maehr and 
Brady 1984). Although 66 different plant species have been identified in bear diets, the fruits 
and fiber of saw palmetto are important throughout Florida and throughout the year (Maehr 
et al. 2001). Saw palmetto was found nearly twice as often as tupelo or oaks (Quercus spp.) 
in a 6-year study of bear diet from scats and stomachs collected throughout Florida (Maehr 
and DeFazio 1985) and was the preferred food item in south Florida (Maehr 1997). While the 
proportion of saw palmetto in a bear’s diet will vary depending on its abundance relative to 
other foods, it is a key food item in all Florida subpopulations. Insects make up around 15% 
of Florida black bear diets, usually in the form of colonial insects (e.g., ants [Formicidae spp.], 
termites [Isoptera spp.]) and beetles (Coleoptera spp.) (Maehr and Brady 1984, Maehr and 
DeFazio 1985). The remaining five percent of a typical bear diet in Florida is animal matter, 
including medium-sized mammals like armadillos (Dasypus novemcinctus) and raccoons 
(Procyon lotor) as well as larger animals such as feral pigs (Sus scrofa), white-tailed deer 
(Odocoileus virginianus), and small livestock. The proportion of deer in Florida black bear diets 
ranges from zero to three percent (Land 1994; Maehr and Brady 1982; Maehr and Brady 1984; 
Maehr and DeFazio 1985; Maehr 1997; Roof 1997; Dobey et al. 2005; Murphy et al. 2017b, 2008). 
Bears in Florida prey on deer fawns seasonally (Murphy et al. 2017b), and bears were one of 
three fawn predators documented in Louisiana (Shuman et al. 2017). While bears occasionally 
eat such easy prey as fawns or small livestock, they are not active predators and the meat 
in their diet is more often from carrion (Pelton 2001, p. 230). Bears often feed on plants even 
when potential prey is common (Maehr 1997).

Habitat Use and Home Range
Black bears are adaptable and inhabit a variety of habitats but are dependent on forests 

(Kolenosky and Strathearn 1987, p. 445). Habitat selection by bears is a function of nutritional 
needs and spatially fluctuating food sources. The Florida black bear thrives in areas that 
provide an annual supply of seasonally available foods and relatively secluded areas for 
denning. Harlow (1961, p. 491) described optimal bear habitat in Florida as “a mixture 
of flatwoods, swamps, scrub oak ridges, bayheads and hammock habitats, thoroughly 
interspersed.” A key attribute of high-quality bear habitat throughout these natural 
communities is some area with nearly impenetrable understory (Pelton 2001, p. 229).

Self-sustaining and secure subpopulations of bears in Florida are typically found within 
large contiguous forested tracts that contain overstories with mast-producing trees and 
understories with berry-producing shrubs. Large parcels of public land with habitats as 
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diverse as the seasonally inundated pine (Pinus spp.) flatwoods, tropical hammocks and 
hardwood swamps of the Big Cypress National Preserve (Maehr et al. 2001) and the xeric 
sand pine-scrub oak community growing on relic sea dunes in Ocala NF (McCown et al. 2009) 
support large and healthy subpopulations of bears. Smaller subpopulations are associated 
with less expansive habitats that tend to be highly fragmented and tightly bound by urban 
areas and highways (Larkin et al. 2004). Currently, unoccupied bear habitat exists in Florida, 
either because bears have yet to recolonize those areas near existing subpopulations (i.e., the 
Big Bend Bear Management Unit) or because habitat fragmentation makes recolonizing or 
occupying smaller, more distant areas difficult.

Variation in home range size and shape is influenced by the timing and location of 
nutritional resources, subpopulation density, reproductive status, and human influences such 
as habitat fragmentation. Female black bears select a home range based on availability of 
resources with smaller annual home ranges found in more optimal habitat. Male black bears 
establish a home range in relation to the presence of females (Sandell 1989), and their home 
ranges are usually three to eight times larger than those of females (Pelton 1982). Home 
range sizes of Florida black bears vary based on the diversity of habitats and habitat quality 
found in their location (Table 1).

Table 1. Annual home ranges of female and male Florida black bears within the range of the subspecies.

Location Annual Home Rangea (square miles)
Females Males

Mobile, Alabamab 3.0 25.9
Ocala NF, Floridac 7.9 36.4
Wekiva River Basin, Floridad 9.7 22.0
Osceola NF, Floridae 11.7 N/A
Glades/Highlands, Floridaf 12.4 37.1
Camp Blanding study area, Floridag 13.3 87.3
Okefenokee NWR, Georgiae 21.6 132.4
Big Cypress National Preserve, Floridah 22.0 117.1
Chassahowitzka NWR, Floridai 29.7 54.1
Eglin Air Force Base, Floridaj 33.8 135.4
Tate’s Hell State Forest and Apalachicola NF, Florida 37.6k 80.7l

a Range sizes were estimated using 95% minimum convex polygon (MCP), 100% MCP, 95% adaptive kernel (AK), or 95% fixed kernel 
(FK) methods as reported in the source and converted to square miles. 

b Edwards 2002, 95% MCP h Land 1994, 95% MCP 
c McCown et al. 2004, 95% FK i Orlando 2003, 95% MCP
d Roof and Wooding 1996, 95% MCP j Stratman 1998, 95% AK
e Dobey et al. 2005, 95% FK k FWC, unpublished data, 2019, 95% MCP
f Ulrey 2008, 95% FK l Seibert 1993, 95% MCP
g Karelus et al. 2016, 95% MCP 

Female bears with cubs have smaller summer home ranges than females without cubs, 
but much larger fall home ranges than females without cubs (Moyer et al. 2007). The larger 
fall home range is a response to the nutritional needs of rapidly growing cubs. Genetically 
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related females establish annual and seasonal home ranges closer to each other than do 
unrelated females, and females with overlapping home range cores are more closely related 
than females without overlapping home range cores (Moyer et al. 2006).

Bears in natural habitats are generally most active at dawn and dusk, while bears living 
closer to urban and suburban areas tend to be more active at night (Orlando 2003, Neils 
2011). In the fall, bears are active for longer periods than other seasons, often during the 
day, because they consume large quantities of food. Occasionally, young dispersing males 
or adult males during summer breeding may be active during the day and travel extensively 
(Wooding and Hardisky 1988). Moyer et al. (2007) noted enlarged home ranges and more 
extensive movements by females during a year in which severe drought significantly limited 
the availability of food. A two-year old male bear that was apparently dispersing moved 87 
miles in 26 days from the vicinity of Naples to Lake Placid (Maehr et al. 1988). The longest 
distance that a Florida black bear has been documented moving is 315 miles in 35 days from 
Eglin Air Force Base, Florida to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, however, this was a bear that had 
been translocated (Stratman et al. 2001).

Ecological Significance of Bears
Bears are recognized as an umbrella species because conserving large areas of diverse 

habitat for bears also conserves habitat for many other species under the “umbrella” of bear 
conservation. Black bears have been an instrumental species in conserving natural habitats 
and the presence of bears is occasionally cited as justification for land protection efforts 
in Florida. Because bears are seed dispersers, they may have a significant impact on plant 
distribution, particularly for large-seeded species such as saw palmetto (Maehr 1984, Auger 
et al. 2002). In addition, bears play an ecological role as scavengers (Pelton 1982).

Distribution
Historically, black bears ranged throughout the southeastern U.S., with the Florida 

subspecies inhabiting all of Florida (except the lower Keys), southern Georgia, and southern 
Alabama (Hall 1981, p.451). The distribution of the subspecies was significantly reduced 
and fragmented in all three of these states: in Florida to seven subpopulations (Eglin, 
Apalachicola, Osceola, Ocala, Chassahowitzka, Glades/Highlands, and Big Cypress) and to 
one subpopulation each in southern Alabama (near Mobile) and southern Georgia (in and 
around the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge [NWR]; Figure 1). The FWC categorizes the 
current distribution of bears in Florida as Frequent, Common, Occasional, or Rare (Figure 1, 
FWC, unpublished data, 2019). Frequent range incudes an estimated 15,723 square miles of 
contiguous areas that encompasses 95% of all known locations. These areas are the core of 
bear subpopulations where most bears are found, and consistent reproduction has been 
documented. Common range includes an estimated 12,125 square miles outside Frequent 
range that encompasses 99% of known locations, often on the edge of Frequent range. These 
are areas where bears spend a fair amount of time, but the density of locations was too 
low to be included within Frequent range. Occasional range (16,435 square miles) includes 
the areas estimated to contain all known bear locations, except a few that were extremely 
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isolated. Bears’ locations in Occasional range are more scattered and documented less 
regularly, but sightings of a bear in these areas would not be surprising to the FWC, given 
the proximity to Frequent and Common ranges. The remaining portions of Florida (12,494 
square miles) were designated as Rare because bears are capable of traveling long distances 
and could occur anywhere in the state, but have been documented in this area only a few 
times in previous decades. The FWC combined Frequent and Common ranges into one group, 
defined as Occupied range (27,848 square miles), to show the overall area of Florida where 
bears consistently occur. This Occupied range includes portions of 62 of 67 Florida counties 
(Appendix I) and covers 49% of Florida (FWC, unpublished data, 2019), a significant increase 
from previous decades (GFC 1993).

Bears have been expanding their range over the past 40 years (Williams 1978, Maehr 
and Wooding 1992, FWC, unpublished data, 2019; Figure 3) and are no longer relegated to 
the areas described in Frye et al. (1950). Early records of bears in Florida listed areas where 
they were observed, but maps delineating the boundaries of bear range were not made. The 
earliest map of bear range specific to Florida was published by Williams (1978; Figure 3). In 
the mid-1980s, bears were reported to occupy portions of 50 counties and subpopulations 
were described as fragmented and insular (Brady and Maehr 1985), and a decade later the 
range covered only 17% of the state (GFC 1993).

Figure 3. Changes in bear distribution (occupied range) in Florida from 1978 (Williams 1978), 1992, 
(Maehr and Wooding 1992), and 2008 (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). 
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Range maps created prior to 2005 were based primarily on knowledge and opinions 
of experienced land managers and biologists due to the relatively limited data available. 
Mapping bear distribution when abundances and densities were very low resulted in 
inconsistent results, even when maps were made only a few years apart (Williams 1978, 
Brady and Maehr 1985). Improved technological advances in the last 20 years, such as 
geographic information systems (GIS), and an abundance and variety of data sources, have 
allowed more precise maps. While Simek et al. (2005) had more data than previous range 
mapping efforts, there was still subjective interpretation as point data were converted to 
polygons. In recent years, computer and smart phone applications have made collection and 
use of large datasets much easier, allowing FWC staff to use utilization distribution models 
to objectively estimate bear range for 2008, 2016, and 2019 (Scheick et al. 2016, Scheick et al. 
2019). Changes between maps may be due to reporting rates as well as actual changes in bear 
range. Because methodologies are so different, the occupied range in the objective maps are 
only comparable to maps created prior to 2008 at a coarse scale.

When comparing occupied range, bear range in Florida generally expanded in 
all subpopulations between 2008 and 2016 (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). Several 
subpopulations are now connected (Apalachicola with Eglin and Big Cypress with Glades/
Highlands), the prior connection between Ocala/St. Johns and Osceola has expanded, and 
Ocala/St. Johns has also expanded southward toward the Green Swamp. Although some 
small islands of occupied range were gained, others were lost when reported locations 
were not sustained, possibly meaning the area was defined as occupied based on many 
sightings of just a few bears. In 2019, bear range generally expanded farther (Figure 1), with 
the largest change in central Florida. The Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation is now connected to 
Chassahowitzka, and the isolated range in eastern Levy County has broadened the expansion 
toward Green Swamp and has also expanded to the northeast. The FWC will continue to 
monitor changes in bear range, particularly the northern Big Bend area, the area between 
Ocala/St. Johns and Glades/Highlands, and whether Frequent ranges expand to merge any of 
the subpopulations.

Current Subpopulation Density and Abundance
Bears occur at naturally low densities relative to other species, are solitary, and live 

in thick forest habitat. These traits make it challenging for researchers to visually observe 
bears and directly count their numbers. Instead of counting each bear, researchers estimate 
the number of bears with statistical methods designed for this purpose. Mark-recapture 
methods are a common, scientifically sound approach to estimate wildlife abundance and 
density (Williams et al. 2002, Efford 2004). These methods involve marking an animal when 
first encountered and counting the number times that same individual is encountered during 
the study. When these methods are spatially explicit, the location of an individual is used 
in the estimate in addition to how often it is encountered. In decades past, animals were 
often marked by ear tags or tattoos, but more recent studies have used DNA to identify 
individuals. The most recent abundance and density estimates for bears in Florida were 
provided by Humm et al. (2017) and Murphy et al. (2017a). They used spatially explicit mark-
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recapture methods on hair samples identified to an individual bear by genotyping DNA to 
estimate the densities and abundance of six of the seven bear subpopulations in Florida (all 
subpopulations except Chassahowitzka). The hair samples were collected from areas that 
encompassed good habitat with resident bears as well as areas on the edge of occupied 
range where few or no hairs were collected, suggesting that the sampled areas were suitable 
sizes. These estimates include yearling and adult bears only because cubs-of-the-year are too 
small to be counted consistently with this hair sampling method. The number of cubs could 
equal about 25% of a bear population estimate (assuming half of the population is female 
and they have two cubs every other year).

The FWC partnered with the University of Kentucky to collect hair samples between 
2010 and 2012 and to estimate abundance and density of bears in the Glades/Highlands 
subpopulation. The resulting abundance estimate was 98 bears (Murphy et al. 2017a; Table 2) 
and was the first scientifically valid estimate for this subpopulation. In 2014, the FWC began 
a study to update abundance and density estimates for the Apalachicola, Big Cypress, Eglin, 
Ocala/St. Johns, and Osceola subpopulations. Results ranged from 120 bears estimated in 
Eglin to 1,200 bears in Ocala/St. Johns (Table 2). The updated abundance estimate for the 
six subpopulations in this study was 3,916 bears (Humm et al. 2017; Table 2) and included 
environmental variables that influence density and abundance.

The number of bears outside the sampled areas is unknown, but the FWC considers their 
number to be within the statistical range of the abundance estimates because bear density 
in the developed areas outside the sampled areas is likely lower than higher quality habitat 
within the sampled areas. The abundance estimates should be considered conservative 
because of the absence of cubs and uncounted bears outside of sampled areas.

Combined, the sampled areas in these two recent spatially explicit abundance estimates 
covered 28% of Florida (15,748 square miles) and 57% of the 2019 Occupied range. Most of 
the unsampled areas within Occupied range are developed where such methods are not 
feasible. Additionally, the Chassahowitzka subpopulation and other areas within the Big 
Bend BMU were not part of the studies that provided the recent abundance estimates. The 
Chassahowitzka subpopulation was too small to estimate using mark-recapture models but 
results of several research projects suggest it may contain about 20 bears (Orlando 2003, 
Brown 2004, McCown and Scheick 2012). This BMU is unique because it is the only one with 
separate areas of Frequent range that is comparable in size to the main subpopulation 
(Figure 7).  Without a range of abundance to account for the bears in those areas, we 
estimated that the counties in the middle of the Big Bend BMU may contain another 10 to 
20 bears (Wooding 2007, McCown and Scheick 2012). Adding 30 bears from the Big Bend 
BMU to the statistical estimates of bear abundance in the other six subpopulations, the 
FWC estimates there are 4,046 bears (3,018 to 5,603) in Florida. Current population estimates 
of Florida black bears outside the state are 76 to 124 for the Mobile River Basin in Alabama 
(Draper et al. 2017), and about 800 for southern Georgia (GA DNR 2018). 
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Table 2. Estimates of abundance and density of bears in seven subpopulations in Floridaa.

Bear Management 
Unit

Subpopulation Density 
Estimate 
(mi2/bear)

Abundance 
Estimate 
(Mean)

Abundance 
Estimate (Range)

West Panhandleb Eglin 15.4 120 59 – 276
East Panhandleb Apalachicola 4.7 1,060 825 – 1,386
Big Bendc Chassahowitzka 5.5 20 N/A
Northb Osceola 3.0 496 319 – 800
Centralb Ocala/St. Johns 3.0 1,198 949 – 1,537
South Centrald Glades/Highlands 7.2 98 75 – 122
Southb Big Cypress 2.9 1,044 761 – 1,452

a. Abundance and density estimates do not include cubs.
b. Abundance and density estimates from Humm et al. 2017.
c. Abundance estimate of 20 (based on Orlando 2003, Brown 2004, and McCown and Scheick 2012) and density calculated to primary 

range reported in McCown and Scheick (2012); no range estimate listed because the abundance was not calculated using spatially-
explicit mark-recapture methods.

d. Abundance and density estimates from Murphy et al. 2017a.

Genetic Profile
 Bears are particularly vulnerable to habitat loss and fragmentation, relative to other 

species, because of their low numbers, low densities, large home ranges, low productivity, 
and increased interactions with humans brought about by habitat alterations. Habitat loss, 
degradation, and fragmentation in Florida reduced what was once a single large population 
of bears that roamed virtually the entire state to several small, isolated subpopulations. 
This isolation often causes a decrease in genetic variation (Frankham 1996), which may 
reduce the ability of individuals to adapt to changes in the environment (Dixon et al. 2007), 
cause inbreeding depression (Ebert et al. 2002), and increase the probability of extinction 
(Westemeier et al. 1998). Small, isolated populations are at a higher risk of extinction than 
large, genetically connected populations (Frankham et al. 2002). 

Comparisons of Florida black bear subpopulations have shown that there is a minimum 
abundance below which a subpopulation becomes at risk. Cox et al. (1994) and Dixon et al. 
(2007) determined that each subpopulation of Florida black bears needs at least 200 adult 
bears to maintain adequate genetic diversity. Below 200 bears, subpopulations experience 
loss of genetic diversity at a higher rate and are less able to adapt to random changes to 
the environment (Dixon et al. 2007). Three Florida subpopulations are currently estimated 
below this minimum abundance: Eglin (Humm et al. 2017), Glades/Highlands (Murphy et al. 
2017a), and Chassahowitzka (Brown 2004, McCown and Scheick 2012). Besides increasing bear 
abundance in these subpopulations, genetic diversity can also be increased by removing 
barriers to bear movements, which would improve genetic interchange within and among 
subpopulations and increase the chances of long-term persistence of bears in these areas 
(Dixon et al. 2007).
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Figure 4. An unrooted phylogenetic tree 
from Dixon et al. (2007) depicting the 
genetic relationships among Florida black 
bear subpopulations. The branch lengths 
correspond to a measure of genetic 
distance, and the distance values from 
some subpopulations to the first node are 
displayed.

An analysis of the genetic structure of Florida’s black bears (Dixon et al. 2007) indicated 
that most of the state’s bear subpopulations have been isolated from one another long 
enough that genetic differences among them were measurable. Because the physical 
distances between subpopulations did not explain the degree of genetic difference 
they detected, Dixon et al. (2007) surmised that this isolation was most likely caused by 
people rather than being natural. This genetic analysis supports our understanding of 
historical reductions in bear abundance and range and supports efforts to increase the 
genetic diversity of bears in Florida. The degree of genetic difference was most evident in 
the three smallest subpopulations (Chassahowitzka, Glades/Highlands, and Eglin; Figure 
4). Additionally, the genetic diversity within the Chassahowitzka and Glades/Highlands 
subpopulations are among the lowest reported for any black bear population (Dixon et al. 
2007, McCown and Scheick 2012, Draper et al. 2017, Murphy et al. 2017a). The high degree of 
differentiation between subpopulations and low genetic variation within subpopulations 
are common in small, isolated subpopulations because of past genetic bottlenecks (Nei et 
al. 1975, Kirkpatrick and Jarne 2000). Although the genetic analysis was able to measure a 
small difference between the Aucilla and Apalachicola clusters, revealing a past separation, 
the FWC considers Aucilla bears part of the Apalachicola subpopulation because the two 
areas have been contiguous for many years. Older reports considered the Ocala and St. Johns 
subpopulations separate because of administrative and land management history, but Dixon 
et al.’s (2007) analysis found them to be genetically indistinguishable and they have been 
treated as one subpopulation since 2012.
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Populations with low genetic diversity are more susceptible to recessive deleterious 
alleles that can slow population growth (inbreeding depression). Signs of inbreeding can 
be internal but are often observed as physical abnormalities, like missing tail vertebrae or 
undescended testes. Such abnormalities have been documented in black bears in Alabama, 
Georgia, Louisiana, and Florida. A recent review of physical abnormalities and genetic 
diversity in black bears in the southeastern U.S. suggests a mean of 4.0 alleles per locus 
(i.e., versions of a gene at each location on a chromosome) as a minimum level of genetic 
diversity below which populations are at risk of developing abnormalities (Doran-Myers 
and Scheick 2019). Chassahowitzka and Glades/Highlands are the only two subpopulations 
in Florida that currently fall below 4.0 alleles per locus (Dixon et al. 2007) and both show 
improvements over the past decade (Scheick and McCown 2014, Murphy et al. 2017a). Eglin 
is just above the minimum at 4.1 alleles per locus (Dixon et al. 2007). Most subpopulations in 
Florida have mean alleles per locus over 5.0 (Apalachicola, Big Cypress, Osceola, and Ocala/St. 
Johns); Osceola is the most diverse in Florida at 6.67 alleles per locus (Dixon et al. 2007). Large 
and regionally widespread black bear populations in Minnesota and western Canada have 
reported a mean over 8.5 alleles per locus (Laufenberg and Clark 2014, Paetkau et al. 1998). 
As subpopulations grow and expand toward each other, we expect their genetic diversity to 
increase naturally. Florida bears still have the potential for relatively high genetic diversity; 
if the bears in Florida were a single, randomly mating population, it could possibly have 8.8 
mean alleles per locus given the alleles detected by Dixon (2004). Realistically, Dixon (2004) 
cites 7.5 mean alleles per locus as an attainable long-term goal for all Florida black bear 
subpopulations. Subpopulations with this target level of genetic diversity would be at no risk 
for the negative effects of inbreeding depression and will be considered genetically healthy 
by the FWC.

Trends in Land Use and Bear Abundance
Black bear fossils as early as the late Pleistocene (11,700 years ago) have been documented 

in Florida (Kurten and Anderson 1980; Hulbert 2001, p. 60). Bears were noted by early Spanish 
explorers (Adorno and Pautz 2003, p. 65) in what is now Florida near the time of the first 
European contact, when there may have been about 11,500 bears (GFC 1993) (Table 3) sharing 
space with 350,000 people (Milanich 1995). Native Americans cleared forests for villages and 
agriculture and set fires to improve hunting and increase security from rival tribes (Pyne 1982, 
p. 144; Milanich 1995). Although Native Americans modified their landscape and used bears 
for a variety of reasons (Pelton 2001, p. 225), their low population and mode of living allowed 
bears to remain common through the end of the 18th century (Bartram 1791).

Bear numbers declined precipitously after Europeans began settling Florida because of 
extensive clearing of Florida’s forests and because settlers often killed bears for fur and food 
(meat and oil) (Bartram 1791, Byrd 1841), to protect livestock (GFC 1936), and indiscriminately 
as vermin (McDaniel 1974; Pelton 2001, p.225). Details of the early declines in bear abundance 
and distribution are lacking, but history has preserved many details of Florida’s development, 
including forestry practices that explain major changes in bear habitat (Pyne 1982, Walker 1991, 
Kendrick and Walsh 2007), which help explain the decline in bear abundance and distribution.
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Although coastal forests had been exploited since the 17th century (Pyne 1982, p. 149), 
large-scale changes to bear habitat began in earnest in the 18th century, when enough 
commercial ports had been developed to permit the economic exploitation of the state’s 
timber and naval stores (e.g., turpentine, rosin, pitch) industries. Construction of railroads in 
the 19th century increased the efficiency and reach of those industries and increased human 
settlement. It was common for turpentine production to decline after 10 years (Walker 1991, 
p. 152) and subsequently the forests were cut for timber. In addition, the timber industry cut 
hardwood species such oak, cypress (Taxodium spp.), and magnolia (Magnolia spp.), as well as 
pine, especially longleaf (Pinus palustris) and slash pine (P. elliottii) (Kendrick and Walsh 2007, 
p. 346). Once cut for either industry, few attempts were made to replant the forest because 
of a “cut out and get out” philosophy (Walker 1991, p. 143). Black bears rely on forested 
habitats (Pelton 2001, p. 225) and the large-scale loss of forests was a major contributor to 
the decline in bears in Florida and elsewhere.

The debris created during these early logging operations provided fuel for intense 
wildfires that burned mature trees as well as seedbeds (Kendrick and Walsh 2007, pp. 
334-335, 529). Pine forests with active turpentine operations were extremely vulnerable 
to wildfire because the lower surfaces of the trees were coated in this highly flammable 
substance and, to prevent wildfires in their turpentine forests, workers reduced understory 
vegetation manually and with controlled fires (Walker 1991, p. 154). Within wooded habitats, 
the open range laws in Florida meant cattle grazed extensively on forest understory, 
and setting fires was a common practice by cattlemen to improve forage. Additionally, 
“woodsburning” by settlers was used to reduce ticks, snakes, and crop pests, and to improve 
forage for cattle (Pyne 1982, pp. 143-151). 

By the late 19th century, practices associated with farming, ranching, and the naval stores 
industries significantly changed the composition and structure of Florida’s landscape, and 
bears were no longer considered common (Maynard 1883, Chapman 1894, Bangs 1898, Maehr 
et al. 2001). Timber harvests in the 
South reached a peak by 1909 and 
virgin pine forests were nearly 
gone by 1920. In 1915, a report by 
the short-lived Department of 
Game and Fish estimated that 
more than half of the existing 50 
counties had fewer than 25 bears 
(Jones 1915) (Table 3), and the first 
publication to specifically mention 
declines in bear abundance and 
range was in the 1920s (Harper 
1927). Bear numbers continued 
to decline through the first half 
of the 20th century. Wildfires, Scraping turpentine trees (sometime in the 1910s).
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woodsburning, and heavy browsing by wild hogs prevented natural forest regeneration (Pyne 
1982, pp. 150-151; Kendrick and Walsh 2007, p. 334) and forests were converted to rangelands 
(Pyne 1982, p. 150). During the early 20th century, half of the forests in Florida were burned 
each year for range improvement (Kendrick and Walsh 2007, p. 435). Burning some areas in 
spring and fall was so common that the combined area burned in one year was larger than 
the entire landmass of Florida (Pyne 1982, p. 144). Prior to 1930s, when producing wood pulp 
from pines was discovered, second-growth timber had little value and people showed little 
concern for how much timber might be destroyed or how far fires might spread (Pyne 1982, 
p. 155; Kendrick and Walsh 2007, p. 334). “Several hundred” mills processed turpentine from 
what must have been many thousands of turpentine camps, and turpentine production in 
Florida eventually accounted for approximately 27% of the U.S. total (Kendrick and Walsh 
2007, pp. 102, 131).

By 1940, approximately 24% of Florida’s landmass was being farmed, mostly by 
subsistence farmers (USCB 2009). The result of these land-use practices was to promote an 
open landscape with a sparse understory, evident in the aerial photographs of Florida taken 
from 1935 to 1950 (SUS 2005), that likely supported few bears. By this time, the statewide 
bear population had dropped to 300 (GFC 1940) and Frye et al. (1950, p. 7) considered bears 
to be “…still fairly well distributed throughout Florida...but nowhere numerous” and “…badly 
depleted” (Table 3). Even in the remote Everglades, bears were considered rare (Davis 1943). If 
Florida had 11,500 bears prior to European settlement (GFC 1993), the 1940 estimate indicates 
a 97% decline in Florida black bear populations. The 19th and early 20th century was a bleak 
time for bears in Florida, however, positive changes began in the mid-20th century.

Table 3. History of published reports on Florida black bear numbers from 1915 to 2017.a 

Year Estimate Source Methods
1500s 11,500 GFC 1993 Assumed historical density of bears statewide was equal to 

density found in one study area in Ocala National Forest
1914 3,051 Jones 1915 Surveyed state personnel on how many bears they thought 

might be in each county
1940 300 GFC 1940 Unknown
1950 500 Frye et al. 1950 Unknown
1961 530 – 860 Harlow 1961 Based on calculations using estimates of both legal and 

illegal kills
1962 800 – 1,000 Harlow 1962 Based on calculations using estimates of both legal and 

illegal kills
1969 1,000 USDOI 1969 Unknown
1971 500 – 600 GFC 1971 Unknown
1972 500 Pelton and Nichols 

1972
Surveyed state wildlife personnel in the southeastern U.S.

1974 300 McDaniels 1974 Unknown
1977 500 East 1977 Unknown
1993 1,000 – 1,500 GFC 1993 Based on bear densities and habitat size calculated from 

several previously completed studies
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Year Estimate Source Methods
1998 1,280 Bentzien 1998 Based on bear densities and habitat acreages calculated 

from several previously-completed studies
2002b 2,042 – 3,213 Simek et al. 2005 Estimated using mark-recapture models based on DNA 

collected from 2001 to 2003 for larger subpopulations, 
excluding Chassahowitzka and Glades/Highlands; 
densities from study areas were assumed to represent the 
density of bears within primary bear ranges in those areas

2012-
2015b

3,063-5,695 Humm et al. 2017 
and Murphy et al. 
2017

Estimated using spatially explicit mark-recapture models 
that incorporated environmental variables, based on DNA 
collected from 2010 to 2012 and 2014 to 2015

a Different methods, with varying degrees of confidence, were used to estimate populations over time; therefore, a direct comparison 
of estimates among years may not be appropriate.

b 2002, 2012, and 2014-15 are the only population estimates with statistical estimates of precision.

Improvements for bears were incremental. The naval stores industry ended by the 1940s 
after years of decline, and pulp wood brought greater value to forest lands. This, in turn, 
brought fire control efforts by industrial timber companies that bought large tracts of land 
and by local and federal governments that had acquired tax-delinquent parcels from farms 
abandoned in 1920s and 1930s (Pyne 1982, p. 152). New Deal federal programs used tax-
delinquencies to create five state forests and two national forests (NF) in the 1930s that, 
with the Choctawhatchee NF and Ocala NF established in 1908, totaled over 2,813 square 
miles of public forest lands in Florida (Kendrick and Walsh 2007, pp. 76-79). The 1950 passage 
of a statewide, mandatory fence law ended open-pasture grazing and stopped the pasture-
improvement fires on large swaths of industrial, state, and federal forest lands. This not 
only improved habitats for bears but reduced the number of subsistence farmers that were 
hunting bears for food or to protect their livestock and crops. Rapid growth of the human 
population in Florida increased the number of roads and converted large areas into towns, 
thereby creating fire breaks that further reduced the frequency and extent of most wildfires. 
With reduced fire frequency, overall habitat conditions improved for bears, even in habitats 
that were unoccupied. Present day forests are managed with a suite of plant and wildlife 
species in mind. Florida has many fire-climax communities and land managers use prescribed 
fire as a tool, where appropriate, as part of science-based forest ecology. Though prescribed 
fire is commonly used, it is currently used much less frequently and on much fewer areas 
when compared to the early decades of the 20th century, resulting in forests with a denser 
understory and greater shrub cover. Forests with this type of structure provided good habitat 
for bears and allowed recovering populations to expand.

These historical records support a presumption that the lowest point for Florida bear 
populations was sometime in the early 20th century and that habitats began to recover by 
the mid-20th century. However, it took several decades for populations to recover. The bear 
population was estimated at 500 to 1,000 in the 1960s and 1970s (Harlow 1962, Pelton and 
Nichols 1972, McDaniel 1974, Brady and Maehr 1985), with an estimate as low as 300 bears in 
1974 (McDaniel 1974) (Table 3). The extensive development in Florida during the latter half of 
the 20th century meant less available habitat and severe fragmentation of what remained, but 
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habitat improvement coupled with increased protections allowed bear abundance to increase 
and range to expand. While Florida forests were too open for bears in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, both as habitat and refugia from persecution, complete exclusion of fire reduces 
overall mast production, can lead to wildfires, and reduces habitat quality for red cockaded 
woodpeckers (Dryobates borealis) and other listed species. Quantifying burn schedules that 
would be optimal for bears is difficult because the experimental burn areas would have to be 
exceedingly large and would take years to detect a measurable response at the bear population 
level. During those years, large areas burned on longer rotations would negatively impact many 
other species. Bears do well with a mosaic of vegetation types that is created by prescribed fire 
on specific rotations as currently practiced, as evidenced by increases in both their abundance 
and range concurrent with this land management strategy over the last several decades.

The Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission (GFC) staff used previously 
documented densities (from telemetry studies) and approximations of occupied range to 
estimate the statewide black bear population at 1,000 to 1,500 bears in the 1990s (GFC 1993, 
Bentizen 1998) (Table 3). The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) partnered with 
the FWC between 2001 and 2003 to examine the effects of roads on bear populations across 
the state and to estimate Florida’s bear abundance in the larger subpopulations, excluding 
Chassahowitzka and Glades/Highlands, using mark-recapture models of genotyped hair 
samples. The combined abundance for these subpopulations was estimated to be about 
2,600 bears by extrapolating densities in each study area to its respective primary range 
(Simek et al. 2005) (Table 3). These numbers were conservative because the estimates were 
only derived for bears over one year old in the primary ranges of the largest subpopulations; 
no estimates were made for bears in secondary ranges.

Hair samples from 2014 and 2015 (Humm et al. 2017) were collected over a much larger 
sampling area (15,042 square miles) than those collected by Simek et al (2005) in 2001 to 
2003 (2,517 square miles) and included environmental variables that influence density and 
abundance so no extrapolation from study areas was needed. Although the two methods 
differ, the resulting abundance estimates increased significantly for most subpopulations 
over the 10-year period. This study is discussed in greater detail earlier in this Chapter (see 
Current Subpopulation Density and Abundance).

Models that predict population growth rates require data that are difficult and time-
consuming to collect, including female survival rates at several different age classes (from 
cub-of-the-year through older adults), litter size, and the years between litters. Dobey et 
al. (2005) estimated that the Osceola subpopulation could have been growing up to 18% 
per year. Hostetler et al. (2009) estimated an annual population growth rate of up to 10% 
in the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation. The FWC (2017) used available data on reproduction 
and survival to estimate growth rates for four of the seven subpopulations over 12 years, 
to predict population numbers when the next abundance studies were expected (Table 4). 
Rather than assume a fixed annual growth rate, the demographic rates varied annually, which 
allowed growth to vary by year. To do this, a different matrix of reproduction and survival 
rates was created each year by selecting from each rate’s distribution. This matrix was 
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then used to calculate the change in abundance from one year to the next.  Annual growth 
rate was then calculated from the abundance after 12 years by comparing it to the initial 
abundance, which was the most recent estimate for each subpopulation.  This process was 
repeated 100,000 times to incorporate uncertainty in the demographic rates (i.e. survival and 
reproduction) into the estimated population growth rates.  The thousands of estimates for 
growth of each subpopulation were then averaged. Over a 12-year period, the total number 
of bears in these four subpopulations was predicted to increase from just under 4,000 
bears to over 11,000 bears (FWC 2017; Table 4). A study on the Apalachicola subpopulation is 
underway and preliminary results suggest growth in that subpopulation may be higher than 
the mean in Table 4, but annual data variation precludes the use of partial data to calculate 
revised growth rates until the study is completed in 2021.

The growth models did not include effects that are unlikely to impact population 
growth within the 12-year time span, such as climate change or random events. The FWC 
has not observed reproductive rates affected by hurricanes (FWC, unpublished data). The 
FWC also did not consider the effects of a density-dependent population response because 
they are not strongly documented in black bears (Garshelis 1994) and unlikely to occur.  The 
FWC did not include future habitat changes because data were derived mostly from large 
Conservation Lands and, absent density-dependence, habitat would affect range expansion 
rather than growth rate. Models of various future scenarios such as these would require a 
longer time frame and much more in-depth review of probable modification of variables.

Table 4. Estimated annual growth rates (FWC 2017), abundance estimates (Humm et al. 2017), and 
predicted abundances for four subpopulations of Florida black bears.

Subpopulation Estimated   
Annual Growth Rate

2014-15 Average 
Population 

Abundance (Mean)

2026-27 Predicted 
Population 
Abundance  

(Based on Mean)
Mean 95% Confidence 

Interval
Apalachicola 7.8% 4.4 to 11.1% 1,060 2,611
Big Cypress 12.2% 9.9 to 14.4% 1,044 4,155
Ocala 2.2% -1 to 5.3%  1,198 1,555
Osceola 15.4% 12.4 to 18.6% 496 2,767
TOTAL 3,798 11,088

Mortality
Besides humans, the most common sources of mortality for bears in Florida is 

malnutrition or another bear. Cubs and juvenile bears succumb to malnutrition during years 
of low food availability (Noyce and Garshelis 1994; Larivière 2001; Pelton 2001, p. 230). Adult 
males opportunistically kill cubs and have occasionally killed juvenile bears (Land 1994). 
Female bears are protective of their cubs so predation by carnivores other than bears is rare. 
Known predators include bobcats, coyotes, and cougars/panthers (LeCount 1987, Maehr et 
al. 1990, Larivière 2001); predation by alligators is possible but has not been documented. 
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Most known bear mortality occurs from birth to one year of age and can exceed 60% in some 
areas (Garrison et al. 2007). Mortality rates and causes for juvenile bears are not well known 
because radio-monitoring this age class has several inherent risks and complexities.

The only predator of adult bears that the FWC has documented in Florida is another bear; 
on rare occasions, adult males have killed and eaten denning adult females and their young 
(Garrison et al. 2007). In Florida, annual adult female survivorship typically exceeds 90% 
(Hostetler et al. 2009), while that of males is 70 to 75% (Wooding and Hardisky 1994). Males 
experience lower survival rates because they have larger home ranges and are more mobile, 
which exposes them to greater risks, especially collisions with vehicles (McCown et al. 2009). The 
oldest wild bear documented in Florida was a 22-year-old female from the Eglin subpopulation 
that was killed in 2014 by the FWC for human-bear conflicts; the oldest male bear documented 
was a 20-year-old from the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation that was euthanized in 2008 by the 
FWC because it was in poor health when captured at a blueberry field.

Figure 5. Number of bears killed by vehicles, or euthanized due to vehicle-related injuries, documented 
each year from 2000 to 2018 in Florida (n = 3,429).
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Humans cause most of the known mortality of adult bears (i.e., vehicle collisions, illegal 
kills, agency removals). In highly fragmented habitat, bears have more frequent interactions 
with humans, and human-related sources of mortality can be significant. In the early 
2000s, human-related mortality for female bears living near towns bordering Ocala NF 
occurred at a level that would be unsustainable if the subpopulation was isolated (McCown 
et al. 2004). A similar rate would be catastrophic to the smaller, isolated subpopulations 
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like Chassahowitzka or Eglin. Vehicle collisions are the leading known cause of death for 
bears in Florida (McCown et al. 2001). From 2009 to 2018, FWC documented an average 
of 222 bears hit and killed by vehicles each year (Figure 5). At the time of the most recent 
population abundance estimates (Humm et al. 2017), vehicle-related deaths resulted in a 
6.1% mortality rate for the total statewide bear population. Although vehicle collisions are a 
significant source of mortality, subpopulations above 200 individuals with the reproductive 
characteristics common to most subpopulations of Florida black bears (e.g., females 
reproduce at 3 years old and produce two cubs every two years) can sustain a maximum 
annual mortality of up to 23% (Bunnell and Tait 1980) without experiencing a decline. Many 
bears survive collisions with vehicles but sustain significant injuries. Out of 92 juvenile 
and adult bears captured in Ocala NF, 13% had one or more healed skeletal injuries and/or 
primarily limb fractures that were likely a result of vehicular collision (McCown et al. 2001).

Figure 6. Number of bears killed by the FWC due to public safety risk from 2009 to 2018 (average/year = 
38, n = 378).
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Illegal killing of bears is a recurring mortality factor. Bears seem to be illegally killed 
more often in response to human-bear conflicts than for the sale of bear parts on the black 
market. However, the number of documented bears killed illegally in Florida each year is 
fairly low. From 2009 to 2018, the FWC documented 144 illegally killed bears (average 14 per 
year). Although the exact number of bears illegally killed is unknown, there is no evidence 
that it is high enough to negatively impact subpopulations in Florida. Most studies involving 
radio-collared bears in Florida have reported the incidence of illegally killed bears to be low 
relative to the number of collared bears (Wooding and Hardisky 1994; Land 1994; McCown et 
al. 2004; Dobey et al. 2005; FWC, unpublished data, 2019).
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The FWC attempts to capture and kill bears when their behavior is considered a threat to 
public safety. Between 2009 and 2018, the FWC killed an average of 38 bears per year due to 
the public safety risks (Figure 6). A high number of bears were killed in 2015 due to the FWC’s 
change in human-bear conflict response policies after multiple people were injured by bears 
in Florida in separate incidents (Appendix II). The FWC found that a majority of the incidents 
involving injuries to people were due to bears regularly seeking unsecured garbage or other 
human-provided food sources, resulting in food conditioned and habituated bears. 

Serious diseases in black bears are uncommon and none have been documented that 
affect them at the subpopulation or statewide population level (Forrester 1992, McCown 
et al. 2001). Rabies is virtually unknown in black bears (Alaska 2002), it has never been 
documented in a bear in Florida (Forrester 1992), and only a few cases ever from elsewhere 
(Alaska 2002, Blanton et al. 2008, Dyer et al. 2013). Florida bears have been found with 
29 species of parasites including 19 nematodes, four trematodes, one protozoan, and five 
arthropods, but no mortality caused by these parasites has been documented (Forrester 
1992, Foster et al. 2004). Mange (a skin disease associated with generalized hair loss), caused 
by Demodex and Sarcopties mites, has been found within the bear population in Florida. 
Only one recent case of Sarcoptic mange has been documented in Florida, but this type of 
mange is more common and has been on the rise in the mid-Atlantic states (Peltier et al. 
2017). Demodectic mange has been noted within the Florida bear population since the 1990s 
(Forrester 1992). Demodectic mange was found in a higher percentage of bears in the Ocala/
St. Johns subpopulation in the early 2000s (McCown et al. 2001) than in the early 1990s 
(Foster et al. 1998). During the later study, this mange was more common in one locale on the 
western border of Ocala NF (52% of all bears and 78% of adult females) than in the entire 
Ocala NF study area (11%; McCown et al. 2001). Mange was transmitted from adult females to 
their cubs; males generally recovered by their second year, but females did not (Cunningham 
et al. 2007). Few cases of Demodectic mange have been observed in any other subpopulation 
in Florida (Forrester et al. 1993) and only one case has been reported from outside of Florida 
(Manville 1978, Foster et al. 1998). 

Status, Management, and Hunting
In Florida, the regulations and the legal status of bears have changed many times over 

the past several decades (Table 5). Until the mid-1930s, bears were not assigned any official 
status and were unprotected throughout Florida (GFC 1935), except in Volusia County. 
The GFC classified bears as a fur-bearing animal and initiated the first regulated harvest 
season in 1936. The GFC changed the bear status to a game animal in 1950, which afforded 
additional legal protections. In the 1950s and 1960s, the GFC set a bag limit, protected cubs 
from harvest, and closed the bear season on various Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs). 
After population assessments indicated a further decline in bear numbers, the bear hunting 
season was closed statewide in 1971, except for Baker and Columbia counties, Osceola 
and Apalachicola WMAs, and the chase-only season on Tomoka WMA that closed in 1972 
(GFC 1993). When the GFC listed the black bear as threatened in 1974, that designation did 
not preclude regulated harvest (McDaniel 1974). Because bear subpopulations in Baker 
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and Columbia counties and Apalachicola and Osceola WMAs were considered stable, the 
threatened designation was removed from these areas in 1978, the same year rules were 
revised to prevent a threatened species from being hunted (GFC 1978; GFC 1992, p. 1).

Table 5. Chronological history of events regarding Florida black bear management.

Year Event
1931 Laws makes it unlawful to kill or take bears in Volusia County.
1936 Bear defined as a “fur-bearing animal” permissible for harvest from December 1 to March 1 with no 

bag limit (presumably except in Volusia County).
1930s GFC recommended a two-year moratorium on bear hunting that would be followed by low-level 

hunting (Florida Wildlife 1993), legislature did not accept.
1943 State constitution amended to grant GFC the constitutional authority to regulate wildlife, 

invalidating local wildlife laws the legislature had passed. 
1944 GFC removes protection for bears and other fur-bearing animals grouped as predators, allowing 

them to be taken at any time and in any manner.
1945 Apalachicola WMA opened two consecutive 3-day bear hunts held Nov. 18–23; only one bear 

harvested.
1947–
48

Apalachicola WMA bear hunt extended to six 3-day hunts with three bears harvested during 1947 
and none in 1948. On the Ocala WMA, one bear was harvested in 1947 and two bears in 1948.

1948 GFC redefined bears as “Unprotected Fur-bearing Animals”, a designation that allowed harvest 
during a specific season the following year (November 20 – February 15).

1949 Special bear hunts on Apalachicola and Osceola WMAs are in addition to regular season concurrent 
with deer.

1950 GFC defined bears as “Protected Fur-bearing Animals” in NFs, WMAs, and Eglin Field Military 
Reservation and as “Unprotected Fur-bearing Animals” elsewhere.

1951 Bears defined as a Game Animal after definitions were changed in Wildlife Code of the State of 
Florida for GFC. 

1954 Bag limit set to one bear; cubs protected.
1955 Cubs defined as being less than 1 year old and of an estimated weight of less than 60 pounds.
1958 Bear hunting season closed on Eglin WMA.
1960 Bear hunting season closed on Big Cypress WMA.
1961 Bear hunting season closed on Ocala WMA.
1964 Land Acquisition Trust Fund created to purchase public lands for outdoor recreation and 

conservation.
1966 Bear hunting closed on the following WMAs: Eglin Field, Point Washington, Gaskin, Telogia Creek, 

Gulf Hammock, and Ocala.
1967 Cubs redefined as less than 1 year old and of an estimated weight of less than 100 pounds.
1968 Bear hunting season closed in Levy County.
1969 Special managed bear hunting season opened on Tomoka WMA.
1971 Bear hunting seasons closed statewide except in Baker and Columbia counties, during GFC managed 

hunts on Apalachicola and Osceola WMAs, or by a special permit issued by Commission Director to 
run or chase bears during closed seasons.

1972 Bear hunting season closed on Tomoka WMA. 
Environmental Land and Water Management Act created Land Conservation Act to purchase 
environmentally endangered lands.
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Year Event
1973 Bear hunting season opened on Tyndall Air Force Base coinciding with deer season.
1974 GFC lists bears as a Threatened Species in newly defined list of threatened species under Chapter 

16E-3 of the Florida Wildlife Code. 
1976 Hunters in Baker and Columbia counties required to check harvest if transporting bear outside of 

those two counties.
1977 Season closed on Tyndall Air Force Base; 

General rule for methods of taking game (FAC Rule 16E-10.01) changed to prohibit taking female 
bears with cubs.

1978 Threatened designation removed from bears in Baker and Columbia counties and Osceola and 
Apalachicola WMAs.

1979 Listed Species Rules 39-27.01 to 39-27.05 established, including general prohibitions on harming or 
killing an endangered or threatened species; 
Bear hunters in Baker and Columbia counties required to check their harvest. 
Conservation and Recreation Lands (CARL) program established to purchase lands with 
environmental or cultural significance.

1983 Hunters in Baker and Columbia counties required to check their bear within 24 hours of harvest.
1989 CARL program replaced with Preservation 2000.
1990 USFWS petitioned to list the Florida black bear as Threatened under the Endangered Species Act.
1991 USFWS determined threatened status for Florida black bear is “warranted but precluded by other 

higher priority listing actions”. 
1993 GFC published “Management of the Black Bear in Florida.” 
1994 Remaining bear hunting seasons closed statewide.
1995 GFC published “Habitat Management Guidelines for Apalachicola.”
1997 Conserve Wildlife specialty license plate, featuring a bear, was created to raise funds for conservation 

of bear and other species.
1998 Florida Constitution Revision combined Marine Fisheries Commission, elements of the Divisions of 

Marine Resources and Law Enforcement of the Florida Department of Environmental Protection and 
GFC to create the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC); 
USFWS found listing the Florida black bear was “not warranted at this time.” 
Preservation 2000 program replaced with Florida Forever program and expanded to include land 
purchases for historical preservation.

1999 USFWS was sued for decision not to list the Florida black bear.
2001 Maehr et al. published “Black Bear Habitat Management Guidelines for Florida.”
2002 Bears added to feeding rule (F.A.C. 68A-4.001(3); Appendix III), making it illegal to intentionally or 

unintentionally feed bears when it causes or is likely to cause a “public nuisance.”
2003 FWC published “Conservation Strategy for the Black Bear in Florida.”
2004 Court ordered USFWS to re-examine the regulatory mechanisms used in its 1998 finding; USFWS 

again determined listing Florida black bear was “not warranted.”
2005 FWC released report assessing the impacts of roads on bears, including population estimates for 

bears in six subpopulations.
2007 FWC creates Bear Action Team to draft statewide Bear Management Plan (Plan) with assistance from 

the Statewide Bear Technical Assistance Group (TAG)  representing over 20 stakeholder groups.
2010 Draft Plan opened for public review and comment; 

Florida’s Endangered and Threatened Species rule FAC 68A-27 approved and draft Plan revised to 
comply with FAC 68A-27.
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Year Event
2011 Biological status review indicated that the bear does not meet any criteria for high risk of extinction; 

Removal of bear from State Threatened Species list approved in June 2011; 
Draft Plan (FWC 2012) and Bear Conservation Rule (Rule; Appendix III) opened for public review and 
comment.

2012 Draft Plan and Rule presented to Commissioners in February; approved in June.
2015 Feeding prohibition revised, creating new subsection FAC 68A-4.001 (4a) and (4b) specifically for 

black bears (Appendix III); 
Penalties for violations of all wildlife feeding prohibitions, except marine fish, amended in Section 
379.412 of F.S. to create a tiered penalty structure (Appendix III); 
Rule amended, allows public to scare bears using “less-lethal” methods and allows for depredation 
permits (Appendix III); 
Bear hunting season re-opened in Central, East Panhandle, North, and South Bear Management 
Units (FAC 68A-13.004), and other bear hunting related regulations were established (FAC 68A-1.004, 
68A-9.007, 68A-12.007 (Appendix III); 
Lawsuit challenged that the FWC acted arbitrarily in re-opening the bear hunting season, sought 
emergency temporary injunction to stop the season; case was dismissed.

2016 USFWS receives petition to list the Florida black bear as a Threatened species under the Endangered 
Species Act;  
Harvest quota for bear hunting season set at zero.

2017 USFWS declines to initiate a status review for Florida black bear under the Endangered Species Act, 
finding that the petition did not present substantial information that listing was warranted. 
At the April 2017 FWC Commission meeting, the Commissioners requested a thorough review of all 
bear population management options be included in an update to the Bear Management Plan. This 
update would be delivered for their review in 2019; 
Abundance and density estimate for five bear subpopulations published (Humm et al. 2017); 
Abundance and density estimate for the Glades/Highlands bear subpopulation published (Murphy et 
al. 2017a).

While the GFC documented low bear harvest between 1974 and 1981 (average annual 
harvest was 24 bears; Appendix IV), there were concerns that the percentage of females in 
the harvest might have been too high. Between 1981 and 1993, the GFC made several changes 
to bear hunting regulations to minimize the number of females and young in the harvest: 
seasons were shifted later in the year, the number of days in the season was reduced, and 
the minimum size of a legally harvested bear was increased to 200 pounds (GFC 1993). 
Regulation change was successful in reducing the percentage of females in the harvest, 
dropping from a high of 54% in 1983 to a low of 3% in 1992 (Appendix IV). An average of 46 
bears (32 males and 14 females) was taken in portions of northern Florida each year between 
1981 and 1993 (Appendix IV). The GFC closed the remaining bear hunting seasons in 1994, 
and removed the bear’s status as a game species, because 1) harvesting a species classified 
as State Threatened was confusing to the public; 2) regulation changes reduced harvest of 
females, resulting in a lack of data to monitor the bear populations (Fraser et al. 1982, Fraser 
1984); and 3) the GFC wanted to maintain bear numbers at a level that “affords populations 
numerical resilience against decimating factors” (GFC 1993, p. 14).
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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) was petitioned twice to list the Florida black 
bear under the Endangered Species Act, once in 1990 and again in 2016 (Bentzien 1990, 
Moshogianis 2017), neither were accepted. The USFWS website for the Florida black bear 
details the entire process (USFWS 2019a). The initial petition listed hunting pressure as one 
of the four threats, but legal harvest was closed by the time the USFWS made their final 
decision in 1998. In response to a lawsuit over the denial of listing, the USFWS stated that the 
situation in Florida was positive for bears and that “the overall effects of habitat loss and 
isolation, roadkill, and hunting would not likely result in the bear becoming endangered in 
the foreseeable future” (Kasbohm 2004). In 2017, the USFWS concluded that the petition did 
not present substantial information indicating listing under the Endangered Species Act was 
needed (Moshogianis 2017), in part because of the further positive trends in bear abundance 
and range in Florida.

In 2010, the FWC revised the Florida’s Endangered and Threatened Species rule (68A-
27, Florida Administrative Code [F.A.C.]) to conserve and manage rare species in Florida. The 
rule change required completion of a biological status review (BSR) for all the species the 
State had previously classified as Species of Special Concern, Threatened, or Endangered, 
which included bears. Species that were federally listed retained the federal status, but all 
other state-listed species were evaluated to determine whether they were at a high risk 
of extinction using five criteria (IUCN 2012) that included 1) the probability of a decline in 
population, 2) overall population size and the population trend over three generations, 3)
extent of the population’s geographic range, 4) the size and isolation of a population, and 
5) a quantitative analysis of population viability. Bears did not meet any of Florida’s listing 
criteria. Five independent scientists agreed with the BSR findings (FWC 2011). The FWC’s staff 
recommendation to delist the black bear was approved by the FWC Commissioners in June 
2011; however, the bear remained a threatened species until June 2012, when the original Plan 
was approved.

Conservation efforts have allowed bear subpopulations to rebound in many parts of 
Florida, which follows the trend in bear populations in the rest of the southeastern U.S. 
(Maehr et al. 2001, Pelton 2001). As bear populations began to rebound, the FWC transitioned 
from recovery to management in many parts of bear range. The most common population 
management tool for bears is regulated hunting, used by all states with resident black bear 
populations of over 1,000 bears (Appendix V). In 2015, the FWC re-opened a bear hunting 
season in an attempt to stabilize numbers in the four largest bear subpopulations in Florida 
(FWC 2016a). The FWC Commissioners suspended the hunt in 2016 and, in 2017, postponed 
any decision on bear hunting until an update to the original Plan could be completed. This 
update was due in 2019 and would include results of recent research, changes in human-bear 
conflict management, and a thorough review of bear population management options.

https://ecos.fws.gov/ecp0/profile/speciesProfile?spcode=A08E
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Chapter 3: Conservation Focus Areas

Conservation Goal
The goal of a plan is intended to be general in nature without providing specific details or 

timeframes. The goal of this management Plan is to

Maintain sustainable black bear populations in suitable habitats throughout 
Florida for the benefit of the species and people.

A sustainable statewide bear population is healthy and able to persist over the long 
term without the need for frequent intensive management actions. An important element to 
ensure genetic health over the long term is to have interconnections among subpopulations. 
Subpopulations should be distributed appropriately across the state in suitable habitats. 
Suitable habitats are areas large enough to support bears and are outside of towns and other 
densely developed areas.

The FWC wants to keep bears in suitable habitats and work toward creating additional 
landscape connections among them. It is important to note that the goal identifies 
management for the good of both the species and people. 

Objectives, Strategies, Actions, Research and Monitoring 
The objectives, strategies, actions, research and monitoring subsections represent a 

consensus of FWC staff who developed this Plan, with stakeholder input. There are four major 
objectives in this management Plan: Population Management, Habitat Conservation, Human-
Bear Conflict Management, and Education and Outreach. Each objective addresses a specific 
conservation focus area and is intended to be specific and measurable. The 10-year time 
frame used in the objectives begins the year in which the FWC Commissioners approve the 
updated version of this Plan. Strategies are the broad categories under which similar actions 
are grouped. Some objectives only have one strategy, while others have several. Actions are 
discrete and measurable, describing specific activities to be taken in specific time periods 
to meet the objectives of this Plan. While some actions may be done every year, others will 
be worked on only in certain years. Research and Monitoring identifies actions that will fill 
information gaps or maintain information important for making management decisions. 
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Figure 7. Bear Management Units (BMUs) and bear range in Florida (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). 

Bear Management Units
While objectives of the Florida Black Bear Management Plan (Plan) are designed to 

be statewide in nature, the FWC recognizes the need to have actions that effectively 
address threats that can differ dramatically from one part of the state to another. To have 
a statewide Plan that is flexible enough to accommodate these differences, the state was 
divided into geographic areas known as Bear Management Units (BMUs) (Figure 7), which are 
centered on bear subpopulations. The statewide Plan offers a framework under which bears 
will be managed at the BMU level to accommodate characteristics of both bear and human 
populations that are unique to different parts of the state. Three of the four statewide 
objectives are also broken down into BMU-specific objectives. 

As the Plan progresses, currently separated subpopulations from two BMUs may begin 
to interact and function as one larger subpopulation. In that event, the FWC would likely 
still manage the BMUs separately because the bear subpopulation is only one of several 
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elements that vary among the BMUs. The North and Central BMUs, for example, have an 
active connection where the two subpopulations are clearly interacting with one another. 
The amount and distribution of human development in the North BMU is dramatically 
different than in the Central BMU. Human development and other differences between these 
two BMUs lend themselves to different management approaches.

The FWC created profiles for each of the seven BMUs. Each profile contains information 
on the subpopulation, including the latest abundance estimates and demographic 
information. Management activities are noted, such as BearWise funding, bear-related calls 
received by the FWC, and vehicle-related mortality. The profiles also include public knowledge, 
opinion, and attitudes toward bears and bear management actions. Potential bear habitat 
(Appendix VI) is identified and the amount of that habitat within Conservation Lands. Finally, 
the profiles provide a summary of the threats to the long-term sustainability of the bear 
subpopulations in each BMU. The BMU profiles can be found at the end of this chapter. 
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Objective 1: Population Management 
Ensure a statewide population of black bears exists in Florida by implementing 
management actions to:
• Ensure the statewide population stays above 3,000 adult bears by staying above the 

minimum BMU abundance objectives (Table 6);
• Ensure at least one subpopulation stays above 1,000 adult bears;
• Increase subpopulations that are below 200 adult bears; and
• Increase genetic exchange among subpopulations, especially those below 200 adult 

bears.
Florida’s black bear population has recovered from an estimated low of 300 bears in the 

1970s to over 4,000 bears in 2015 (Table 6; Humm et al. 2017, Murphy et al. 2017a). The rest of 
the southeastern U.S. has experienced similar trends, where black bears became rare in most 
of their range, resulting in conservation efforts to increase their population numbers (Maehr 
et al. 2001, Pelton 2001, Federal Register 2016). As bear numbers began to rebound, many 
states struggled with the transition from recovery to management (IBA 2017). Now that the 
statewide Florida black bear population has recovered (FWC 2012), the FWC is seeking to 
increase some subpopulations while stabilizing others. Four of the seven bear subpopulations 
were estimated to be above 200 adult bears (Table 6; Simek et al. 2005) when the subspecies 
was removed from the list of State-designated Threatened Species (FWC 2012). The FWC used 
those estimates as the  minimum abundance objectives for each BMU in the original Plan 
because the statewide population was no longer considered at a high risk of extinction at 
those levels (Table 6; FWC 2012). The FWC update of this Plan did not change the minimum 
population abundance objectives from the original Plan. The FWC does not intend to manage 
the statewide bear population at the minimum abundance objectives, rather these are set in 
place to prevent the bear population from falling to a level that could put the subspecies at 
risk and require relisting as a State-designated Threatened Species.
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Table 6. Florida black bear subpopulation abundance estimates and minimum abundance objectives for 
each Bear Management Unit (BMU).a

Bear Management Unit (BMU) Subpopulation Abundance Estimate 
(mean)

Minimum BMU 
Abundance Objective b

West Panhandle Eglin 120c 200
East Panhandle Apalachicola 1,060c 570
Big Bend Entire BMUd 30e 200
North Osceola 496c 260
Central Ocala/St. Johns 1,198c 1,030
South Central Glades/ Highlands 98f 200
South Big Cypress 1,044c 700
Statewide 4,046 3,160

a Abundance estimates and minimum abundance objectives do not include cubs. 
b Minimum abundance objectives above 200 bears are the abundance estimates from 2002 data, reported in Simek et al. (2005) as 

ranges without mean values, otherwise set at 200 bears from Cox et al. (1994) and Dixon et al. (2007). 
c Abundance estimates from Humm et al. (2017).
d Abundance estimate for Big Bend BMU includes Chassahowitzka estimate of 20 bears and the rest of BMU estimated as 10 bears.
e Abundance estimate based on Orlando (2003), Brown (2004), and McCown and Scheick (2012).
f Abundance estimate from Murphy et al. (2017a).

When the Florida black bear was removed from the list of state-designated Threatened 
Species in 2012 (FWC 2012), one of the seven subpopulations (Ocala/St. Johns) was estimated 
to have over 1,000 adult bears (Simek et al. 2005). The most recent abundance estimates 
(Humm et al. 2017) have documented an even more secure statewide bear population status, 
with three of the seven subpopulations now above 1,000 adult bears (Table 6). Additionally, 
the Osceola subpopulation is now estimated at 500 adult bears, and it is connected with 
another subpopulation of 800 adult bears in and around the Okefenokee NWR in Georgia (GA 
DNR 2018). 

Genetic health and the long-term well-being of subpopulations increase when 
individual bears can move from one subpopulation to another. The FWC’s objective is to 
increase genetic diversity among smaller subpopulations through natural dispersal and/or 
translocation from larger subpopulations. McCown and Scheick (2012) identified bears with 
genetics from the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation within the Chassahowitzka subpopulation. 
It is unclear whether the Ocala/St. Johns bears moved into the Chassahowitzka area on 
their own or were from bears released by the FWC as part of a management action. While 
dispersing bears in some areas might be able to increase genetic diversity naturally, a 
substantial increase in diversity may require translocations in some areas.

Five of the seven subpopulations (see Chapter 2: Genetic Profile for more details) are 
above minimum genetic diversity for long-term persistence (Doran-Myers and Scheick 
2019), with the Eglin subpopulation being just above the minimum. The remaining two 
small subpopulations (Chassahowitzka and Glades/Highlands) are below the desired genetic 
diversity (Dixon et al. 2007, Humm et al. 2017). The FWC will need to monitor genetic diversity 
levels over the next several generations of bears to determine whether management 
intervention is needed to improve genetic diversity in those subpopulations (Cox et al. 1994, 



Florida Black Bear Management Plan32

Dixon et al. 2007). Further, where subpopulation numbers are below minimum population 
objectives, the FWC will need to consider management actions to address these situations.

The four large subpopulations have estimated annual mean growth rates ranging from 
2.2% to 15.4% (Table 4) (FWC 2017). As these subpopulations continue to grow, at some point 
they will likely exceed the number of bears that suitable habitat can support. While all 
wildlife species, theoretically, will reach some population level that triggers a decline, black 
bear populations have not reached levels where self-regulation has been exhibited anywhere 
in North America (Garshelis 1994). Rather, as bear numbers reach high enough levels, human 
presence can begin to influence bear population numbers. For example, Ocala is the largest 
subpopulation (Table 6), but also has the lowest annual growth rate (2.2%) (Table 4). While 
we have observed some natural population regulation mechanisms in Ocala (e.g., adult 
bears killing and eating cubs) (Garrison et. al 2012), the overriding population regulation is 
likely human-caused, with an average of 117 bears killed by vehicles each year. Once there 
are enough bears in suitable habitats, bear presence will increase in marginal habitats (e.g., 
neighborhoods), which increases the likelihood of human-bear conflicts and the subsequent 
risk to public safety (Hristienko and McDonald 2007, Lackey et al. 2018). Additionally, as bears 
spend more time in and around neighborhoods, there is an increased likelihood of vehicle 
collisions, which cause the greatest amount of known mortality for black bears in Florida 
(see Chapter 2: Mortality). At some point, management actions will need to be considered to 
stabilize large subpopulations to balance the number of bears with the amount of suitable 
habitat (see Chapter 3: Habitat Conservation).

Population Management Options
The FWC will consider options to meet the stated population management objectives, 

which includes increasing bear numbers in the three smallest subpopulations to at least 
200 adult bears, stabilizing bear numbers in the four largest subpopulations, and increasing 
genetic exchange among subpopulations as needed. These options include working with 
partners, such as the FDOT, to try to mitigate vehicle collisions as a source of mortality (see 
Chapter 3: Human-Bear Conflict Management) with the understanding that changes to 
traffic volume and any resulting vehicle-bear collisions cannot be actively managed by the 
FWC. Relying on a mortality source like vehicle collisions to regulate bear numbers does not 
allow the FWC the ability to adjust population levels to meet objectives. Additionally, vehicle 
collisions with bears pose significant safety risks to people, cause major property damage, 
and can cause bears to endure severe injuries before dying sometime after the collision. From 
2000 to 2018, 296 (9%) of all bears injured by vehicles (Figure 5) had to be euthanized by 
the FWC or died shortly after staff arrived on scene. When attempting to slow population 
growth in black bears, increasing types of mortality that resource managers can control is 
considered the preferred option (IBA 2017).

The size of any wildlife population is governed by four basic factors (Silvy 2012): 
1) reproduction (production of offspring), 2) mortality (death rate), 3) emigration (animals 
leaving an area), and 4) immigration (animals entering an area). Each of these factors can be 
addressed by different methods to achieve the Plan’s subpopulation management objectives. 
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The FWC outlines several wildlife population management options that focus on ways to 
stabilize or increase subpopulation numbers, as well as ways to improve genetic diversity 
within subpopulations. Management options explored include contracted shooting/trapping 
programs, fertility control, habitat manipulation, regulated hunting, and translocation. Each 
option is assessed to determine if it has been used to successfully manage wild black bear 
populations, the resource requirements to implement the method (e.g., budget, staff time), 
and the documented benefits and challenges to using the method. The FWC acknowledges 
that new developments regarding these options could change the feasibility of their use in 
the future and will remain open to reassessing them should that happen.

Options to Stabilize or Reduce Subpopulations
Contracted shooting/trapping

In situations where regulated hunting is difficult to implement due to high human 
densities, small natural areas, or other constraints, targeted lethal removals through 
contracted shooting/trapping programs have been implemented with some wildlife species, 
but never to reduce a wild black bear population. Common methods of lethal removal 
include hiring personnel to shoot animals or to trap and humanely kill them. Some cities and 
municipalities, for example, have used contracted shooting to reduce conflicts with wildlife, 
such as white-tailed deer in urbanized areas (Doerr et al. 2001, DeNicola and Williams 2008). 
Contracted shooting/trapping programs to reduce deer numbers have been used to reduce 
economic damage to landscaping and gardens, high rates of vehicle collisions, and the spread 
of disease (Urbanek et al. 2011). The U.S. Department of Agriculture Wildlife Services, local 
law enforcement officers, and private companies have been used in contracted shooting/
trapping programs. Costs can vary based on logistics and many other factors but has been 
reported at $500 per deer in some instances (White Buffalo 2019). 

It is probable that the cost to reduce bear numbers in a subpopulation using contracted 
shooting/trapping programs would be greater than for deer. Bears are more difficult to 
locate in high numbers compared to deer because of their solitary nature and preference for 
densely vegetated habitats. Additionally, bear densities and overall subpopulation numbers 
are dramatically lower than for deer. Therefore, contracting shooting/trapping programs 
would require more time and effort to remove enough animals to impact the overall bear 
subpopulation. Contracted shooting/trapping programs can be considered controversial 
because the methods typically used are unfamiliar to the public and either highly restricted 
or completely prohibited during a regulated hunting season. For example, contracted 
shooting/trapping programs generally involve bait, shooting from vehicles, spotlights, 
specialized bullets, traps, and/or night vision. 

Currently, the FWC’s policy is to capture and kill bears considered a risk to public safety 
(see Chapter 2: Mortality). Most of the bears the FWC kills each year (an average of 38) are 
in the larger subpopulations (see Chapter 3: BMU Profiles). There is no evidence to suggest 
that the number of bears removed by the FWC from any one subpopulation at the current 
rate influences the growth rate of the subpopulations. The FWC could change policy to 
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increase the number of bears the agency captures and kills, although implementing an 
enhanced capture and kill policy would be time- and cost-intensive. And, a policy change like 
this might negatively impact the public’s willingness to contact the FWC to seek assistance 
with human-bear conflicts due to a perception that the only response the FWC will provide 
would be to capture and kill bears. The FWC had to address this misperception repeatedly 
between January and August 2015, when the agency increased its lethal removal of bears in 
response to a series of incidents where people were injured by bears (Appendix II) and noted 
that this misperception was actively perpetuated by some bear advocacy groups. A lack of 
contact from the public regarding human-bear conflicts prevents the FWC from providing 
the many other available options to resolve conflicts (i.e., deterrents, removing attractants, 
scaring bears), resulting in increased conflicts and risks to public safety. While some states 
have captured and temporarily removed predators at a local scale to relieve pressure on deer, 
elk, and moose recruitment (Reynolds and Tapper 1996), this method has not been used as a 
sustained effort to reduce wild black bear subpopulations anywhere in their range.

Fertility Control
The vast majority of research on influencing reproduction has been focused on humans 

or domestic animals. Research on fertility control to influence wildlife populations has 
focused either on surgical procedures to block reproductive pathways (i.e., sterilization) 
(Cowan et al. 2003, Boulanger et al. 2012) or vaccines that stimulate the body’s immune 
system to stop production of antibodies, hormones, or proteins essential for reproduction 
(i.e., immunocontraception) (Fagerstone et al. 2006, Massei and Cowan 2014). 

Substantial challenges remain before fertility control can be used to stabilize free-ranging 
wildlife populations (Fagerstone et al. 2006, Fraker et al. 2006, Liu 2011, Turner and Rutberg 
2013, Boulanger et al. 2012, Massei and Cowan 2014). Some of the challenges include 1) the 
need to administer the contraceptive on an annual basis, 2) high cost to administer and 
monitor a fertility control program at a large enough scale to influence subpopulation growth, 
3) the unknown effect of fertility control on health and behavior of individual animals and the 
subpopulation dynamics, and 4) the lack of fertility control agents federally approved for use 
(Tredick 2018). The solitary nature, large home-range size, lack of easily identifiable physical 
differences between sexes, and densely vegetated habitat preference of black bears further 
compound identified challenges (Lackey et al. 2018). No research has been published on the 
use of either sterilization or immunocontraception to control wild black bear populations 
(Tredick 2018). After a review of the literature and discussions with fertility control 
researchers, Tredick (2018) concluded “. . . serious limitations to the implementation and 
effectiveness of these [fertility control] programs still remain and will likely always remain, 
particularly for free-ranging [wild] black bears.” At this time, fertility control at a population 
level for bears faces considerable technological, behavioral and financial challenges.

Habitat Manipulation
The effectiveness of habitat manipulation specifically designed to stabilize black bear 

subpopulation numbers has not been documented. Reducing dense understory vegetation 
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in habitats adjacent to suburban and urban areas, however, has been used to reduce bear 
presence and, therefore, human-bear conflicts, in Florida and elsewhere (Conover 2001). 
Because black bears prefer dense understory vegetation, maintaining areas near human 
development in open, park-like settings can be effective in making these areas less attractive 
to bears (Weaver 2000, Lackey et al. 2018). Managers may use frequent mechanical removals 
or prescribed fire return intervals with firing patterns that result in more complete burn 
coverage and combustion of vegetation. These efforts have been used on a local scale to 
address individual bears frequenting specific communities, but not on a larger scale that 
would impact subpopulation numbers. It would be challenging to manage habitat on a 
large enough scale to reduce or stabilize an entire bear subpopulation, in part because 
management would need to be consistent with the varying conservation objectives of other 
native plant and wildlife species in the area.

Regulated Hunting 
In North America, wildlife populations classified as game are managed for long-term 

sustainability by adjusting the number of animals harvested, and a large body of information 
about this management approach has been developed over several decades (Strickland et 
al. 1994, Hristienko and McDonald 2007, Silvy 2012). Game species are afforded protections 
by restricting when and how they can be hunted, such as seasons, size requirements, bag 
limits, and methods of take. While many groups contribute to conservation efforts, classifying 
a species as game creates a group of people (i.e., hunters) who are strong advocates for 
managing particular species at abundant levels through financial and in-kind support to state 
and federal resource agencies. In addition to sales of hunting licenses and permits, the Federal 
Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act funds state wildlife agencies through excise taxes collected 
from retailers when firearms, ammunition, archery, and other related equipment are sold. 
Since 1937, over $14 billion have been collected for conservation efforts through that Act and 
distributed to state agencies based upon the number of hunting-related licenses those states 
have sold (USFWS 2019b). While anyone can purchase the Federal Migratory Bird Hunting and 
Conservation Stamp, waterfowl hunters are required to purchase the stamp in addition to their 
state hunting license. Since 1934, almost 9,375 square miles of habitat have been conserved 
through land purchases or easements with proceeds from this program (USFWS 2019b). Beyond 
financial support, hunters help maintain wildlife populations by assisting federal and state 
agencies with restoring and improving habitat, restocking and monitoring populations, and 
serving as “boots on the ground” to report field observations and wildlife law violations. 

Many wildlife species have recovered and are managed today primarily by hunters 
(Mahoney and Jackson 2013), including white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) (Hewitt 
2011), wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo) (Dickson 1992), elk (Cervus canadensis) (Toweill 2002), 
moose (Alces alces) (Schwartz et al. 2007), pronghorn antelope (Antilocapra americana) 
(O’Gara and Yoakum 2004), and many different waterfowl species (Batt 1992). Most (85%) of 
the states with a resident black bear population classify them as a game species, and almost 
as many (78%) manage their bear populations through regulated hunting seasons (Appendix 
V). Black bear hunting has been shown to be compatible with maintaining sustainable bear 

https://www.fws.gov/laws/lawsdigest/fawild.html
https://www.fws.gov/laws/lawsdigest/fawild.html
https://www.fws.gov/birds/get-involved/duck-stamp.php
https://www.fws.gov/birds/get-involved/duck-stamp.php
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populations over the long term throughout North America (Garshelis 2002, Obbard and Howe 
2008). Many of those states have increasing bear populations while harvesting an average 
of 10% (2%–22%) of their total populations annually (Appendix V) (Pelton 2001). Florida 
black bear reproductive characteristics of a relatively early age of first reproduction (three to 
four years) and moderate litter size (average of two) can sustain an 18% to 21% annual total 
mortality rate (Bunnell and Tait 1981).

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN 2000) recognizes the 
responsible use of wild living resources as an important conservation tool. The International 
Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA) published a position statement on the 
use of hunting as a tool to manage black bear populations and concluded “…integrate[ing] 
well-planned and regulated hunting into black bear management plans and practices are 
reasonable, responsible, and scientifically defensible” (IBA 2017). In 2016, the FWC invited 
a panel of black bear research and management experts from outside Florida to review 
Florida’s bear management and research efforts. Among the panel’s conclusions was that re-
opening a bear hunting season in Florida was a responsible management approach based on 
the best available science (FWC 2016b).

The primary objective of regulated hunting is to balance species population numbers with 
suitable habitat and to maintain healthy animals. Regulated hunting may also influence human-
bear conflict levels by the reduction of the number of bears on the landscape (Hristienko and 
McDonald 2007). Researchers attempting to document this effect, however, have had mixed 
results. Treves et al. (2010) found that bears involved in conflicts with humans were taken 
in proportion to their availability by hunters, but did not find clear evidence that increased 
hunting pressure resulted in reduced human-bear conflicts in Minnesota. Obbard et al. (2014) 
did not find a correlation between human-bear conflicts and the level of hunting in Ontario. 
However, Raithel et al. (2016) found conflict reports declined after bear hunting seasons were 
opened and increased following years when bear hunting seasons were closed in New Jersey. 
While the research on the influence of hunting on human-bear conflict has not been definitive, 
hunting bears has the additive benefit of reinforcing their natural fear of people, which can 
increase public safety (McCullough 1982, Herrero 1985, Swenson 1999, Geist 2011).

Hunting also places a positive value on bears by providing people with economic 
benefits (Hristienko and McDonald 2007). Hunters use the meat, pelts, fat, and other parts 
of bears they harvest. In contrast to all other management action options, regulated hunting 
generates funding for conservation. The FWC collected over $375,000 through the sale of 
permits for the bear hunt in 2015 (FWC 2016a). Funding from permit sales was used by the 
FWC to cost-share the purchase of bear-resistant trash containers with local governments, 
which helps reduce human-bear conflicts (Barrett et al. 2014). Additional economic benefits 
extend to communities from the sale of hunting equipment and travel-related costs 
associated with bear hunting (see Chapter 7: Anticipated Impacts).

While 94% of Americans believe people should have the right to hunt (USDOI 2012) 
and black bear hunting is common across North America (Appendix V), the practice remains 
controversial (Loker and Decker 1995, Hristienko and McDonald 2007, Lackey et al. 2018). The 



37Florida Black Bear Management Plan

FWC contracted a survey of Floridians and found that while 70% supported regulated hunting 
of wildlife in general, there was a considerable difference when asked about hunting bears 
specifically (Responsive Management 2016). Respondents were nearly evenly split on their 
opinion on bear hunting, with slightly more in support of bear hunting (48%) than opposed 
(43%; Responsive Management 2016). Support rose to 62% when asked if respondents would 
support bear hunting if they were aware the FWC was carefully monitoring the black bear 
population to ensure hunting would be compatible with maintaining healthy, sustainable 
bear numbers (Responsive Management 2016). Support for bear hunting varied based on 
BMU (see Chapter 3: BMU Profiles). The primary challenge of using regulated hunting to 
manage black bear populations is not whether it is an effective method, but rather how to 
communicate to the public that it achieves the long-term well-being of the bear population 
as a whole (Responsive Management 2016). Regulated hunting can help maintain public 
acceptance of a large number of bears on the landscape while providing public access to a 
natural resource for consumptive use.

Translocation
Translocation involves capturing bears from one subpopulation and moving them into 

another subpopulation. Successful translocation efforts for black bear have involved moving 
adult female bears and their 3- to 4-month-old cubs from larger subpopulations to increase 
genetic health and overall numbers in smaller subpopulations (Eastridge and Clark 2001). 
Translocation has not been used to reduce wild black bear subpopulations. While Clark et 
al. (2010) documented a decline in the White River NWR bear subpopulation in Arkansas 
during translocations, this was due to a combination of translocations and an increase in 
regulated hunting pressure. Moving enough bears to stabilize large subpopulations would 
be exceptionally costly and time intensive due to the number of animals required to be 
moved and the long timeframe needed to have an impact. Also, at some point, the capacity 
of recipient sites to take translocated bears will be depleted, thus making this option 

unsustainable for the long 
term. This option is further 
complicated by den site 
selection and behavior of 
Florida black bears. Adult 
female bears in Florida den 
almost exclusively in shallow 
ground nests within very 
dense vegetation thickets. The 
dense understory vegetation 
makes it extremely difficult 
for wildlife personnel to 
successfully approach denning 
females and deliver an 
immobilization drug. 

Translocated bear being released at Chassahowitzka WMA.
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Options to Increase Subpopulations and Improve Genetic Diversity
Habitat Manipulation

While it is generally understood that improving habitat quality can positively impact the 
number of bears the area can support, the ability and effectiveness of habitat manipulation 
specifically designed to increase black bear subpopulation numbers over a large landscape 
has not been documented. In order to increase the quality of habitat for bears, management 
actions to increase food and cover for bears would be recommended. Because most habitats 
in Florida are fire adapted, changes to habitat are most often accomplished through 
prescribed fire. 

Habitat managers can apply fire prescriptions that promote a mosaic of unburned, 
lightly burned, and intensely burned habitat patches (Abrahamson and Layne 2002b) with 
varying burn rotation schedules depending on community type (Hamilton 1981). Harlow et 
al. (1980) found much higher berry production in scrub palmetto stands younger than four 
years and moderately high on forest edges than in stands five to 60 years. Hamilton (1981) 
reported peak acorn production of runner oak (Quercus pumila) in the second growing season 
following a winter burn and recommended a three-year burn interval for several berry 
species eaten by bears. In contrast, repeated use of fire more frequently than five years may 
reduce fruiting of palmettos (Hilmon 1968, Carrington and Mullahey 2006) and some oak 
species (Abrahamson and Layne 2002a, Abrahamson and Layne 2002b). Stratman and Pelton 
(2007) found bears in Florida used areas that had at least five years between burns more 
frequently than they used areas with shorter fire return intervals. They recommended the 
use of fire return intervals of over five years and smaller burn units in areas adjacent to or 
that encompass stream zones and swamps.

The Chassahowitzka WMA Management Plan details the importance for having longer 
prescribed fire rotation schedules and more patchy prescribed burns to create a mosaic 
of burned and unburned areas. That plan also focuses on conserving hard- and soft-mast 
producing trees and shrubs in aid of further improving conditions for the few bears that live 
in and around the area (FWC 2014). However, the Chassahowitzka WMA covers a relatively 
small landscape, but represents a relatively large proportion of that subpopulation’s range. 
Following this approach would be challenging to manage habitat to increase an entire bear 
subpopulation in most other areas in Florida, given the magnitude of those landscapes 
and subpopulation numbers. Implementing bear-specific habitat modifications is further 
challenging given that the FWC and partner agencies are responsible for maintaining 
all native wildlife populations and the habitats on which they depend. When making 
decisions on habitat management, the FWC examines site-specific conditions and what 
habitat will benefit which species, with an emphasis on at-risk species (see Chapter 3: 
Habitat Conservation). Habitat manipulation in areas between occupied bear range that are 
important for connecting subpopulations can increase the ability of bears to move among 
subpopulations, which would ultimately increase the size of smaller subpopulations (see 
Chapter 3: Habitat Connectivity).
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Translocation
Other southeastern states have successfully used translocation to increase the numbers 

of bears and genetic diversity in areas with low bear densities (van Manen and Pelton 1997, 
Eastridge and Clark 2001, Benson and Chamberlain 2007, Clark et al. 2010, Murphy et al. 
2015). However, there are challenges associated with this option in terms of resources, time 
period, and bear behavior (see Translocation, page 37). One alternative to alleviate some 
of those challenges is to translocate juvenile or adult female bears that are inadvertently 
captured while attempting to capture bears targeted for conflict behavior. This method could 
be used to increase bear numbers or improve genetic diversity of smaller subpopulations. 
Unfortunately, translocating adult females without cubs has a low likelihood of success. 
Eastridge and Clark (2001) found 50% of translocated female bears without dependent young 
left the new area. The FWC experienced even lower success translocating female bears, two 
years or older, without dependent young: 75% of female bears did not remain at the release 
site (Annis 2007). 

There is an increased risk of mortality to translocated animals as they navigate unfamiliar 
areas like roads and other hazards while attempting to return to their capture site (Clark 
et al. 2002). A more promising alternative to translocating females without cubs is to 
translocate orphaned cubs that have been rehabilitated for release (Stiver et al. 1997). The 
FWC currently releases rehabilitated orphaned bear cubs into areas with a low density of 
bears to reduce their risk of mortality caused by other bears (Beecham 2006). This method 
could also assist with genetic diversity of smaller subpopulations.

Research and Monitoring for Population Management
Female survival and reproduction rates are the primary drivers of population growth 

(Freedman et al. 2003), so the FWC will seek to periodically update these data for each 
subpopulation (Table 7). Studies of reproduction and survival are very intensive and can 
require up to five years of data collection for each subpopulation. The FWC is planning 
to update this information on the largest subpopulations first. The Ocala subpopulation 
was completed in 2004 (Garrison 2004, Hostetler et al. 2009). The FWC research staff will 
complete a study on the Apalachicola subpopulation in 2021 and will then begin research in 
the Big Cypress subpopulation by 2022. 

Monitoring of subpopulations size, range, and genetic diversity will continue. 
Subpopulation abundance estimates should have at least one generation (i.e., 8 years for 
Florida black bears) between assessments to have the best chance to detect a change 
over time. The FWC intends to start the next set of subpopulation abundance estimates 
on a staggered schedule, focusing on one or two subpopulations per year to achieve 
the appropriate time between estimates (Table 7). Genetic diversity in the smaller 
subpopulations will be assessed periodically to determine whether genetic interchange has 
improved. The FWC will monitor for the presence of bears in the Big Bend BMU using existing 
indirect methods (e.g., sightings, conflicts, vehicle-bear collisions), because this subpopulation 
is currently too small to conduct mark-recapture research to produce abundance estimates. 
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The statewide range map will be updated periodically using bear presence data generated by 
the FWC as well as bear sightings and calls from the public (Table 7). 

Table 7. Strategies and Actions involving the Population Management Objective, with anticipated time 
period(s) work would be done between 2020 to 2029 indicated with shading.

Action Description of Action 2
0
2
0

2
0
2
1

2
0
2
2

2
0
2
3

2
0
2
4

2
0
2
5

2
0
2
6

2
0
2
7

2
0
2
8

2
0
2
9

Strategy 1.1: Monitor bear subpopulation abundance, range, and demographics
1.1.1. Update statewide occupied bear range at least every 10 years.
1.1.2. Update abundance estimates for all subpopulations every 10-12 

years.
1.1.3. Establish bear demographic parameters such as survival, fecundity, 

and population growth for each subpopulation.
1.1.4. Maintain a statewide database for vehicle-bear collisions and other 

sources of mortality.
1.1.5. Update population growth models for subpopulations over 200 

individuals and population viability analyses for subpopulations 
below 200 individuals using data from Actions 1.1.2 and 1.1.3.

1.1.6. Assess the degree of connectivity among subpopulations at least 
every 10 years.

Strategy 1.2: Manage bear subpopulations
1.2.1. Determine the most significant needs of the bear subpopulations 

estimated to have less than 200 bears.
1.2.2. Increase bear numbers in subpopulations within BMUs that have 

less than 200 bears.
1.2.3. Use habitat modification to increase bear numbers in selected 

subpopulations.
1.2.4. Reduce illegal killing of bears through education, incentives, 

increased enforcement, and/or additional regulations.
1.2.5. Explore options to stabilize larger bear subpopulations, including 

regulated hunting.
1.2.6. Maintain Bear Stakeholder Groups (BSGs) in each BMU to provide 

updates and solicit local input on bear population management 
activities.

1.2.7. Identify locations of frequent vehicle collisions with bears and 
work closely with the Florida Department of Transportation to 
minimize collisions through crossing signs, structural changes, and 
other mitigative measures.
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Objective 2: Habitat Conservation
Maintain habitat of sufficient quality, quantity, and connectivity to support the 
statewide population of Florida black bears by:
• Ensuring sufficient habitat to support those subpopulations that are currently above 

200 bears at their current levels (Table 8);
• Ensuring sufficient habitat to support at least 200 bears in subpopulations currently 

below 200 bears (Table 8);
• Maintaining habitat in at least one subpopulation capable of sustaining 1,000 or 

more individuals; and
• Improving habitat connectivity to promote genetic exchange among subpopulations.

The Habitat Conservation Objective was designed to provide the habitat needed to 
support the Population Management Objective. Habitat conservation actions are intended 
to help ensure the long-term viability of the statewide bear population. Ideally, each 
bear subpopulation in Florida would be large enough to be independently viable and 
interconnected by a network of habitat that would allow dispersal events often enough to 
maintain genetic health. Habitat management can affect population abundance by increasing 
or decreasing habitat quality and thus occupied range that would also affect opportunities 
for genetic exchange between subpopulations. Habitat fragmentation in some areas will 
challenge conservation efforts to move beyond managing habitat only within occupied bear 
range to areas with the potential to link bear subpopulations.

Bear habitat is usually thought of as large, publicly owned forestlands because most 
subpopulations are centered on public lands, but bears occupy habitat regardless of 
ownership. In fact, the majority (66%) of the 27,848 mi2 area of occupied range occurs on 
privately owned land (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). Bear habitat can be defined in several 
ways (see Chapter 2: Habitat Use and Home Range). Frequent and Common bear ranges are 
defined as areas where bears consistently occur so, by definition, are capable of sustaining 
bears at some scale even if the land-use types are not normally considered bear habitat. Bears 
can regularly occur in residential neighborhoods because scattered woodlots and human-
provided foods offer adequate food, water, and shelter that define the area as habitat. Such 
“urban bears” cause many of the human-bear conflicts. The FWC has identified areas occupied 
by bears and can identify whether the area they occupy is suitable. While bears can occupy 
areas dominated by human presence, these areas may be managed at lower abundance levels 
than those of bears in remote, suitable habitats (see Chapter 7: Anticipated Impacts).

Many private and commercial land uses provide suitable bear habitat, including forestry 
and some types of agriculture. Managed lands can increase the amount and diversity of 
habitat used by bears. Timber harvests can benefit bears by offering a diverse suite of 
food and cover associated with multiple stages of forest growth (Clark et al. 1994, Jones 
and Pelton 2003). Row crops such as corn and wheat are common foods in bear diets in the 
southeastern U.S. (Maddrey 1995, Maehr et al. 2001, Benson and Chamberlain 2006). Large 
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cow-calf operations that have a mix of pasture and woodlands provide habitat important for 
connectivity, especially for smaller subpopulations (Ulrey 2008). Suitable habitat can include 
private or commercial lands with uses compatible with wildlife, private lands under some type 
of conservation easement, government-owned land managed for wildlife, or even undeveloped 
and unmanaged lands that become bear habitat by default. Bear conservation efforts likely 
will rely on suitable habitat in all ownership types, including land management regimes that 
provide suitable bear habitat but are not enrolled in official agreement or easement programs. 
While we do not currently have an adequate measure of those lands, we can estimate the 
amount of potential bear habitat (Appendix VI) and how much of that is in Conservation Lands 
(Table 8). In addition to estimating the amount of potential bear habitat on the landscape, 
the FWC calculated the area to meet the minimum abundance objective (Table 8). The area 
does not refer to any specific habitat elements or quality, as there was a variety of different 
habitats within each study area of each subpopulation. Rather, this calculation offers how large 
of an area a bear subpopulation of a specific size and density would need at the time that 
data was collected. It is important to note that the density of bear subpopulations can change 
over time, as we have observed between the 2002 (Simek et al. 2005) and 2014/2015 (Humm et 
al. 2017) research efforts. Therefore, the area a subpopulation needs at any given time should 
be used as a general measure that may change rather than a specific number that will remain 
constant.

The FWC also included predictions on the amount of potential bear habitat that will 
remain in the future based on land use changes projected for 2040 (Zwick and Carr 2006) 
and 2070 (Carr and Zwick 2016) (Table 8). Two different predictions are shown for 2070: Trend 
and Alternative (Table 8). The Trend prediction is based on all new development occurring 
in previously undeveloped areas at the same density as in 2010. The Alternative prediction 
assumes increased levels of redevelopment of existing urban areas, increased densities in 
previously undeveloped areas, and protection for some agricultural and natural lands (Table 8).
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Table 8. Area to meet the minimum population abundance objective and area of potential bear habitat, 
potential bear habitat in Conservation Lands, and potential bear habitat predicted to remain in the years 
2040 and 2070 for each Bear Management Unit in Florida.

Bear 
Management 
Unit

Area to meet 
minimum 

population 
objectivea 
(miles2)

Area of Potential Bear Habitatb (in miles2)
Total Area Area in 

Conservation 
Landsc

Predicted 
Area to 

remain in 
2040d

Predicted 
Area to 

remain in 
2070e (Trend 

model) 

Predicted 
Area to 

remain in 
2070f (Alt 

model)
West Panhandle 1,873 2,618 1,166 2,509 2,028 2,165
East Panhandle 3,687 6,375 2,055 6,260 5,742 5,782
Big Bend 859 2,424 891 2,329 1,980 1,920
North 714 2,494 681 2,362 1,979 2,199
Central 1,660 5,257 1,910 4,955 4,626 4,706
South Central 907 3,978 2,165 3,728 2,732 3,147
South 2,066 2,496 1,734 2,371 2,392 2,416
TOTAL 11,766 25,642 10,602 24,514 21,479 22,335

a Area to meet minimum population abundance objective calculated by multiplying densities by minimum abundance objectives (FWC 
2012).

b Potential bear habitat are areas with characteristics that make them more likely to have bears living there (Appendix VI). 
c Conservation Lands include publicly owned conservation lands as well as easements and other less-than-fee private properties in 

conservation identified by Florida Natural Areas Inventory as managed areas (FNAI 2019).
d The area was reduced based on areas predicted to be converted to development in 2040 identified in Zwick and Carr (2006).
e The area was reduced based on areas predicted to be converted to development in 2070 using the Trend Model in Carr and Zwick 

(2016).
f The area was reduced based on areas predicted to be converted to development in 2070 using the Alt Model in Carr and Zwick (2016).

Potential bear habitat exceeds the amount needed to support the minimum bear 
subpopulation objectives in each BMU (Table 8). While Conservation Lands in the Big 
Bend, Central, and South Central BMUs exceed the total area necessary to support the 
minimum population objective, those areas still need habitat connections to ensure long-
term persistence of bears in the BMU (see BMU Profiles). Additionally, some areas (e.g., Big 
Bend BMU) have sufficient potential bear habitat on Conservation Lands, but most of it is 
unoccupied by bears.

Defining a BMU-specific habitat objective is complicated because it relies on estimated 
occupied range and density as they correlate to actual bear-occupied range and density. 
Occupied range can only be measured across the state at a large scale, therefore the current 
occupied range (Figure 1) is an overestimate because it includes towns and other land-use 
types that, at a small scale, are not actually bear habitat occupied by bears on a regular basis. 
Occupied bear range should be considered a general, large-scale representation of the extent 
of occurrence of the species in the BMU s and statewide. Unlike prior estimates of bear 
densities (Simek et al. 2005), current bear densities (Humm et al. 2017) were calculated from 
a wide geographic area ranging from high-quality protected habitat within Frequent range to 
more fragmented habitats where bear range is classified as Common. 
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The Habitat Conservation Objective of this Plan seeks to conserve suitable bear habitat 
(i.e., areas both capable of maintaining bears and desirable from a management perspective) 
and promote connectivity between subpopulations. Helping bears recolonize unoccupied 
habitat will support both the Population Management and Habitat Conservation Objectives. 
Whether an area is occupied by bears is often a product of distance from currently occupied 
habitat and management. Maintaining and linking bear subpopulations will require quality 
habitat of sufficient quantity and in the right areas. To successfully accomplish the Habitat 
Conservation Objectives, occupied bear habitat cannot be restricted to public lands; bears must 
be able to live on and traverse private lands. Potential bear habitat exists in large quantities on 
private lands, therefore the FWC must work with private landowners to assist and encourage 
them to start or continue management practices beneficial to bears. The FWC can provide 
landowners with habitat management information about creating favorable or unfavorable 
bear habitat, depending on the landowner’s interests. In areas prone to human-bear conflicts 
where habitat structure is contributing to the problem, habitat management techniques should 
be employed to minimize negative impacts. Techniques such as frequently clearing or burning 
a perimeter area surrounding developed areas could be employed. This approach has been 
successfully applied along a woodland/urban interface between Eglin Air Force Base and the 
Willow Bend neighborhood (Okaloosa County) in the West Panhandle BMU. Tactics that include 
clearing understory vegetation are routinely recommended to avert human-bear conflicts in 
planned communities as part of the FWC’s commenting guidelines. The FWC can identify ways 
to make the presence of bears a benefit rather than a liability for landowners. Landowner 
incentive programs that can be used to establish or manage quality bear habitat, from short-
term cost-share agreements to perpetual conservation easements, can be conveyed through 
FWC’s Landowner Assistance Program (LAP) (see Private Landowners in Chapter 3: Education 
and Outreach).

The FWC and its partners 
must continue to proactively 
engage private landowners 
and encourage land-use 
practices compatible with 
suitable bear habitat. 
Interested landowners may 
benefit by participating in 
programs that retain their 
desired use of the property 
while restricting or mitigating 
future development potential. 
The FWC and its partners 
should use and expand 
programs that assist private 
landowners to continue 
using their lands in ways 

Most public conservation lands in Florida have been purchased and 
are managed simultaneously for multiple wildlife species.
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that result in suitable bear habitat, with an intent to bring multiple landowners together 
with a common purpose of habitat connectivity. Vital to the success of this objective 
is cooperation from private landowners, especially regarding the use of conservation 
agreements, easements, conservation and mitigation banks, less than fee simple acquisition, 
and fee simple acquisition. Areas under public management or conservation easements can 
be mapped, but it is equally important to identify how much additional privately-owned 
land is currently managed under suitable habitat conditions within each BMU. Habitat that 
provides important resources for bears regardless of ownership will be mapped in each BMU 
by 2021 (see Research and Monitoring below). Important corridors with suitable habitat 
will be identified and efforts made to work with landowners for mutually beneficial land 
management practices. 

Bears are often identified as an umbrella species for many conservation efforts because 
a diverse array of wildlife and plant species benefit when protected habitat is expansive 
enough to allow bears to persist in an area. Maintaining a diversity of habitat types over an 
extensive area is important because it provides black bears with nutritional requirements 
during all seasons. An important element is identification of a regional conservation vision 
(Keddy 2009) and coordination with other large-scale conservation efforts. For example, 
habitats needed for bears overlap heavily with those needed for gopher tortoise (Gopherus 
polyphemus) conservation and lands identified as part of the Florida Wildlife Corridor effort 
(see Chapter 6: Coordination with Other Efforts). This overlap of priority landscapes should 
lead to improved conservation and leveraging of resources. 

Most public Conservation Lands in Florida have been purchased and are managed 
simultaneously for multiple wildlife species, the attributes and values of their historic natural 
vegetative communities, and/or the ecological services well-managed lands provide to 
humans. Consideration for acquisition and ecological restoration should continue to be given 
to areas that presently have suitable bear habitat, as well as those that may be restored to 
benefit broad suites of wildlife species, including bears. 

Habitat Connectivity
Connectivity as a concept is “entirely scale and target dependent” (Crooks and Sanjayan 

2006, p. 3), ranging from small scale “patch connectivity” to large scale “landscape connectivity” 
(Tischendorf and Fahrig 2001). Local movements within a home range to obtain food, mates, and 
other necessities occur daily and seasonally; moderate movements within a subpopulation such 
as short dispersal events or in response to mast failures might occur every few years; and long-
range movements between distant subpopulations such as far dispersal events or in response to 
climate change might only occur occasionally, perhaps once each generation (Harris and Scheck 
1991; Noss and Cooperrider 1994, pp. 153-156; Clevenger and Wierzchowski 2006). Maintaining 
habitat connectivity at all scales is important for bears in Florida.

Landscape connectivity is an important component of habitat conservation in bear 
management because bear movements are so extensive that their habitats must be evaluated 
and managed at the landscape scale and because movement among bear subpopulations 
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is crucial for genetic integrity and population viability. It is important to maintain existing 
connections, augment near connections, and establish connectivity among isolated habitats. 
Currently, the most important landscape connections to improve for bears are for the 
Chassahowitzka, Glades/Highlands, and Eglin subpopulations because they are small and 
isolated. The FWC’s Habitat Conservation objective is to maintain existing connections (e.g., 
Okefenokee NWR to Osceola NF), solidify and strengthen near connections (e.g., Ocala NF to 
Osceola NF), and work toward creating more distant connections (e.g., Chassahowitzka WMA 
to Lower Suwannee NWR). Creating these connections will be challenging, especially for the 
more distant ones, but as an umbrella species, efforts to improve connectivity for bears also 
should improve landscape connectivity for many other wildlife species.

These landscape-level connections are often envisioned as complete swaths of habitat, 
but other ways to increase long-distance movements of bears include habitat mosaics, 
improving the permeability of surrounding property, and creating islands of habitat that 
allow bears to move from one habitat patch to another like stepping stones (Crooks and 
Sanjayan 2006, p. 12; Noss and Daly 2006). While the dispersal ability of male bears is high, 
females seldom disperse far from their natal areas; therefore, bears are slow to colonize 
empty habitats (Costello et al. 2008). Long-distance movements have been documented in 
black bears (Maehr et al. 1988, Stratman et al. 2001, Hooker et al. 2019), but conservation 
efforts should not rely upon the distances seen in these rare examples when evaluating 
potential connectivity or range expansion.

Maehr et al. (2001, p. 29–35) discuss landscape ecology in relation to bear management 
in Florida in great depth. Factors that impact whether a connection is functional include 
its habitat quality, width of the connection, and distance between habitat patches (the 
length of the connection). Harrison (1992) suggested the diameter of one home range as the 
minimum width of landscape connections so the area would contain enough suitable habitat 
for the animal to occupy rather than just pass through it. If this approach were applied in 

Florida, the minimum corridor 
width would be equal to 
the diameter of the average 
annual adult female Florida 
black bear’s home range in its 
subpopulation.

Roads are impediments 
to connectivity for bears at 
local and landscape levels 
and wildlife structures can 
decrease, but not remove, 
those barrier effects 
(Clevenger and Wierzchowski 
2006). Development 
directly reduces habitat Bears are vulnerable to habitat loss and fragmentation
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and, depending on its shape, can impede bear movements. Habitat types that are avoided 
by bears also affect their movements. Hoctor (2003) and Larkin et al. (2004) ran several 
simulations to estimate how bears move across the landscape depending on the different 
habitats they encounter. Those simulations revealed the number and type of obstacles to 
bear movements between distant subpopulations that help focus conservation planning. 
An updated landscape connectivity model that incorporates habitat quality is expected by 
early 2021 (see Research and Monitoring below). As human development continues to impact 
natural systems, maintaining landscape connectivity among bear subpopulations will be 
increasingly important to retain genetic integrity and subpopulation viability. Managing 
lands between subpopulations to encourage natural interchange will assist in meeting 
population objectives for the smaller subpopulations.

Developments often have “green spaces” that are considered corridors for wildlife. 
Although the term corridor has been used for all scales of connectivity, in this context the 
phrase relates to patch connectivity. Short, local connections between habitat patches 
require cover that is traversable by bears, but not necessarily habitat suitable for occupancy. 
If they are functional, those corridors are important for local bear movements that occur 
within a subpopulation and allow bears to use small fragments of habitat. This Plan seeks 
to maintain or improve the habitat patch connectivity within subpopulations and improve 
the landscape connections among subpopulations. In addition to working with private 
landowners directly, the FWC works closely with State regulatory agencies to address 
connectivity. The FWC also routinely assists counties throughout the comprehensive plan 
amendment process as well as the land development codes to improve connectivity with 
public conservation and agriculture lands. High landscape connectivity allows larger, stable 
subpopulations to sustain smaller subpopulations (e.g., Ocala NF connection with Wekiva 
River Basin in the Central BMU). 

Habitat Management
Black bears are often characterized as habitat generalists and as a landscape species that 

is not associated with any one specific habitat type, but instead thrive over a wide variety 
of largely forested and interspersed habitats (Pelton 1982, Schoen 1990). Collectively, those 
habitats must meet their requirements for food, cover, water, and space. This adaptability 
allows black bears to occupy a variety of forested landscapes managed for multiple purposes, 
including commercial ones such as industrial production of timber (Pelton 2001). Likewise, 
bears benefit from a utilitarian approach to habitat management of “the greatest good 
for the greatest number” of species, often applied to natural community restoration and 
management of Conservation Lands. 

The threat to black bears, therefore, is not how those forested habitats are managed, 
rather their scale and connectivity (Maehr et al. 2001). Habitat can be managed to increase 
or decrease bear abundance (see Chapter 3: Population Management). Focused, bear-centric 
management of habitat may be desirable where bear subpopulations are comparatively small 
(Eglin, Chassahowitzka, and Glades/Highlands). Land managers in these areas may consider 
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using comparatively small-scale and infrequent (over five years between successive fires) 
growing or “lightning” season (late-spring/early-summer) burns that avoid denning season 
(January through April). Management strategies intended to increase bear abundance should 
prioritize forest diversity (in species composition and stand age) and seek to provide a variety 
of food types that may help buffer irregular production of important soft-mast species 
used by bears (Maehr and Brady 1984). In addition, efforts may be warranted to provide 
and protect thickets that afford escape or security cover and ground denning sites. Several 
studies have indicated the importance of saw palmetto and oak mast for food (Maehr and 
Brady 1982, Land 1994, Roof 1997, Stratman and Pelton 2007) and the use of dense understory 
including palmetto as concealing cover for natal dens (Land 1994, Garrison et al. 2007). Habitat 
varies widely across the state, and so habitat management recommendations also vary. For 
example, in south Florida, Maehr and Larkin (2004) recommended that “old-stage patches” of 
saw palmetto occupy approximately 25% of areas managed for bears.

The use of prescribed fire by land managers to promote restoration and maintenance 
of fire climax communities provides well-established benefits to many wildlife species, 
including bears. Fire is a natural and integral part of Florida’s natural communities and 
physical environment needed to maintain ecosystem functioning (Abrahamson 1984). 
Prescribed fire can be used to create mosaics of diverse habitats that meet the requirements 
and preferences of bears at varying scales and, when applied judiciously, the benefits to 
bears of burning outweigh any negative impacts. When conducted with adequate fuel 
moisture, moderate relative humidity, and light winds, prescribed fire favors a mosaic of 
unburned habitat patches that afford additional cover and forage diversity (see Chapter 
3: Population Management - Options to Increase Subpopulations and Improve Genetic 
Diversity). Managed fire not only diminishes risks from damaging wildfire, but fire during 
varying seasons can create conditions that promote the establishment and production of a 
variety of desired vegetation, including fleshy fruits, and create snags that attract insects 
rich in dietary protein (Hamilton 1981, Weaver 2000).

However, lengthy fire return intervals (e.g., over five years) in most of Florida’s forested 
habitats could lead to excessive accumulation of combustible fuels that increase risks of 
wildfire or unpredictable fire behavior. Therefore, comprehensive woodland burning programs 
should include periodic fuel hazard reduction burns or use of fuel-reducing fire surrogates 
such as mowing or roller-chopping to reduce the severity or probability of wildfires that may 
damage bear habitat (Weaver 2000). The timing or seasonality of the method used, firing 
techniques used, smoke screening, and intensity of fire should also be considered.

Using prescribed fire to manage habitat during denning season poses a potential risk to 
some newborn cubs, but bears are capable of moving cubs when disturbed and very little 
evidence of direct mortality has been found during multiple studies in the southeastern U.S. 
Seibert (1995) documented a radio collared female with cubs staying in their den during a 
prescribed burn nearby, which is consistent with findings during a current study in the same 
area (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). Lombardo (1993) documented female bears left four of 
13 dens due to winter burning, but those four denned again and reproduction was confirmed 
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at the only den visited. Of 20 dens, Land (1994) noted only one den was abandoned after 
the area was burned. Prescribed fires during bear denning do not have a significant negative 
impact at the subpopulation level.

Long-term conservation of Florida black bears will be dependent upon prudent 
management of large contiguous woodlands, which are unlikely to be under single 
ownership. With some consideration for bear habitat needs, landscape level, multi-species 
management regimes can be compatible with quality bear habitat. Coordinating land-
management activities that span the landscape and address seasonal conditions and the 
varying requirements of individual species is important for establishing successful habitat 
conservation efforts for bears and other native wildlife species. Management goals and 
desired conditions for other wildlife species, particularly listed species, may not always 
result in ideal bear habitat. However, many species with seemingly divergent needs can be 
accommodated if a variety of land management regimes are used to provide diverse forest 
communities at the landscape level. 

Research and Monitoring for Habitat Conservation
The FWC initiated a statewide habitat assessment project in 2018 to measure the 

quality and quantity of bear habitat in Florida, estimate where landscape-level connectivity 
between neighboring subpopulations are most likely to occur, and use Light Detection and 
Ranging (LIDAR) to describe the forest characteristics found in the higher-quality habitats 
and define a threshold above which habitat can be considered high quality. Habitat quality 
in occupied areas will then be compared to areas that are unoccupied, as well as areas 
identified as potential landscape linkages.

This project will answer several habitat management Actions (Table 9). It has been 
assumed that bears do not currently occupy all potential bear habitat in Florida because 
of past persecution. The statewide habitat assessment will determine if habitat patch size 
and degree of isolation are impediments to occupancy or whether the range expansion we 
currently see may naturally recolonize the unoccupied areas in time. If serious impediments 
to connections between neighboring subpopulations are identified, management actions 
such as highway underpasses or translocation efforts may be needed in some areas. These 
data will allow the FWC to categorize habitat characteristics that promote landscape 
permeability to identify the most important landscape connections for future conservation. 
If habitat quality correlates strongly with bear abundance, we may also be able to estimate 
how many bears Florida could sustain if all high-quality habitat were of sufficient size and 
occupied by bears.

After the statewide assessment is completed in 2021, the FWC will identify areas that are 
considered suitable for bears. For example, urban parks may be categorized in the assessment 
as high-quality habitat but are isolated from large contiguous habitat patches that are not 
surrounded by development. These areas might not be considered suitable bear habitat in 
future conservation planning. Removing areas like these will identify the most functional 
bear habitat, and better focus conservation and management efforts. Where high-quality, 
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suitable bear habitat is far from occupied bear range, research may be needed to determine 
the feasibility and public acceptance of reintroducing bears. Additional stakeholder work 
would be needed to augment bears in areas where their density is currently very low. 

Future research may be needed to alter the survey methods other states use to estimate 
the relative amount of acorns and other hard mast so they would be effective in Florida. 
Some states found that trends in mast availability correlated with their bear harvest. Even 
without a hunting season, the FWC may find similar correlation between mast availability 
and human-bear conflict levels. However, correlations may be weak as bears in Florida are 
less dependent on acorns than are bears found in most other parts of the eastern United 
States (Maehr and Brady 1984).

Further research may be needed to correlate bear abundance to specific habitat 
attributes that would provide land managers with habitat management practices (e.g., 
mechanical control of vegetation, prescribed fire, timber harvest) that could effectively 
increase or decrease bear numbers where needed. For example, habitat management 
recommendations to maximize saw palmetto fruiting is available but intervals of prescribed 
fire needed for proper habitat management for several listed species is shorter than is 
optimal for saw palmetto. More information is needed on the range of fire intervals that 
maintains acceptable, but not maximal, palmetto fruit production. Potential impacts of 
management actions may be difficult to correlate to bear abundance because abundance is 
measured at much larger scales than management actions, but if impacts of specific actions 
were found, those results would be offered to public and private landowners interested in 
preferred land management practices for bears.

Table 9. Strategies and Actions involving the Habitat Conservation Objective, with anticipated time 
period(s) of work that would be done between 2020 to 2029, indicated with shading.
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0
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2
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Strategy 2.1: Assess habitat quality of occupied and unoccupied-but-potentially-suitable bear habitat 
statewide and within each BMU.
2.1.1. Determine the amount and distribution of high-quality bear habitat 

within each BMU.
2.1.2. Develop criteria to designate bear habitat as suitable and determine 

the amount and distribution of suitable bear habitat within each BMU 
needed to meet minimum population objectives

2.1.3. Assess the current and projected impacts of development, including 
transportation corridors, land-use conversion, and land-management 
practices on bear habitat quality in each BMU.

2.1.4. Evaluate areas of potentially suitable habitat in each BMU (e.g., 
Green Swamp Wilderness Preserve, Blackwater River SF) to identify 
any habitat-based reasons for the absence of bears in those areas.
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2.1.5. Coordinate with partner agencies and organizations to identify and 
integrate bear habitat conservation priorities that are shared with 
other existing landscape-level planning and management efforts 
(e.g., Gopher Tortoise Management Plan, Florida Forever). 

Strategy 2.2: Conserve or increase high quality bear habitat to meet objectives within each BMU.
2.2.1. Work with the FWC LAP to identify opportunities for landowners to 

help influence habitat quality to impact bear numbers.
2.2.2. Collaborate with public and private partners to use habitat incentive 

programs, less than fee simple conservation easements, and fee 
simple acquisitions to enhance conservation of large, high-priority 
tracts of quality bear habitat within each BMU. 

2.2.3. Work with the FWC LAP to promote habitat management techniques 
and best management practices in areas where long-term 
conservation of quality bear habitat is needed.

2.2.4. Promote use of the comprehensive conservation planning tools 
incorporated in the Florida Wildlife Conservation Guide (FWC 
2018a) to more effectively address potential impacts of development, 
including transportation corridors, land-use conversion, and land-
management projects on bear habitat.

Strategy 2.3: Assist with management of bear habitat on public and private lands.
2.3.1. Identify and minimize potential negative impacts of management 

actions on habitat quality for bears in the smaller subpopulations.
2.3.2. Work with partners to monitor habitat quality for bears within each BMU.

2.3.3. Engage the Bear Stakeholder Groups (BSG) in each BMU to assist 
private landowners and other organizations who are seeking 
assistance with landowner incentive and other programs for 
conservation of high-quality bear habitat on their lands.

Strategy 2.4: Promote exchange within and among subpopulations by maintaining, improving, and/or creating 
landscape connectivity. 
2.4.1. Determine landscape connectivity characteristics (e.g., habitat type, 

length, width) that facilitate movement of bears within and among 
subpopulations.

2.4.2. Identify and prioritize existing landscape connections used by bears 
to move within and among subpopulations; determine ownership 
and land management approaches for individual parcels of land that 
make up each connection; work with private landowners to promote 
land management practices that offer suitable bear habitat.

2.4.3. Determine where additional infrastructure (e.g., fencing, clear 
road shoulders) might be needed to overcome barriers to landscape 
connectivity within and among subpopulations.

2.4.4. Coordinate with and provide minimum standards for projects to 
Florida departments of Environmental Protection, Transportation, 
and other relevant State agencies as well as local governments to 
ensure that bear habitats and landscape connections are known and 
considered in state, regional, and local conservation planning.
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Objective 3: Human-Bear Conflict Management 
Manage human-bear conflicts, as measured by maintaining annual core complaints 
at or below 50% of all bear-related calls received by the FWC statewide and by BMU 
(Figure 8) by taking the following actions: 
• Coordinate with local government officials in occupied bear range to implement 

methods to reduce human-bear conflicts; 
• Continue to monitor and adapt policies and guidelines to ensure that institutional 

knowledge is retained and that responses are standardized and effective; 
• Create and maintain partnerships with non-governmental organizations and 

businesses that assist the FWC’s efforts to reduce human-bear conflicts; and 
• Provide and promote methods the public can use to avoid or reduce conflicts with 

bears.
The intent of this objective is to achieve a balance between maintaining bear populations 

and minimizing human-bear conflicts. There is an overlap between the Conflict Management 
and the Education and Outreach objectives because both center on human-bear interactions. 
The main difference is that the Education and Outreach Objective approaches conflicts by 
providing information to encourage people to take actions to avoid human-bear conflicts. 
The Conflict Management Objective, however, focuses more on direct actions in response 
to human and bear behavior in an attempt to resolve human-bear conflicts. The FWC 
acknowledges that several actions within each objective contain aspects that will help 
achieve the other objective. 

While black bears are naturally timid and try to avoid people, they can be attracted into 
rural, residential, and even urban areas when foods like unsecured garbage, bird seed, or pet 
foods are easily available. As bears spend more of their time near communities, they can 
begin to lose their natural fear of people and become habituated (i.e., tolerate people in close 
proximity) and food conditioned (i.e., seek out human-provided food sources), which can lead 
to human-bear conflicts and a risk to public safety (Lackey et al. 2018).  

The FWC receives thousands of calls about bears each year; however, many calls are also 
received by partner agencies like DEP and USFS, as well as local police and sheriff’s offices. 
While many interactions between humans and bears are positive or neutral in outcome (e.g., 
sightings that lead to excitement or mere presence that does not require agency response), 
some result in conflicts. The FWC classifies the types of calls it receives from the public 
about bear interactions into categories based on the caller’s description (Figure 8). Over one-
third (38%) of calls refer to general interactions with bears (i.e., in the area, a yard, or up a 
tree), which can typically be resolved when callers follow the technical advice provided by 
the FWC. While the number of calls from the public has increased over time, the proportion 
of those conflicts where people were threatened by bears fortunately remains low at 1% of 
all calls (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Types of human-bear conflicts, as described by callers, received by the FWC from 2009 to 2018  
(n = 55,413). 

The FWC had no historical records of a Florida black bear injuring a person until 2006. 
Between 2006 and 2018, the FWC has documented 13 incidents where people in Florida 
needed to seek medical attention for injuries caused by black bears (Appendix II). The FWC 
examined situations surrounding those incidents and found the bears involved showed signs 
they were food-conditioned and habituated to people. The FWC classifies those behaviors 
as threats to public safety and therefore will attempt to capture and humanely kill any bear 
that exhibits them. Between 2009 and 2018, the FWC humanely killed an average of 38 bears 
each year to reduce the risk to public safety (Figure 6).  

The primary strategy to reduce human-bear conflicts will focus on efforts to secure 
items that attract bears. Attractants can generally be described as any items that bears are 
drawn to investigate as a potential source for food, water, or meeting other needs. Common 
attractants include garbage, pet food, wildlife feed, grills, and pools, as well as natural, 
ornamental, and/or crop vegetation plantings. A full suite of management actions will 
have to be used to help mitigate conflicts, with a central priority of educating the public of 
their responsibilities in securing attractants for each potential action. Management actions 
will include education and any combination of waste management, technical assistance, 
deterrents, scaring techniques, trapping and releasing on-site, relocation, and agency-
controlled lethal removal. 



Florida Black Bear Management Plan54

Figure 9. Number of bear-related calls, and percentage of core and non-core complaints received by the 
FWC from 2009 to 2018 (n = 55,413) 

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

8,000

The FWC decided that a reasonable approach to measure success in conflict management 
would be to examine bear-related calls to the FWC. The FWC selected a subset of all bear-
related calls (referred to as core complaints) as an appropriate metric to measure human-bear 
conflicts. This subset, rather than all calls, was chosen because some calls are informative 
(e.g., sick/injured bear); some are complaints (e.g., in garbage); and some can be either, 
depending on the details of the bear’s behavior (e.g., a bear in the yard can be reported as 
just a sighting or as a bear that is too comfortable with human presence in a yard) (Figure 8). 
In addition, the total number of all bear-related calls to the FWC varies based on a number of 
factors that are outside the FWC’s control, including season, public awareness, bear activity, 
public perception of the FWC’s response, and even weather. 

Core complaints include the following call types: apiary, in building/tent/vehicle, in 
crops, in feed, in feeder, in garbage, in open garage, in screened porch/patio, property 
damage, threatened/attacked/killed animal, and threatened/attacked/killed human. Core 
complaint levels closely follow the same annual trends as overall call levels (Figure 9). The 
FWC will measure the ratio of core complaints to all calls to try and maintain less than 50% 
of core complaints to total calls, statewide as well as in each BMU. Increases in annual core 
complaints above 50% would strain agency resources, increase response time to conflicts, 
and possibly lead to a devaluation of bears by the public. 

The number of human-bear conflicts are a concern in Florida as both human and bear 
populations increase, occupied bear range expands, and human development continues to 
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reduce and encroach upon bear habitat. “Urban” bears that spend a fair amount of their 
time in neighborhoods are becoming more prevalent in many areas of Florida as the edge 
between developed areas and occupied bear range moves from rural areas into suburban, 
or even urban, locations. Managing bears in residential areas is especially complex. Bears in 
close proximity to humans create a range of issues from perceived threats (e.g., seeing a bear 
on the edge of the forest) to potential threats to public safety (i.e., food conditioned and 
habituated bears). Capturing and relocating bears is not always effective because there are 
few remote places in Florida where relocated bears will not come into contact with humans 
and that are not already occupied by other bears. Additionally, the FWC found that most 
(70%) of relocated bears do not remain in the area in which they were moved, and over 
half repeat conflict behavior after they are moved (Annis 2007). It has become increasingly 
important to provide government officials and other decision makers with practical and 
effective management techniques to reduce human-bear conflicts. 

Eliminating food sources that attract bears is the first and most important action to 
resolve human-bear conflicts (Lackey et al. 2018). When bears forage on garbage, pet food, 
bird seed, and other attractants, they become habituated and food conditioned. Such 
bears may become a threat to human safety. The FWC’s policies place an emphasis on the 
complainant’s personal responsibility for eliminating attractants and thereby reducing or 
eliminating conflicts with bears. 

The public needs to have reasonable access to a wide variety of techniques to secure 
their garbage and other attractants. The FWC offers residents multiple options to secure 
attractants, such as storing them in closed garages or sturdy sheds, protecting them with 
electric fencing, modifying regular containers to make them bear-resistant, and buying 
commercially manufactured bear-resistant equipment. The FWC has taken several steps 
to increase the availability of commercially manufactured and certified bear-resistant 
residential trashcans. Since 2007, the FWC has provided almost $2.1 million in BearWise 
funding to counties experiencing the highest levels of human-bear conflicts through cost-
share grants with local governments, residents, and businesses (Table 10). In 2018, 16 counties 
(Table 10) were responsible for 88% of all core complaints the FWC received statewide (each 
county received over 80 core complaints) (see Chapter 3: BMU Profiles).

Table 10. Counties that have received BearWise funding, 2007 to 2019.

County Total Funding County Total Funding County Total Funding
Seminole $621,058 Collier $63,366 Gulf $22,570
Lake $348,473 Highlands $58,770 Wakulla $21,332
Orange $295,111 Walton $56,864 Bay $21,161
Volusia $239,856 Okaloosa $48,801 Putnam $17,773
Santa Rosa $107,583 Leon $38,573 Multiplea $15,454
Marion $70,619 Franklin $26,256 TOTAL $2,073,622

a Funds and equipment provided to multiple BMUs and counties.
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In addition to local governments, the FWC has been actively working with container 
manufacturers on testing new designs and providing feedback on ways to improve their 
products. The FWC has also worked with waste service providers to integrate bear-resistant 
containers into their collection systems. Waste Management, Inc., and Waste Pro USA, 
Inc., have entered into Memorandums of Agreement (MOAs) with the FWC that outline 
their willingness to allow residents to modify their regular trashcans to make them bear-
resistant, plus offer commercially manufactured bear-resistant trashcans at affordable 
rates in reasonable time frames. There are now multiple counties, cities, and homeowners’ 
associations (HOAs) that offer bear-resistant trashcans throughout the state. Despite these 
efforts, commercially manufactured and certified bear-resistant residential trashcan prices 
remain high and are still not widely available to all Floridians who request them. The FWC 
will continue to assist citizens and local governments in identifying waste management 
companies that can provide bear-resistant dumpsters and residential trashcans and 
encourage local governments to acquire those services for their residents as part of their 
service contract negotiations. 

The FWC also works with partner agencies to reduce human-bear conflicts in their 
areas of responsibility. For example, the FWC provides bear informational signs for outdoor 
recreation areas managed by DEP, FFS, USFS and USFWS, coordinates with FDOT to identify 
areas of high vehicle strikes and suggest long term projects to help minimize mortalities, 
assists with the installation of bear resistant campground lockers for the USFS and DEP, 
and helps integrate BearWise practices into University of Florida’s Institute of Food and 
Agricultural Sciences Extension Service training programs.

The FWC will work with communities to promote options that work best to meet local 
needs for meaningful reductions in human-bear conflicts. Many conflicts are resolved by 
individuals taking personal responsibility and securing their attractants. Unfortunately, 
relying solely on voluntary actions has not been sufficient because it requires continued 
vigilance and high enough levels of compliance across entire neighborhoods to succeed in 
preventing bears from lingering in communities (Peine 2001, Baruch-Mordo 2008, Johnson 
et al. 2018). The FWC has been working with municipalities and developers to address 
this issue by incorporating BearWise language in their charters, homeowner association 
(HOA) covenants, and development orders that require people to secure garbage and 
other attractants. As a result, four counties, two cities, and numerous HOAs have BearWise 
ordinances in place at the time of this Plan’s approval, with others in the drafting stages. 

Residents and visitors are encouraged to scare bears out of their neighborhoods using 
FWC-approved less-lethal methods, including slingshots and paintballs (FWC 2019b). The 
FWC advises people to get in a secure location (e.g., on porch, in car), make sure the bear 
has a clear escape route, and then scare the bear away. People can also scare bears remotely 
by using motion-activated alarms and water sprinklers. Bears that approach these devices 
are scared away by loud noises, lights, or a forceful spray of water. The FWC also conducts 
training for FWC staff, members of partnering law enforcement, military, natural resource 
agencies, business owners and their employees, and private security companies on enhanced 
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methods for scaring bears that adds the use of pyrotechnics and less-lethal shotgun rounds 
to the FWC-approved methods. The FWC is also researching whether additional enhanced 
methods used by other states to scare bears would be feasible for use in Florida, including 
conducted energy weapons (e.g., Taser) (personal communication, Larry Lewis, Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game) and trained dogs (personal communication, Rich Beausoleil, 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife). 

Management actions are required to reduce human-bear conflicts, particularly in and 
around urban settings. Bears frequenting urban areas are more likely to become habituated 
and food conditioned, which poses an increased risk to public safety due to the greater 
number of encounters with humans as compared to bears in rural areas. In 2016, the FWC 
initiated a multitiered response to human-bear conflicts. The FWC’s response is focused on 
public safety while continuing to rely on residents to take personal responsibility to reduce 
human-bear conflicts. Catching and humanely killing a bear that poses a risk to public safety 
resolves the threat posed by that individual bear, but not usually the cause of the conflict. If 
the reason the bear became a public safety risk is not addressed (e.g., human-provided foods 
like regularly accessible unsecured garbage), then other bears will likely be attracted and can 
also become a public safety risk. 

Depredation of livestock is a concern, with documented incidents of bears killing 
domestic animals such as hogs, goats, and chickens. The FWC issues depredation permits 
for landowners to kill bears that injure or kill livestock, destroy crops, and cause damage to 
property FWC 2019c). The depredation permit application is reviewed by the FWC and can 
only be issued if the applicant has tried preventative measures or preventative measures 
are not feasible, and the FWC has unsuccessfully attempted to capture the bear. Since 
the depredation program’s establishment in August 2015 through June 2019, the FWC has 
received nine applications, approved eight permits, and one bear has been taken with a 
permit. The FWC will be examining the depredation permit process to determine if any 
changes are needed to increase its effectiveness. 

Eighteen states allow the killing of black bears in defense of life and property. Currently, 
the FWC recognizes common law that a person has a right to shoot/kill any wildlife that 
presents an imminent threat of serious injury or death to a human being, when shooting/
killing wildlife is the only way to prevent that threat. A Florida Statute allows a person 
to defend him- or herself against another person (FS 776.012(2); Appendix III). The FWC is 
exploring whether a defense of life and property rule that applies to wildlife would be more 
appropriate than relying on common law regarding defense of life, and whether defense of 
property would be more appropriate in some situations than use of the depredation permit 
(e.g., if a bear were actively injuring livestock in the presence of the landowner). 

The FWC field response to human-bear conflicts (i.e., site visits with residents, trapping 
efforts, and retrieving vehicle-killed bears) has evolved over time. Historically, WMA biologists 
and technicians primarily conducted all field response. In 2005, the FWC implemented the 
Bear Response Contractor (BRC) program that employs contracted private citizens trained to 
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respond to human-bear conflicts at the direction of the FWC staff. In 2015, the FWC increased 
Bear Management Program staffing to a level that allowed the most efficient and effective 
response to human-bear conflict to date (see Chapter 6: Implementation Strategy). The 
FWC hired five Area Bear Biologists (ABBs) to expand the BMP while serving as designated 
coordinators of the BRCs. The FWC relies heavily on ABBs and BRCs, and assistance from law 
enforcement and biological staff to keep up with the rising demand for assistance and ensure 
timely response. Quick response to human-bear conflicts is considered an important element 
for successful coexistence with bears by many stakeholders in Florida (McDonald 1998). 
The FWC personnel who respond to human-bear conflicts participate in trainings to ensure 
that skills and knowledge remain current. Further knowledge and experience are gained by 
coordinating and sharing information among local, state, and federal agencies experiencing 
similar human-bear conflicts. 

Research and Monitoring for Human-Bear Conflicts 
Research is needed to improve techniques to modify bear and human behaviors, and 

characteristics that influence human-bear conflicts (Table 11). The FWC will continue to 
examine the effectiveness of bear-resistant equipment and other deterrents. Outreach 
efforts, ordinances, and policies will be continually reviewed and evaluated to determine 
which approach or combination of approaches results in the most public participation in 
reducing attractants (Table 11). Exploring options on monitoring natural food availability 
cycles (i.e., bumper crop and mast failure) could help managers anticipate fluctuations in the 
numbers and intensity of human-bear conflicts, and tailor agency responses accordingly.

Table 11. Strategies and Actions involving the Human-Bear Conflict Management Objective, with 
anticipated time period(s) work would be done between 2020 to 2029 indicated with shading. 
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2
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Strategy 3.1: Mitigate human-bear conflicts 
3.1.1.  Work with local governments to pass ordinances that 

require residents and businesses to secure items that 
attract bears (e.g., garbage, bird seed, pet food).

3.1.2 . Coordinate with local, state, and federal agencies 
experiencing similar human-bear conflicts to exchange 
knowledge and resources.  

  3.1.3 . Continue to use trained private citizens as Bear Response 
Contractors to increase efficiency and reduce FWC staff 
time.

 3.1.4 . Continue lethal removal of bears that pose a risk to public 
safety and euthanasia of bears who are injured or sick and 
cannot survive humanely on their own following the FWC’s 
policies and guidelines.  
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Action  Description of Action 2
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 3.1.5 . Assess the effectiveness of different methods for securing 
attractants and deterring bears and promote the most 
effective techniques. 

 3.1.6 . Encourage businesses experiencing human-bear conflicts 
to secure their waste and other attractants.

 3.1.7.  Promote land management techniques that deter bear 
presence in areas prone to human-bear conflicts.

3.1.8 . Identify areas with high numbers of human-bear conflicts, 
rank areas in order of conflict levels, and use ranked 
areas to help prioritize resources to reduce human-bear 
conflicts.

 3.1.9.  Evaluate and recommend effective, safe and humane 
techniques that can be used by the public to scare bears 
to reduce the likelihood of bears becoming habituated and 
threats to public safety.    

 3.1.10.  Provide training and materials to the FWC staff, Bear 
Response Contractors, partner agencies, and private 
security personnel to better understand bear behavior and 
how to discourage bears from interacting with people. 

 3.1.11.  Review depredation permit process to determine if 
changes are needed to improve its effectiveness in 
addressing human-bear conflicts. 

 3.1.12 . Continue to seek grants and partner with the state, not-
for-profit organizations, local governments, and waste 
service providers to increase availability of bear resistant 
cans and technical assistance to reduce conflicts. 

 3.1.13 . Develop a template plan on how to avoid and respond to 
human-bear conflicts for managers of public and private 
outdoor recreation areas. 

 3.1.14.  Work with Bear Stakeholder Groups (BSG) in each BMU to 
provide updates and solicit local input and cooperation on 
reducing human-bear conflicts.

 3.1.15.  Explore options to monitor natural food abundance trends 
in an attempt to anticipate availability and potential 
fluctuations in human-bear conflicts.  

 3.1.16.  Explore defense of life and property rules in other states 
and determine whether similar rules would be appropriate 
in Florida.  
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Objective 4: Education and Outreach
Increase public understanding and appreciation of bears, support for bear 
conservation, and willingness to take actions to coexist with bears by:
• Engaging, educating, and informing residents, visitors, and businesses through 

ongoing education, information, and outreach programs;
• Maintaining existing partnerships and developing new ones with federal, state, 

county, and local governments, nongovernmental organizations, and other 
stakeholders to meet the objectives of this Plan;

• Assisting communities in areas of high bear-activity to become BearWise; and 
• Achieving compliance from at least 75% of the people who receive FWC advice on 

how to reduce human-bear conflict. 
It is vital for Florida’s residents, visitors, stakeholders and governmental entities to 

understand, support, and, where applicable, integrate components of this Plan into their 
daily lives, programs, and management practices. The Education and Outreach Objective 
develops and delivers the tools and messages necessary to accomplish this challenging 
task. It integrates the communication components necessary to support bear conservation 
measures addressed in the Population Management and Habitat Conservation Objectives, 
and conflict resolution in the Conflict Management Objective. Achieving all those objectives 
requires a strong, unified, and effective education and outreach effort. Success of the 
Education and Outreach Objective will be measured in part by monitoring the number of 
people who follow the FWC’s advice on human-bear conflict resolution. The FWC receives 
thousands of bear-related calls each year (Figure 9). A sample of those callers is regularly 
surveyed by the FWC to find out whether they took actions recommended by the FWC and if 
the advice was useful to resolve the problem. Survey results from 2015 to 2018 indicate about 
75% of the callers followed FWC advice and about 65% of those who followed the advice 
reported that their conflicts were resolved (FWC, unpublished data, 2018). Therefore, the FWC 
will strive to maintain or increase the current level of compliance among callers who contact 
the agency.

Support for Black Bear Population and Habitat Conservation
In the past two decades, public awareness has increased about the existence of black 

bears in Florida. For instance, in 2016, over 80% of Floridians were aware that black bears 
exist in Florida (Responsive Management 2016) compared to 67% in 1993 (Duda and Young 
1993). Research has shown Floridians in general value black bears and want to conserve 
them (McDonald 1998, Miller et al. 2008; Table 12). More than half of Floridians taking part 
in a recent survey indicated knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves their 
overall quality of life (Responsive Management 2016). About half of the participants agreed 
or strongly agreed that people and black bears can coexist in the same area without conflict 
(Duda 2016). The FWC recommends residents adopt various actions to mitigate conflicts with 
bears. The public is supportive of most of those recommended actions (Table 13; see Chapter 
3: BMU Profiles for area-specific results). Strong and effective education programs are 



61Florida Black Bear Management Plan

essential to maintain and foster such support for black bear conservation. Maintaining this 
broad-based support for conservation will be crucial for any bear population management, 
habitat conservation, or human-bear conflict management efforts to be successful.

Table 12. Floridians’ agreement (agree or strongly agree) with selected statements regarding Florida black 
bears (Miller et al. 2008).

Statements Percent of 
respondents

Florida black bears should be protected so future generations will see them. 93%
It is important to know black bears exist in Florida, even if I never see one. 92%
Black bears are an important part of our ecosystem. 86%
I think seeing a black bear increases my appreciation of nature. 84%
Black bears are part of our heritage in Florida. 84%
I enjoy seeing black bears in Florida. 74%
People should learn to live with black bears near their homes. 64%

Table 13. Floridians’ agreement (moderately agree or strongly agree) with statements about taking 
actions recommended by the FWC to reduce conflicts with bears (Responsive Management 2016).

Recommended actions Percent of 
respondents 

Keeping trashcan in a secure location until the morning of trash pickup. 94%
Removing outdoor pet food and bowls at night and storing them in a secure location. 87%
Cleaning outdoor grill after each use and storing it in a secure location. 86%
Modifying existing trashcan with hardware to make it more bear-resistant. 82%
Hanging bird/wildlife feeders at least 10 feet high and 4 feet from any trees or structures. 77%
Building a sturdy shed to secure your trashcans from bears. 74%
Removing bird/wildlife feeders at night and storing them in a secure location. 62%
Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per month in addition to what you pay 
for your normal waste service.

61%

Most Floridians (about 90%) agree wildlife education is important and learning about 
wildlife is enjoyable (Miller et al. 2008). The FWC will build on those values by continuing to 
design outreach efforts that address the differing beliefs and needs of rural, suburban, and 
urban communities regarding bears and bear conservation. While there is clearly support 
in Florida for bear conservation (McDonald 1998, Miller et al. 2008, Duda et al. Responsive 
Management, 2016), it cannot be assumed target audiences will always understand, value, 
or instantly accept the FWC’s message or advice. Thus, education and outreach must be 
continuous, sustained, and systemic to achieve desired outcomes.

Proposed projects in this Plan target many age levels, backgrounds, and outcomes. 
Research has shown adults who are connected with nature during their childhood are more 
likely to have a positive attitude about the environment and wildlife, and they are more 
likely to be conservation-minded (Ewert and Sibthorp 2005, Rosa et al. 2018). Research also 
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has suggested that environmental education can be transferred between generations, having 
a positive effect on a household’s pro-environmental behavior (Damerell et al. 2013), and that 
both parents and peers can play important roles in developing an interest in conservation 
among children (Villacorta et al. 2003). Thus, it is important that education and outreach 
efforts include youth as well as adults.

Decades of research have clearly shown that to promote ecological literacy and 
conservation-oriented behavior, educational programs should focus on five major outcomes: 
awareness, knowledge, attitudes, problem solving, and decision-making skills, plus 
opportunities for individual and group action (UNESCO 1997, NAAEE 1998). In addition, short-
term awareness-level messages may not always result in long-term sustained changes in 
environmental behavior. While awareness-level messages can promote simple changes in 
behavior, significant lifestyle changes only occur when individuals are exposed to programs 
specifically designed to result in additional outcomes such as knowledge and attitudes 
(NEETF 2001). This Plan attempts to address all five outcomes.

Education and outreach efforts designed to promote a basic understanding of the 
biology and ecological role of bears, as well as appropriate actions, are powerful tools for 
bear conservation. These actions are based on receptive, willing learners and voluntary 
participation. Support for bear conservation has the greatest chance of success with a 
combination of sound management, education, and at times, regulation with enforcement 
(Peine 2001). If the Plan is to be effective, all available management tools must be used.

Human-Bear Conflict
Managing black bears becomes increasingly challenging as both human and bear 

populations increase, and human development expands and encroaches on bear habitat. 
Bears and humans share much of the same space in Florida so the two must be able to 
learn how to coexist. Resolving conflicts is much more complicated than simply managing 
bears and their habitat. Managing human impact involves understanding target audiences, 
fostering positive attitudes, and building knowledge and skills that ideally result in practices 
that will minimize conflict.

It is vital for people to understand how their behavior can significantly influence 
bear behavior, and what can be done to minimize conflict. One objective of outreach and 
education outlined in this Plan is to reduce the negative interactions between humans and 
bears. To be successful, the actions associated with this objective prescribe continuously and 
effectively engaging specific stakeholder groups, particularly those affected by black bears.

Education and outreach actions focus on 1) attaining public support and acceptance of 
bear densities and distributions needed to achieve Plan objectives, 2) minimizing human-
bear conflicts, 3) working with citizen groups to develop locally relevant education and 
outreach methods, 4) building partnerships, and 5) educating youth. Assessing those actions 
is essential to improving and refining future education and outreach efforts. 



63Florida Black Bear Management Plan

The goal of the FWC’s education and outreach efforts is a supportive public that 
understands bears and voluntarily participates in practices that benefit both people and 
bears. The FWC staff develops presentations, web content, videos, traditional and social 
media content, and other outreach materials to help people better understand bears and 
how to coexist with them without conflicts. 

The FWC conveys BearWise messaging to the public via traditional media tools such as 
news releases, news conferences, and responses to inquiries from reporters. For example, on 
May 18, 2017, the FWC hosted media events at six captive wildlife facilities throughout the 
state, reaching a total of 26 different media outlets (both print and broadcast). Staff also 
broadcast the event live on the agency’s Facebook page and reached another 30,000 people 
directly with the FWC’s messages.

In addition to Facebook, which the FWC routinely uses to communicate with the public 
about how to live BearWise, the FWC also uses several other social media platforms including 
Twitter and Instagram accounts, and YouTube and Vimeo channels. The YouTube and Vimeo 
channels together feature about 40 bear-related videos and six audio clips that have 

generated more than 800,000 views as of June 2019. The clips 
range from general biology to step-by-step instructions on 
how to install an electric fence.

The FWC’s Bear Management Program (The BMP) 
established an internship program in 2008 to expand the 
abilities of BMP staff to address bear-related tasks, including 
in education and outreach. The BMP staff works bear exhibits 
at festivals, conducts presentations to civic groups and local 
governments, and organizes children’s activities at schools 
and camps to share information about bears. In 2017, the FWC 
staff, BRCs, and interns participated in 166 outreach events 
and were able to interact in-person with 23,322 people. The 
interns allowed the FWC staff to reach over 5,000 additional 
people than the FWC staff could have reached alone. 
Since May 2008, 167 individual interns from 35 different 
majors have contributed over 33,500 hours towards bear 
management efforts. 

The FWC’s Volunteer Coordinators recruit volunteers to 
assist with education and outreach efforts. The FWC staff 
trains volunteers who are interested and enthusiastic about 
communicating BearWise messages to the public. Volunteers 
are an invaluable resource in bear-related education and 
outreach efforts. Establishing an FWC-supported volunteer 
program, where trained residents act as volunteer liaisons 
between the FWC and their neighbors, helps reduce human-

The FWC has developed 
outreach materials to provide 
critical information about bears 
to people residing or moving 
into areas where  bears live. 

https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/bear/brochures/
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bear conflict and resulting complaints. Volunteer liaisons provide information to fellow 
residents about seasonal increases or decreases in bear activity, make literature available to 
new residents regarding preventable bear problems, and are a point-of-contact to suggest 
common strategies for problem resolutions. This community-based approach is successful 
because it promotes ownership, and residents may be more likely to follow advice from a 
neighbor than from a government official.

When necessary, volunteers, FWC staff, and/or BRCs conduct door-to-door canvassing in 
areas where human-bear conflicts are increasingly being reported by residents. This effort 
involves speaking with residents about how to avoid conflicts with bears and what to do 
when bears are in the area. The FWC also deploys mobile billboards, yard signs, and sandwich 
board-style signs to alert residents to bear activity in the area.

Different outreach strategies and actions are necessary for different groups. 
Therefore, education and outreach efforts have been separated into five major audiences: 
1) Homeowners and Communities; 2) Large Private Landowners; 3) Governmental, 
Nongovernmental, and Business Organizations; 4) Youth; and 5) FWC Staff.

Homeowners and Communities
One of the most effective ways to reduce human-bear conflicts is to engage the public 

in community-wide efforts like the BearWise program. The Southeastern Association of 
Fish and Wildlife Agencies has initiated BearWise as a regional effort to prevent human-
bear conflicts and protect people and bears across its 15 member-states. Florida’s BearWise 
program reduces conflicts and promotes coexistence between people and bears through 
community-wide efforts to 1) identify and secure all potential bear food sources, 2) require 
those sources be kept secure, 3) educate community members about appropriate responses 
to bear interactions, and 4) know when and how to report bear activity. 

There are a wide variety of communities experiencing human-bear conflicts, from 
densely urbanized to highly rural. The FWC’s approaches on how to avoid or resolve conflicts 
have to accommodate for those differences. For example, in more rural communities, 
residents often take their own trash to transfer stations. It is important not only to keep the 
transfer stations secure from bears, but also work with personnel on times of operation to 
minimize conflicts and dumping after hours. The FWC provides technical assistance to local 
communities that are experiencing human-bear conflicts. In addition, from 2007 to 2019, the 
FWC provided a total of almost $2.1 million of BearWise funding to local governments in the 
16 Florida counties that typically experience the most human-bear conflicts (Table 10). The 
funding was provided to counties, cities, or HOAs to share the cost of bear-resistant trash 
cans, dumpsters, and other equipment to keep bears out of trash and other food sources in 
neighborhoods, parks, and businesses. Over $1.4 million of the funding was provided with 
support from the Florida Legislature and $680,000 from the Foundation using proceeds 
of the CWT specialty license plate. Funds were awarded to local governments based on a 
variety of factors, including whether the community has an ordinance requiring trash to be 
kept secure. Funds provided by the Legislature contained a specific provision that required 
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a minimum of 60% of those funds to go to those areas with BearWise ordinances, because 
those areas tend to have community-wide reductions in human-bear conflicts (Peine 2001, 
Johnson et al 2018). The majority (69%) of all BearWise funding provided went to local 
governments with BearWise ordinances (Table 10).

U.S. Air Force Hurlburt Field in Okaloosa County is a prime example of a BearWise 
Community. In 2009, Hurlburt Field replaced all its trashcans and dumpsters with bear-
resistant models and instructed all base personnel in their proper use. The FWC conducted 
multiple trainings with Air Force security on how to respond to bears, and Air Force personnel 
have an active education program for people who live and work on the base. Hurlburt Field’s 
combined efforts resulted in a 70% reduction in reported human-bear conflicts from 2009 to 
2011. Similarly, the Board of the Wingfield North HOA in Seminole County passed BearWise 
bylaws in 2014, and noticed a dramatic decrease in resident reports of negative interactions 
with bears starting within the first few months.

Private Landowners
Private landowners are essential to bear conservation by providing habitat for 

bears while meeting their own land-use objectives. Numerous government and private 
conservation programs offer landowners assistance to enhance wildlife habitat. However, 
the many programs, different easement types, cost-share availability, and lengthy decision-
making processes may dissuade landowner involvement. Interested landowners might 
be unfamiliar with programs and selecting the most appropriate program for their needs 
could be overwhelming. The FWC’s LAP can help private landowners navigate through the 
numerous programs that award preference to parcels if they have or potentially could have 
certain types of wildlife habitat on their property. Interested stakeholder groups can partner 
with the LAP to provide landowners with a summary of the different assistance programs 
offered by state and federal agencies as well as private organizations. This summary should 
identify programs that best suit landowners’ needs and qualifications, assist in finalizing 
conservation agreements, facilitate new connections between landowners or landowner 
groups and LAP staff. The programs could then be added to the habitat management plans 
created for landowners, including those participating in incentive programs. The FWC uses 
a GIS analysis combined with landcover imagery to evaluate properties, including current 
listed species habitats, wildlife occurrence data, and modeled potential listed species habitat. 
Federal and state agencies that provide incentives to restore or improve wildlife habitat, 
include the U. S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service, USFWS, 
and the Florida Forest Service. There also are tax incentives for conservation practices offered 
at the federal, state, and local levels. In addition to government programs, some private 
conservation organizations work with landowners to develop conservation easements or 
other financial or technical assistance to restore or enhance wildlife habitat on their property. 
Carbon banking, conservation banking, and mitigation banking offer important economic 
opportunities for private landowners as well as opportunities to create and restore black 
bear habitat.
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Governmental, Nongovernmental, and Business Organizations
While the FWC is the state agency constitutionally responsible for managing and 

protecting fish and wildlife resources, it must engage both public and private partners to 
be successful. Federal, state, and local municipal government agencies play pivotal roles in 
land-use planning, acquisitions and easements, waste management, and conflict resolution. 
Private businesses need to be part of any discussion of large-scale conservation efforts, and 
organizations such as nonprofit groups can gauge their supporters’ opinions on different 
management options and elicit their support for action. The FWC has Memorandums of 
Understanding with several waste service companies, which establish the important role of 
waste service companies in making it easier for residents to secure their trash. These MOUs 
are supported by a Resolution passed by the FWC Commissioners in 2015. The MOUs and 
Resolution note that everyone (i.e., the FWC, local governments, waste service providers, and 
residents) has an important role in the management of bears and keeping food attractants 
such as trash secure.

It is important to engage local interest in bear management and solicit stakeholder input 
on the FWC’s actions in the BMUs. The FWC therefore created a Bear Stakeholder Group in 
each BMU after the original Plan was approved. While participant characteristics vary within 
and among the different BSGs, there is a wide variety of viewpoints. Participants range 
from local, state, and/or federal government agencies; non-governmental organizations; 
businesses; and interested citizens. Since the issues within each BMU vary due to differences 
in bear abundance, human populations, available habitat, and social attitudes, the 
composition of each BSG varies as well. 

From October 2013 to December 2014, the FWC held 27 public workshops across the 
state to get local feedback on bear management issues and to encourage people to join the 
BSGs. Public interest to participate as a BSG member was very high in many of the BMUs. 
As a result, the FWC developed an application process to try and balance the variety of 
viewpoints for each BSG and maintain a manageable group size with which to meet. The 
West Panhandle BSG was the first to meet in November 2013, and the last to meet was the 
Big Bend BSG in March 2015. Almost all of the seven BSGs have been meeting quarterly since 
their initial establishment. 

The BSGs facilitate community input and involvement in bear management decisions, 
resulting in more acceptance, compliance, and support of bear management activities. 
Through the BSGs, local communities provide their input in the FWC’s decision-making 
process regarding land management, education and outreach, waste management practices, 
and human tolerance of bears. However, final decisions on bear management issues rest with 
the FWC.

In areas of growing human and/or bear populations, local and county law enforcement, 
parks and environmental staff, security personnel, animal control providers, and other first 
responders are increasingly involved in human-bear conflicts. To respond effectively to 
those situations, it is imperative that those personnel understand bear behavior, the FWC’s 

https://myfwc.com/media/7072/11b-blackbearresolution.pdf
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regulations, bear management guidance, and the FWC’s resources available to them. To 
address this need, the FWC’s Bear Management Program offers Bear Response Training to 
first responders who are likely to be involved in situations with bears. From 2007 to 2018, 
the FWC has trained more than 2,500 individuals from over 100 different partner entities on 
bear behavior, avoiding human-bear conflicts, and how to scare a bear away using methods 
such as paintball guns with either paint or pepper-filled balls or firearms with less-lethal 
ammunition such as rubber projectiles and bean bags. This successful program is continually 
being updated and improved as new methods and experiences become available. The FWC is 
exploring the option to create an online training video and other materials for Bear Response 
Training to expand its use throughout the state.

Youth
The FWC has an effective educational tool to reach elementary school students. 

Originally published in 1999, the “Florida Black Bear Curriculum Guide” (Guide) (FWC 2018b) 
has recently been updated with 2016 data. While the FWC has promoted the Guide to schools 
since its first publication, recent efforts in 2018 involving volunteers bringing the Guide 
directly to their local school boards plus backing by the Florida Department of Education 
have successfully generated local interest in using the Guide. As of January 1, 2019, seven 
counties, where 45% of all human-bear conflicts were reported in 2018, are either in the 
process of or have officially adopted use of the Guide in their elementary school classrooms. 
In addition, each lesson in the Guide refers teachers to specific video segments of the “Living 
with Florida Black Bears” video. The Guide was designed for students in third through eighth 
grades. Educators can access the Guide online at no cost at FloridaBear.org/curriculum-
overview.html. Project WILD and other staff regularly hold workshops for interested teachers 
so they can experience implementing the Guide activities before bringing them into the 
classroom. The FWC is looking into adding additional lessons that focus on avoiding human-
bear conflicts to the existing 10 lesson plans that can be used together or independently. 

FWC Staff and Internal Communications
The FWC communications staff develops protocols and standards for consistent 

messaging and provides outreach products and services to support the FWC’s programs. 
To ensure quality and consistency, education and outreach products, including videos, 
photographs, and electronic and print literature, are coordinated through the FWC 
communications staff. The BMP coordinates with communications staff to implement 
outreach efforts such as press conferences and media events, news releases, and social media 
communications, as well as literature updates. Coordination and collaboration with the FWC 
communications staff allow the BMP to draw on its expertise to enhance outreach efforts.

The FWC staff from many different disciplines within the agency are often involved with 
bear issues. It is essential that staff responsible for communicating information about bears 
or performing bear management duties understands and speaks uniformly about statewide 
bear management policies, protocols, and procedures. To facilitate internal communication, 
information updates and training will continue to be provided to a wide range of employees 

https://www.floridabear.org/videos.html
https://www.floridabear.org/videos.html
https://www.floridabear.org/curriculum-overview.html
https://www.floridabear.org/curriculum-overview.html
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including, but not limited to, customer service personnel, public information coordinators, law 
enforcement officers, biologists, managers, and others where appropriate. Bear Management 
and Research program staff conducts seminars multiple times a year to keep the rest of 
the agency informed. They also provide staff with updates on pressing bear issues, and 
Wildlife Assistance Biologists and Area Bear Biologists send email updates about incidents 
that occur after-hours. From 2007 to 2018, the BMP held 123 Bear Response Trainings for 
809 FWC employees, including law enforcement and biological staff. Since 2016, all FWC 
LE recruits go through the Bear Response Training as part of their regular courses at the 
Florida Public Safety Academy. The BMP and Bear Research Program biologists have been 
ensuring that institutional knowledge and experiences regarding best management practices 
when it comes to responding to human-bear conflicts in Florida are carried forward into 
agency policies, guidelines, and protocols. Starting in 2019, BMP and BRP, along with FWC LE, 
conducted the first Chemical Capture Training for FWC staff who will be deploying chemical 
immobilization drugs to capture wildlife. This advanced education will ensure that FWC staff 
has the knowledge and equipment to successfully complete their jobs. 

Between 2010 and 2014, BMP and BRP staff held annual workshops that brought 
together staff directly involved in bear management from across the state. Over 100 staff 
participated in the annual workshops, which included 1.5 days of classroom presentations 
and discussions as well as field demonstrations. Workshop participants shared their 
knowledge and experiences and contributed to the information in the FWC’s Human-Bear 
Conflict Response Policies and Guidelines, which was approved in 2016 to assist the agency 
to be more effective and consistent in implementing bear management activities and 
messaging. The FWC Bear Management and Research Program staff continue to update and 
maintain documents to provide guidance on many of the how-to ideas behind its policies 
and guidelines. 

Research and Monitoring for Education and Outreach
It is important to measure people’s behavioral changes in response to education and 

outreach efforts. While we can measure the number of Facebook, YouTube, and Vimeo views, 
we don’t know if these tools lead to behavioral changes. The FWC is interested in how 
effectively both traditional and contemporary approaches reach people. Staff will attempt 
to monitor the effects of their education and outreach efforts on people’s perception and 
behavior related to bears (Table 14).

The BMP surveys a sample of people who call the FWC about bears to learn how the 
FWC’s advice was received and the results of that advice. The FWC will continue surveying 
callers and will adapt outreach approaches based on information gained from the surveys. 
For example, survey respondents indicated that they were wary of using electric fencing, 
one of the most effective deterrents for bears. In response, the Bear Management Program 
developed a video segment “How to Use Electric Fencing to Secure Your Outdoor Attractants” 
to walk people through the process and put them more at ease. The video was posted on 
the FWC’s YouTube website on Oct. 20, 2010, and it was viewed over 79,000 times as of June 
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1, 2019. The survey results after the video was posted can be used to examine whether the 
FWC’s recent efforts have resulted in increased use of electric fencing by the public.

In addition to the survey of people who call about bears, the FWC has conducted 
numerous public opinion surveys by partnering with universities and private companies 
(Duda and Young 1993, McDonald 1998, Miller et al. 2008, Responsive Management 2016). 
The surveys focused on understanding public values and attitudes toward bears and bear 
management in Florida. Those survey reports have helped the FWC tailor programs and 
messages to address specific informational gaps and build support for bear management 
and research efforts. The FWC will continue efforts to learn how those factors vary across 
communities that have experienced differing levels of interactions with bears. The FWC 
will build upon findings from past studies to conduct local BMU-level surveys and/or 
community-wide focus group studies to better understand these issues at a more local level. 
Such recurrent research following management actions will allow the FWC to assess existing 
programs and focus efforts on areas of greatest need.

Table 14. Strategies and Actions involving the Education and Outreach Objective, with anticipated time 
work would be done between 2020 to 2029 indicated with shading.
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Strategy 4.1: Provide education and outreach opportunities for the public. 

4.1.1. Participate in local stakeholder group meetings to assess 
opportunities for change in local behaviors, policies, rules, and/
or ordinances that support increased understanding of bears and 
how to avoid conflicts with them.

4.1.2. Maintain and regularly update the FWC’s black bear website and 
social media outlets to ensure information on bears and how to 
avoid conflicts with them is available to the public.

4.1.3. Identify key communication message(s) and target audiences. 
Develop and implement educational campaigns using a variety 
of electronic and print media outlets to prepare residents and 
visitors for likely encounters with bears.

4.1.4. Continue active participation in public festivals and other events 
to increase education and outreach to the public. 

4.1.5. Continue to work with the FWC Community Relation Office and 
Division Communications Directors to develop and implement 
informational news releases and social media posts to promote 
bear conservation and actions to reduce conflicts.

4.1.6. Work with BSGs in each BMU to identify site-specific outreach 
needs and effective methods to address them.

4.1.7. Promote BearWise communities in areas experiencing human-
bear conflicts.
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4.1.8. Develop BearWise education and outreach materials for residents, 
landowners, and businesses that result in an increased use of 
BearWise practices.

4.1.9. Create a certification and recognition process for communities to 
become BearWise.

4.1.10. Provide template language on securing attractants like garbage, 
pet food, and bird seed for local governments to use to create 
charters, bylaws, or ordinances.

4.1.11. Explore partnership with the University of Florida’s Institute 
of Food and Agricultural Sciences county extension agents to 
provide assistance in developing and delivering educational 
materials and programs.

4.1.12. Work with the FWC’s Conservation Planning Services Section to 
ensure that local governments in occupied bear range are aware 
of the potential for human-bear conflicts in areas where land-
use changes are proposed and offer them BearWise practices to 
mitigate conflicts.

4.1.13. Expand use of the “Florida Black Bear Curriculum Guide” 
(FWC 2018b) and continue to train educators in target areas to 
incorporate it into their lesson planning.

4.1.14. Add additional lesson plans to the “Florida Black Bear Curriculum 
Guide” that relate to BearWise practices.

4.1.15. Work with interested schools in areas of high human-bear conflict 
to implement educational activities (e.g., bear family-science 
night). 

4.1.16. Provide bear-oriented materials for students, parents, and 
teachers to build knowledge, use of BearWise practices, and 
increase appreciation for bears.

4.1.17. Coordinate with FWC’s LAP to educate private landowners 
about bears, habitat management techniques, voluntary best 
management practices for bears, incentive programs, easements, 
and fee simple acquisition to enhance appreciation, long-term 
conservation efforts, and quality bear habitat on their lands (see 
Actions 2.2.1. and 2.2.3.).

4.1.18. Advertise the penalties for feeding bears and promote the Wildlife 
Alert Hotline phone number and reward program.

4.1.19. Continue existing bear internship program to expand outreach 
ability, inform students about bears and the FWC, and complete 
projects that further bear management efforts.

4.1.20. Continue to survey individuals who call the FWC about their 
interactions with bears to measure and assess effectiveness of the 
FWC’s advice and their satisfaction with their experience with the 
FWC. 
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Strategy 4.2: Provide education and outreach opportunities for governmental, nongovernmental, and business 
organizations.
4.2.1. Work with BSGs in each BMU to assist with bear education and 

outreach.
4.2.2. Develop community bear conservation programs that are 

supported and funded by local sources.
4.2.3. Regularly update state and local elected officials and law 

enforcement leadership in bear range on bear research, 
management, and public education efforts in their area.

4.2.4 Develop videos and other materials to educate the public on how 
to safely scare bears out of their neighborhoods.

Strategy 4.3: Provide education and outreach opportunities for FWC staff.
4.3.1 Provide materials, training, and messaging to FWC employees 

who are involved with bear management to ensure agency 
policies and protocols are implemented correctly and consistently 
statewide.

4.3.2 Provide biannual presentations to the agency with updates on 
bear management and research.

4.3.3 Regularly update agency leadership on human-bear conflict 
mitigation and resolution.

4.3.4 Expand opportunities for Bear Response Contractors to provide 
outreach in addition to site visits and canvassing

Strategy 4.4: Assessment of education and outreach efforts.
4.4.1 Explore tools to assess the effectiveness of education and 

outreach actions where appropriate.
4.4.2 Conduct community-level surveys in areas targeted for 

interventions to assess the public’s knowledge, attitudes, and 
willingness to cooperate in achieving management objectives and 
implementing conservation plans.

4.4.3 Work closely with communities to provide a qualitative 
complement to the survey in Action 4.4.2.

4.4.4 Measure effect of canvassing events and talks to communities on 
human-bear.
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Bear Management Unit Profiles
West Panhandle Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Escambia, Holmes, Okaloosa, Santa Rosa, and Walton (Figure 10)

Figure 10. Bear range (FWC, unpublished data, 2019) and Conservation Lands (FNAI 2019) in the West 
Panhandle BMU.

Subpopulation Description: 
Bears in the West Panhandle Bear Management Unit (WPBMU) are part of the Eglin 

subpopulation, named after Eglin Air Force Base (AFB), which represents the majority of 
occupied bear range in this BMU. While Eglin AFB encompasses a large area (640 miles2), 
there are relatively few bears in this subpopulation (Table 15). The number of bears in the 
WPBMU is below the minimum abundance objective of 200 adult bears (Table 6) even when 
bears outside of the core of the Eglin subpopulation in the BMU are added to the current 
estimate of the Eglin subpopulation. The management objective is to increase the number 
of adult bears in this BMU to at least 200. However, the FWC recognizes that Eglin AFB is not 
the only suitable location for bears in the WPBMU. Increases in bear numbers would likely 
need to occur in suitable habitats in other parts of the BMU, such as areas along the Yellow, 
Perdido, Escambia, Blackwater, or Choctawhatchee rivers.
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Table 15. Subpopulation abundance estimates for 2002 (Simek et al. 2005) and 2014 (Humm et al. 2017) in 
the West Panhandle BMU.a

2002 Estimate (Mean) 2014 Estimate (Mean) Percent change (2002 to 2014)b 
82 120 +46.3%

a Future abundance was not predicted for this subpopulation. 
b There was some overlap between the 2002 and 2014 abundance estimate confidence intervals, therefore actual percent change may 

not be as large as mean percent change.

At the time this Plan was updated, bears in the Eglin subpopulation had the largest 
annual home range size of any bear subpopulation in Florida, with adult females roaming 34 
square miles and adult males roaming 135 square miles (Stratman 1998). 

The FWC managed the bear subpopulation in the WPBMU through regulated hunting 
beginning in the 1930s and continuing until 1971. Historically, the WPBMU did not have many 
black bears and so the annual bear harvest was relatively low compared to other BMUs. The 
WPBMU is below the minimum population objective and not suitable for reopening bear 
hunting.

Threats: 
This area continues to experience human population growth and habitat conversion, 

which could make this small subpopulation of bears more vulnerable to genetic isolation. 
Creating and maintaining habitat connections to encourage movements between Eglin 
AFB and other suitable areas across the BMU, including Alabama, will be very important 
for the long-term survival of this bear subpopulation. The continually increasing human-
bear conflicts in the more developed, southern portion of this BMU pose a threat to public 
support for bear management efforts. Mortality associated with vehicles is the largest 
component of all known bear mortality, with bears killed by the FWC for safety concerns 
remaining relatively low (Table 16). From 2009 to 2018, vehicle-bear collisions in the WPBMU 
accounted for 6% of the statewide total. The FDOT has installed 14 bear crossing signs in 
Okaloosa and Santa Rosa counties in locations where high densities of vehicle-bear strikes 
have occurred. Based on the current subpopulation abundance estimate (Humm et al. 2017), 
annual average mortality represents 18% of the subpopulation. 
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Table 16. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the West Panhandle BMU between 
2009 and 2018. 

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Removal

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 7 2 1 0 N/A 10
2010 16 3 3 1 N/A 23
2011 11 1 1 0 N/A 13
2012 9 5 1 0 N/A 15
2013 15 1 2 0 N/A 18
2014 15 6 1 1 N/A 23
2015 13 17 0 2 N/A 32
2016 23 4 2 0 N/A 29
2017 15 6 3 1 N/A 25
2018 17 6 1 2 N/A 26
Total 141 51 15 7 N/A 214
Annual 
Average

14 5 2 1 N/A 21

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning.

Habitat: 
Currently, potential bear habitat in Conservation Land is approximately 74% of that 

needed to support the minimum abundance objective (Table 17). Habitat conservation 
efforts should seek to expand occupied range and create the following critical landscape 
connections: along the Yellow River to Blackwater River State Forest (SF) to the Escambia and 
Perdido rivers, with the Apalachicola subpopulation by building on existing conserved habitat 
toward the Choctawhatchee River, and Alabama’s Mobile bear population to the west (Figure 
10). Draper et al. (2017) did not find any evidence of interbreeding between the Mobile, 
Alabama, population or any Florida subpopulation, therefore increasing genetic interchange 
with bears in Alabama would benefit both of these small subpopulations.

Table 17. Black bear habitat in the West Panhandle BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to meet minimum abundance (200 bears) 1,873
Area of Potential Bear Habitat 2,618
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 1,166
Total area of the BMU 4,197
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Conflict Management: 
Over 704,000 people lived in the WPBMU in 2010 and that number is estimated to have 

increased to over 778,000 in 2017 (USCB 2019). This BMU has a strong association between 
human population growth and the increase in bear calls (Figure 11). This trend seems to be 
driven mostly by Okaloosa, Santa Rosa, and Walton counties. These three counties represent 
a large increase in the percentage of bear-related calls with an increase in the average annual 
rate of calls by 25 calls (Okaloosa), 50 calls (Santa Rosa), and six calls (Walton), dating from 
2000 to 2017. The BMU has had an increase in bear-related calls at an average annual rate of 
82 calls per year, dating from 2000 to 2017. In 2018, this BMU accounted for 15% of all bear-
related calls in Florida. All the WPBMU counties, except Holmes, have seen positive human 
population growth rates from 2010 to 2017, with Walton County listed as the fourth-fastest 
growing county in the state with a 24% increase (USCB 2019). This growth and high rate of 
resident turnover due to military installations and related reassignments of personnel in the 
area present a unique challenge to ensuring that residents are aware of how to avoid human-
bear conflicts. Despite the increasing number of people in the BMU, core human-bear calls 
have remained below 50% in most years (Figure 12). Almost half (47%) of calls are related to 
general interactions with bears (i.e., in the area, yard, or tree), although 34% relate to bears 
accessing garbage (Figure 13). Therefore, efforts to provide options on keeping garbage secure 
from bears should remain a priority.

Figure 11. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the West Panhandle BMU compared to human 
population change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not 
available.
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Figure 12. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the West Panhandle BMU 
between 2009 and 2018 (n = 9,282).
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Figure 13. Reasons for bear-related calls 
received by the FWC in the West Panhandle 
BMU between 2009 and 2018 (n = 9,282).
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The FWC has taken numerous measures to assist WPBMU residents address human-bear 
conflicts. 

•  From 2007 to 2019, the FWC has provided $213,248 to share the costs of bear-resistant 
equipment with local governments, residents, and businesses in the WPBMU (Table 18). 

Table 18. Counties in the West Panhandle BMU that received BearWise funding and the amount of bear-
resistant equipment funding has been used to purchase, including commercially manufactured bear-
resistant trashcans, hardware that is added to sturdy regular trashcans to make them bear resistant, and 
other equipment (including dumpsters and sheds).

County Total Funding Bear-Resistant Equipment
Trashcans Hardware Other

Santa Rosa $107,583 0 3,917 181
Walton $56,864 10 0 48
Okaloosa $48,801 113 2,936 33
TOTAL $213,248 123 6,853 262 

• The FWC works with local officials to provide technical assistance on ways they can 
help reduce human-bear conflicts, including creating BearWise ordinances that require 
people to keep their trash secure from bears until the morning of waste pickup. The 
FWC was able to assist Santa Rosa County and the City of Fort Walton Beach staff 
draft and ultimately pass BearWise ordinances in their jurisdictions, and have had 
discussions with the cities of Mary Esther, Valparaiso, and Gulf Breeze, as well as 
Okaloosa and Walton counties about drafting similar ordinances.

• The WPBMU has an Area Bear Biologist stationed in Okaloosa County who manages 
bear response activities, including coordination of several strategically located Bear 
Response Contractors to assist with field response to human-bear conflicts within the 
BMU.

• From January 2007 to December 2018, FWC staff have trained over 390 local first 
responders from 17 partner organizations on how to respond to human-bear conflicts 
in the WPBMU. This includes staff from six police departments (PDs), four sheriffs’ 
offices (SOs), two code enforcement offices, and two AFBs.

The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, one person is 
known to have sought medical attention for injuries caused by a black bear in the WPBMU. 
The incident occurred in Gulf Breeze (Santa Rosa County) in January 2017 (Appendix II). 

 Education and Outreach: 
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 5,110 people at 70 events, 

including public festivals, schools, and civic groups. The FWC also conducted 236 canvassing 
events, 177 site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social media on a 
regular basis. 
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Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the 

WPBMU to better understand their knowledge and opinions about black bears and bear 
management in Florida (Responsive Management 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the WPBMU, 93% of the respondents correctly indicated that black bears live in the 

wild in Florida. Over half (54%) of respondents felt that the population of black bears in their 
county was about at the right level, whereas 19% felt it was too high and 13% felt it was too 
low. Almost all (96%) respondents agreed keeping habitat for black bears is important. Over 
half (57%) of respondents were aware it is illegal to feed bears in Florida.

Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe their 
feelings about black bear presence. Over half (57%) of WPBMU respondents wanted to see 
bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood. Only 16% felt uncomfortable with bears 
in their county. Residents were also asked a series of questions regarding how they relate to 
bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 19).

Table 19. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the West Panhandle BMU regarding their general 
opinions about Florida black bears and management (n = 175) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 59% 32% 8%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 59% 11% 30%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

65% 13% 23%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

52% 31% 17%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife. 12% 6% 83%
Support the use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed 
bears.

84% 5% 12%

Support requiring people through the use of laws or ordinances 
to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.

83% 6% 11%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.

Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions.
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address human-bear 

conflicts (Table 20). Most (84%) respondents indicated bears were not a problem at all; 16% 
considered bears to be a problem in their neighborhood.
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Table 20. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the West Panhandle BMU regarding their willingness 
to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 175) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree 
(%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning of 
trash pickup.

91% 2% 7%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears. 69% 7% 24%
Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more bear-
resistant.

85% 5% 10%

Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per month 
in addition to what I pay for my normal waste service.b

61% 9% 30%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 18% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month.

Opinions on hunting
Residents were asked to gauge their support of or opposition to the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.

• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers. 

•  The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the WPBMU. However, as 
observed statewide and in other BMUs, responses were polarized with regards to regulated 
black bear hunting (Figure 14).
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Figure 14. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the West Panhandle BMU regarding their support 
of or opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated 
hunting of black bears (n = 175). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose 
and Moderately Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive 
Management 2016).
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East Panhandle Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Bay, Calhoun, Franklin, Gadsden, Gulf, Jackson, Jefferson, Leon, Liberty, Madison, 
Taylor, Wakulla, and Washington (Figure 15)

Figure 15. Bear range (FWC, unpublished data, 2019) and Conservation Lands (FNAI 2019) in the East 
Panhandle BMU.

Subpopulation Description: 
Bears in the East Panhandle BMU (EPBMU) are part of the Apalachicola subpopulation, 

named after the Apalachicola NF, which encompasses a large portion of occupied bear 
range in this BMU. The Apalachicola subpopulation abundance estimates have increased 
significantly from 2002 (Simek et al. 2005) to 2015 (Humm et al. 2017) (Table 21). It is one 
of three Florida subpopulations with over 1,000 adult bears and is above the minimum 
abundance objective (Table 6). The management objective is to ensure over 570 adult bears 
are in this BMU.

Table 21. Subpopulation abundance estimates from 2002 (Simek et al. 2005), 2015 (Humm et al. 2017), and 
predicted abundance in 2027 (FWC 2017) in the East Panhandle BMU.

2002 Estimate  
(Mean)

2015 Estimate  
(Mean)

Percent change  
(2002 to 2015)

2027 Predicted 
Estimate (Mean)

568 1,060 +86.6% 2,611
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Adult female bears in the Apalachicola subpopulation have an annual home range of 38 
square miles (FWC, unpublished data, 2019), while adult male bears have an annual home 
range of 81 square miles (Seibert 1993).

The FWC managed the bear subpopulation in the EPBMU through regulated hunting 
beginning in the 1930s and continuing until 1992 (GFC 1993; Appendix IV). The hunting season 
was reopened in 2015, with a total of 114 bears harvested (FWC 2016a).

Threats: 
Mortality associated with vehicles is increasing in the EPBMU (Table 22). From 2009 to 

2018, vehicle-bear collisions in the EPBMU accounted for 27% of the statewide total, the 
second highest of any BMU. At least 16 bear crossing signs are installed along roadways 
in Bay, Franklin, Jefferson, Leon, and Wakulla counties in locations where high densities 
of vehicle-bear strikes have occurred. In 2018, the FWC submitted additional data to 
the FDOT to request possible modifications to 20 existing bridges with fencing to guide 
wildlife, including bears, safely under roadways in six EPBMU counties. Based on the current 
subpopulation abundance estimate (Humm et al. 2017), annual average mortality represents 
8% of the subpopulation. Increasing human-bear conflicts and habitat fragmentation that 
can sever connections with other BMUs are also threats in the EPBMU (Figure 15).

Table 22. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the East Panhandle BMU between 
2009 and 2018.

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Removal

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 31 1 2 1 N/A 35
2010 56 4 10 4 N/A 74
2011 55 5 5 0 N/A 65
2012 81 6 5 1 N/A 93
2013 52 7 3 1 N/A 63
2014 72 15 8 3 N/A 98
2015 81 33 1 6 114 235
2016 58 15 9 6 N/A 88
2017 65 29 5 6 N/A 105
2018 73 7 3 6 N/A 89
Total 624 122 51 34 114 945
Annual 
Averageb

62 12 5 3 N/A 82

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning. 

b Because only one year in the 10 year period includes bears killed by hunting, this amount was not included in the annual average. 
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Habitat
While the amount of habitat currently in Conservation Lands alone is insufficient to 

meet the minimum abundance objective, almost double the amount of overall potential bear 
habitat needed to meet the objective is available (Table 23). Habitat conservation efforts 
should seek to create two primary landscape connections: one with the West Panhandle 
BMU that incorporates Econfina Creek Water Management Area and Choctawhatchee 
River conservation areas, among others, and one with the Big Bend BMU using coastal 
Conservation Lands (Figure 15). Continuing to manage St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge 
(NWR) and Aucilla Wildlife Management Area (WMA) to provide suitable bear habitat would 
help support bear numbers for expansion into the Big Bend BMU.

Table 23. Black bear habitat in the East Panhandle BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to meet minimum abundance (570 bears) 3,687
Area of Potential Bear Habitat 6,375
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 2,055
Total area of the BMU 9,110

Conflict Management: 
While human-bear interactions in the EPBMU reached a high of 1,217 calls in 2015, annual 

totals have been decreasing each year since that time (Figure 16). About 17% of statewide 
bear-related calls from 2010 to 2018 came from this BMU. The relatively high percentage of 
reports of bears in garbage (37%); general bear interactions (i.e., bears in the area, trees and 
yards) (32%), and property damage, in crops, or in apiaries (9%) received from this BMU are 
indicative of a bear population that has regular access to human-provided foods (Figure 17). 
While core calls were at or above 50% for six of the analyzed years, core calls accounted for 
only 42% of all calls in 2018 (Figure 17). There seems to be a strong association between human 
population growth and the increase in bear calls in this BMU (Figure 18). The BMU, from 2000 
to 2017, has been adding bear-related calls at a mean annual rate of 59 per year (Figure 18). 
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Figure 16. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the East Panhandle BMU 
between 2009 and 2018 (n = 9,421).
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Figure 17. Reasons for bear-related calls 
received by the FWC in the East Panhandle 
BMU between 2009 and 2018 (n = 9,421).
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Figure 18. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the East Panhandle BMU compared to human 
population change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not 
available.
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The FWC has taken numerous measures to assist EPBMU residents address human-bear 
conflicts. 

• From 2007 to 2019, the FWC has provided $129,892 to share the costs of bear-resistant 
equipment with local governments, residents, and businesses in the EPBMU (Table 24). 

Table 24. Counties in the East Panhandle BMU that received BearWise funding and the amount of bear-
resistant equipment funding has been used to purchase, including commercially-manufactured bear-
resistant trashcans, hardware that is added to sturdy regular trashcans to make them bear-resistant, and 
other equipment (including dumpsters, sheds, and electric fencing systems).

County Total Funding Bear-Resistant Equipment
Trashcans Hardware Other

Leon $38,573 100 750 3
Franklin $26,256 202 1,480 7
Gulf $22,570 0 2,251 0
Wakulla $21,332 157 110 2
Bay $21,161 0 0 42
TOTAL $129,892 459 4,591 54
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• The EPBMU has an Area Bear Biologist stationed in Franklin County who manages bear 
response activities, including coordination of several strategically located Bear Response 
Contractors to assist with field response to human-bear conflicts within the BMU.

• From January 2007 to December 2018, FWC staff has trained over 210 local first 
responders from 15 partner organizations on how to respond to human-bear conflicts 
in the EPBMU. This includes staff from five PDs, three SOs, two fire departments, 
three animal control departments, one AFB, and one NF.

The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, three people 
are known to have sought medical attention for injuries caused by black bears in separate 
events in the EPBMU. All known incidents occurred in Franklin County (2011, 2014, and 2015; 
Appendix II).

Education and Outreach: 
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 32,500 people at 245 venues, 

including public festivals, schools and civic groups. The FWC also conducted 209 canvassing events, 
270 site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social media on a regular basis.

Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the EPBMU 

to better understand their knowledge and opinions about black bears and bear management 
in Florida (Responsive Management 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the EPBMU, 83% of respondents correctly indicated that black bears live in the wild in 

Florida. Over half (59%) of the respondents felt the population of black bears in their county 
was about at the right level, 17% felt the population was too high, and 14% felt it was too 
low. Almost all (92%) respondents agreed keeping habitat for black bears is important. More 
than two-thirds (68%) of respondents were aware it is illegal to feed bears in Florida. 

Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe their 
feelings about black bear presence. Over half (58%) of EPBMU respondents wanted to 
see bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood. Almost a quarter (23%) felt 
uncomfortable with bears in their county. Residents were asked a series of questions 
regarding how they relate to bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 25). 
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Table 25. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the East Panhandle BMU regarding their general 
opinions about Florida black bears and management (n = 175) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 55% 29% 15%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 66% 9% 25%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

61% 8% 31%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

56% 21% 22%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife. 12% 1% 86%
Support the use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed 
bears.

87% 4% 8%

Support requiring people through the use of laws or 
ordinances to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.

84% 3% 14%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.

Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions:
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address negative 

human-bear interactions (Table 26). Most (82%) respondents indicated bears are not a 
problem at all; 14% consider bears to be a minor problem in their neighborhood, 3% a major 
problem. 

Table 26. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the East Panhandle BMU regarding their willingness 
to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 175) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree (%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning 
of trash pickup.

90% 1% 9%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears.b 67% 6% 27%
Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more 
bear-resistant.

77% 8% 15%

Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per 
month in addition to what I pay for my normal waste 
service.c

53% 13% 34%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 20% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to build a sturdy shed to secure trashcans from bears. Highest 

disagreement across all BMUs
c 26% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month. 

Opinions on hunting
Residents were asked to gauge their support of or opposition to the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.
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• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the EPBMU (Figure 19). 
While there were still some differences in residents’ views on regulated bear hunting, it was 
not as polarized as what was observed statewide and in other BMUs (Figure 19). Conditional 
statements about regulated black bear hunting received the most support (Figure 19).

Figure 19. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the East Panhandle BMU regarding their support 
of or opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated 
hunting of black bears (n = 175). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose 
and Moderately Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive 
Management 2016).
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Big Bend Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Citrus, Dixie, Gilchrist, Hernando, Lafayette, Levy and Pasco (Figure 20)

Figure 20. Bear range (FWC, unpublished data, 2019) and Conservation Lands (FNAI 2019) in the Big Bend 
BMU.

Subpopulation Description: 
Bears are absent or only sparsely distributed throughout most of the Big Bend BMU 

(BBBMU), other than the remnant Chassahowitzka subpopulation found in and around 
the Chassahowitzka WMA, at the southern extent of the BMU (Orlando 2003, Brown 
2004, Wooding 2007, McCown and Scheick 2012). This subpopulation was named after the 
Chassahowitzka River and coastal swamps and is the smallest subpopulation of bears in 
Florida. The bears in this area have one of the lowest reported levels of genetic variability 
(Dixon et al. 2007) and need genetic interchange and connectivity. The number of bears in 
the BBBMU, including those in the Chassahowitzka subpopulation and throughout the BMU, 
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is far below the minimum abundance objective; therefore, the management objective is to 
increase the current bear subpopulation to at least 200 bears (Table 6). While significant 
growth within the Chassahowitzka subpopulation is not feasible because it is surrounded by 
development, this area could represent the southern extent of a growing bear subpopulation 
in the BBBMU overall. Black bear cubs weighing less than 30 pounds that are orphaned 
before August 1 (see Chapter 3: Population Management), are released in this BMU once 
they are large and healthy enough to fend for themselves, adding to the overall potential 
subpopulation estimate. The BBBMU was chosen for the release of these cubs due to the 
high-quality bear habitat and low density of bears and people, thus giving the cubs the best 
chance of survival. Annual home ranges in this subpopulation are based on findings in the 
Chassahowitzka WMA, with adult females at 30 square miles and adult males at 54 square 
miles (Orlando 2003). 

The FWC managed the bear subpopulation in the BBBMU through regulated hunting, 
beginning in the 1930s and continuing until 1974. Historically, the BBBMU did not have 
many black bears, so the annual bear harvest was relatively low compared to other BMUs. 
The BBBMU is below the minimum population objective, and therefore is not suitable for 
reopening bear hunting.

Threats: 
Parcels of Conservation Lands within the BBBMU are fragmented and small, and many 

are not occupied by bears. Habitat fragmentation in the southern portion of the unit causes 
increased mortality and limits colonization of suitable habitat. Development (e.g., roads, 
housing, infrastructure) could impede natural recolonization. The Chassahowitzka bears 
(~20) (Orlando 2003, Brown 2004, McCown and Scheick 2012) are genetically isolated and 
require connections with other bears to survive. They represent the southern extent of a 
bear subpopulation in the BBBMU. Due to the small size of this subpopulation, nine bear 
crossing signs have been placed in Citrus County to raise motorist awareness to the locations 
where vehicle-bear collisions occur. Based on the current subpopulation abundance estimate 
(Brown 2004, McCown and Scheick 2012), annual average mortality represents 7% of the 
subpopulation. As bear numbers grow, the chance for human-bear interactions will increase, 
making raising public awareness of bear presence and how to avoid conflicts important. 
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Table 27. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the Big Bend BMU between 2009 
and 2018.

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Removal

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 0 0 1 1 N/A 2
2010 0 0 0 0 N/A 0
2011 0 0 0 0 N/A 0
2012 0 0 0 0 N/A 0
2013 2 0 0 0 N/A 2
2014 0 1 1 0 N/A 2
2015 0 1 0 1 N/A 2
2016 1 0 1 0 N/A 2
2017 3 0 0 0 N/A 3
2018 1 0 0 0 N/A 1
Total 7 2 3 2 N/A 14
Annual Average 1 <1 <1 <1 N/A 2

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning.

Habitat: 
Currently, the total area of potential bear habitat in Conservation Lands exceeds what is 

needed to meet the minimum abundance objective (Table 28); however, these Conservation 
Lands are highly fragmented (Figure 20). Habitat conservation should focus on establishing 
landscape connectivity between the Chassahowitzka bears and unoccupied, quality habitat 
in Withlacoochee SF and Green Swamp Wilderness Preserve and north to the Apalachicola 
subpopulation through landscape connections such as the Lower Suwannee NWR, Big Bend 
WMA, and other Conservation Lands. If landscape connectivity can be improved, existing 
Conservation Lands provide additional opportunities to connect with occupied habitat 
in other BMUs. Occupied habitat in the EPBMU already connects with the BBBMU, and 
improving habitat conditions in existing range, including large tracts of commercial forests, 
would promote natural recolonization into this BMU from that direction. The Suwannee River 
and Conservation Lands toward the Osceola subpopulation could also allow for occasional 
dispersals. Although existing development in the southern portion of the BBBMU makes 
habitat connections tenuous, the Chassahowitzka bears would benefit from any connection 
to the Ocala subpopulation, even if only from an occasional dispersing animal. Such a 
connection might be possible through Marjorie Harris Carr Cross Florida Greenway State 
Recreation and Conservation Area and the Withlacoochee SF.
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Table 28. Black bear habitat in the Big Bend BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to meet minimum abundance (200 bears) 859
Area of Potential Bear Habitat Potential Bear Habitat 2,424
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 891
Total area of the BMU 4,641

Conflict Management:
Low bear numbers and a relatively low density and dispersed human population in 

much of this BMU contribute to the low number of human-bear related calls from the public 
(Figure 21). It is worth noting that the human population has increased by 22% from 2000 to 
2017, which could be responsible for the increase in human-bear interactions (Figure 21). The 
BBBMU has shown a mean annual rate of 11 bear-related calls added per year for the same 
time.

 Figure 21. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the Big Bend BMU compared to human population 
change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not available.
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The BBBMU has a high percentage of reports related to general interactions with bears 
(i.e., in the area, yard, or tree) category (40%) (Figure 22) which is indicative of bears passing 
through more often than residing near developed areas. The percentage of calls related to 
bears in garbage (21%) has increased over time, as has the total number of calls, which may 
be indicators of raised public awareness of the presence of bears and who to call about 
human-bear interactions, as well as a possible increase in bears. The increase in bear-related 
calls in 2013 appears to be due to a temporary increase in bear activity during August 
and September in Morriston (Levy County); the increase in call volume in 2017 was due to 
increased bear activity in Inglis (Levy County), Land O’Lakes (Pasco County), and Wesley 
Chapel (Pasco County).

 While the number of bear-related calls is low within this BMU, the percentage of calls 
that are considered core complaints are high in some years (Figure 23). While the FWC has 
prioritized the needs of other areas with higher incidents of human-bear interactions, some 
measures have been taken to assist residents address the limited number of human-bear 
conflicts that occur in the BBBMU. Several FWC biologists in this BMU are trained in bear 
response and regularly communicate with one of the Area Bear Biologists, stationed either in 
Collier or Volusia County. No BearWise funding has been appropriated to this BMU, but staff 
regularly work with local municipal officials on ways to deploy BearWise practices during 
periods of increased bear activity.

Figure 22. Reasons for bear-
related calls received by the FWC 
in the Big Bend BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 517).



Florida Black Bear Management Plan94

Figure 23. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the Big Bend BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 517).
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The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, no known 
injuries to a person caused by a black bear have been reported in the BBBMU (Appendix II). 

Education and Outreach:
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 580 people at 10 events, 

including those at public festivals and civic groups. The FWC also conducted 10 canvassing 
events, nine site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social media 
on numerous occasions. As human-bear interactions increase in this BMU, more outreach 
activities will be warranted.

Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the Big 

Bend Bear Management Unit (BBBMU) to better understand their knowledge and opinions 
about black bears and bear management in Florida (Responsive Management 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the BBBMU, 87% of the respondents correctly indicated that black bears live in the wild 

in Florida. Over half (56%) of respondents felt the population of black bears in their county 
was about at the right level, whereas 3% felt the population was too high, and 29% felt the 
population was too low. The BBBMU has the largest proportion of respondents who think their 
population is too low. Almost all (94%) of respondents agreed keeping habitat for black bears 
is important. Almost two-thirds of respondents were aware it is illegal to feed bears in Florida.
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Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe their 
feelings about black bear presence. Over half (56%) of BBBMU respondents wanted to see 
bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood. Only 15% felt uncomfortable with bears 
in their county. Residents were asked a series of questions regarding how they relate to 
bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 29).

Table 29. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the Big Bend BMU regarding their general opinions 
about Florida black bears and management (n = 181) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 87% 8% 5%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 61% 11% 28%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

60% 10% 30%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

43% 27% 30%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife.b 18% 4% 78%
The use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed bears. 81% 5% 15%
Support requiring people through the use of laws and 
ordinances to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.

82% 7% 11%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.

b Highest percent of agreement across all BMUs that it is okay to feed wildlife.

Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions:
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address negative 

human-bear interactions (Table 30). Most (95%) respondents indicated bears were not a 
problem at all; 5% considered bears to be a minor problem in their neighborhood.

Table 30. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the Big Bend BMU regarding their willingness to take 
actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 181) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree (%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning 
of trash pickup.

90% 5% 5%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears. 67% 7% 26%
Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more 
bear resistant.

75% 11% 14%

Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per 
month in addition to what I pay for my normal waste 
service.b

53% 10% 37%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 25% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month.
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Opinions on hunting:
Residents were asked to gauge their support of, or opposition, to the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.

• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the BBBMU (Figure 24). 
However, as observed statewide and in other BMUs, responses were polarized with regards 
to regulated black bear hunting (Figure 24). Respondents had higher opposition than support 
for black bear hunting in their county (Figure 24). 
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Figure 24. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the Big Bend BMU regarding their support of or 
opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated 
hunting of black bears (n = 181). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose 
and Moderately Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive 
Management 2016).
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North Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Baker, Columbia, Duval, Hamilton, Nassau, Suwannee, and Union (Figure 25)

Figure 25 Bear range (FWC, unpublished data, 2019) and Conservation Lands (FNAI 2019) in the North 
BMU.

Subpopulation Description:
Bears in the North BMU (NBMU) are concentrated in and around Osceola NF, which 

encompasses most of the occupied bear range in this BMU. The Osceola subpopulation 
experienced the highest rate of increase of any subpopulation studied in both 2002 (Simek 
et al. 2005) and 2014 (Table 31). The current estimate of bears in the Osceola subpopulation 
is above the minimum abundance objective (Table 6). The management objective is to 
ensure over 260 adult bears are in this BMU. Bears in the Osceola subpopulation connect to a 
subpopulation of bears in the Okefenokee NWR in Georgia, which is estimated at 800 bears 
(GA DNR 2018).
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Table 31. Subpopulation abundance estimates from 2002 (Simek et al. 2005) and 2014 (Humm et al. 2017), 
and predicted abundance in 2026 (FWC 2017) in the North BMU.

2002 Estimate  
(Mean)

2014 Estimate  
(Mean)

Percent change  
(2002 to 2014)

2026 Predicted 
Estimate (Mean)

256 496 +93.4% 2,767

Annual home ranges for bears in this subpopulation are based on research conducted in two 
different areas: 1) Osceola NF, where adult females have an annual home range of 12 square miles, 
but adult male home ranges were not estimated, and 2) the Okefenokee NWR, where adult females 
have 22 square mile and adult males have 132 square mile home ranges (Dobey et al. 2005). 

The FWC managed the subpopulation in the NBMU through regulated hunting beginning 
in the 1930s. In 1974 the season was closed everywhere in the BMU except Columbia and 
Baker counties and the Osceola NF (GFC 1993). In 1992 the season in Osceola NF was closed 
and the season in the rest of the BMU was closed in 1993 (Appendix IV). The bear hunting 
season was reopened in the NBMU in 2015, with a total of 25 bears harvested (FWC 2016a).

Threats: 
Wildfires and increasing development along Interstate Highway 10 and around 

Jacksonville are threats in the NBMU. Maintaining the current connection with Ocala NF and 
Okefenokee NWR is vital to the long-term survival of this subpopulation. While few vehicle-
bear collisions occur in this BMU (Table 32), at least six bear crossing signs are installed along 
Interstate 10, U.S. 90, and U.S. 441 in Baker and Columbia counties where past collisions have 
occurred. Based on the current subpopulation abundance estimate (Humm et al. 2017), annual 
average mortality represents 2% of the subpopulation.

Table 32. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the North BMU between 2009 and 2018.

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Removal

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 4 0 0 0 N/A 4
2010 8 0 0 0 N/A 8
2011 7 1 1 0 N/A 9
2012 9 0 0 0 N/A 9
2013 10 0 0 0 N/A 10
2014 11 0 0 0 N/A 11
2015 12 0 0 1 25 38
2016 10 0 0 0 N/A 10
2017 7 0 0 1 N/A 8
2018 10 0 0 1 N/A 11
Total 88 1 1 3 25 118
Annual Averageb 9 <1 <1 <1 N/A 12

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning.

b Because only one year in the 10 year period includes bears killed by hunting, this amount was not included in the annual average.
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Habitat: 
Currently, potential bear habitat in Conservation Lands covers 95% of the area needed 

to meet the minimum abundance objective (Table 33). The Osceola subpopulation is 
connected genetically and spatially through Conservation Lands with the Okefenokee NWR 
bear subpopulation in Georgia. Habitat conservation efforts should focus on preserving 
the functionality of the landscape connection with the Ocala subpopulation. A landscape 
connection south toward the Big Bend BMU could aid periodic dispersals if habitat was 
traversable.

Table 33. Black bear habitat in the North BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to meet minimum abundance (260 bears) 714
Area of Potential Bear Habitat 2,494
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 681
Total area of the BMU 4,367

Conflict Management: 
The NBMU does not seem to show a strong correlation between human population 

growth and an increase in bear calls (Figure 26). There has been a stabilization in bear-
related calls in this BMU (Figure 27). The NBMU has a high percentage of reports related 
to general interactions with bears (i.e., in the area, yard, or tree) (36%) (Figure 28). A high 
percentage of reports in that category coupled with a relatively low percentage of reports 
of bears in garbage (9%) typically indicates bears are passing through rather than residing 
near developed areas. Core complaints in this BMU are well below the 50% threshold in most 
years (Figure 27). The FWC will continue to monitor the causes for the large component of 
calls related to Sick/Dead Bears (35%) (Figure 28).

While the FWC has prioritized the needs of other areas with higher incidents of human-
bear interactions, some measures have been taken to help residents address the limited 
number of human-bear conflicts that occur in the NBMU. An Area Bear Biologist stationed 
in Volusia County manages bear response activities in the NBMU, including coordination 
of a few strategically located Bear Response Contractors who assist with field response to 
human-bear conflicts within the BMU. This Area Bear Biologist also assists with managing 
bear response activities in select counties of the Central BMU and several counties within the 
Big Bend BMU.

The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, there have been 
no known injuries to a person caused by a black bear in the NBMU (Appendix II). 



101Florida Black Bear Management Plan

Figure 26. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the North BMU compared to human population 
change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not available.
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Figure 27. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the North BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 454).
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Figure 28. Reasons for bear-related 
calls received by the FWC in the 
North BMU between 2009 and 2018 
(n = 455).

Education and Outreach:
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 760 people at 4 events, 

including those at public festivals, schools, and civic groups. The FWC also conducted three 
canvassing events, four site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social 
media on a regular basis. The FWC is working with staff agency wide to increase the amount 
of outreach within this BMU. 

Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the NBMU 

to better understand their knowledge and opinions about black bears and bear management 
in Florida (Responsive Management 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the NBMU, 80% of the respondents correctly indicated black bears live in the wild in 

Florida. Over half (54%) of the respondents felt the population of black bears in their county 
was about at the right level, 10% felt it was too high, and 18% felt it was too low. Almost all 
(93%) respondents agreed keeping habitat for black bears is important. Almost two-thirds 
(64%) were aware it is illegal to feed bears in Florida. 

Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe their 
feelings about black bear presence. Over half (60%) of NBMU respondents wanted to 
see bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood. Almost a quarter (22%) felt 
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uncomfortable with bears in their county. Residents were asked a series of questions 
regarding how they relate to bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 34).

Table 34. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the North BMU regarding their general opinions about 
Florida black bears and management (n = 175) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 50% 40% 9%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 48% 12% 40%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

58% 9% 33%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

45% 27% 27%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife. 7% 5% 88%
The use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed bears. 85% 7% 8%
Support requiring people through the use of laws and 
ordinances to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.b

92% 4% 3%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.

b Highest support requiring people through the use of laws and ordinances to keep their trash secure across all BMUs

Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions:
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address negative 

human-bear interactions (Table 35). Most (91%) respondents indicated bears were not a 
problem at all and 9% considered bears to be a problem in their neighborhood.

Table 35. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the North BMU regarding their willingness to take 
actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 175) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree (%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning of 
trash pickup.

87% 4% 9%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears. 79% 4% 17%

Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more 
bear resistant.

75% 11% 14%

Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per 
month in addition to what I pay for my normal waste 
service.b

55% 7% 38%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 28% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month.
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Opinions on hunting:
Residents were asked to gauge their support of, or opposition to, the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.

• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers.

•  The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the NBMU (Figure 29). 
However, as observed statewide and in other BMUs, responses were polarized with regards 
to regulated black bear hunting (Figure 29).
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Figure 29. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the North BMU regarding their support of or 
opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated 
hunting of black bears (n = 175). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose 
and Moderately Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive 
Management 2016).
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Central Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Alachua, Bradford, Brevard, Clay, Flagler, Lake, Marion, Orange, Putnam, Seminole, 
St. Johns, Sumter, and Volusia (Figure 30)

Figure 30. Bear 
range (FWC, 
unpublished 
data, 2019) and 
Conservation 
Lands (FNAI 2019) 
in the Central 
BMU.

Subpopulation Description: 
Bears in the Central BMU (CBMU) are part of the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation, named 

after the Ocala NF and St. Johns River watershed, which encompasses a large portion of 
occupied bear range in this BMU. While this subpopulation experienced only a 14% increase 
(Table 36) from 2002 (Simek et al. 2005) to 2014 (Humm et al. 2017), the updated numbers 
continue to make the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation one of three subpopulations in Florida 
with more than 1,000 adult bears. The minimum abundance objective is to ensure over 1,030 
bears are in this BMU (Table 6). 
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Table 36. Subpopulation abundance estimates from 2002 (Simek et al. 2005), 2014 (Humm et al. 2017), and 
predicted abundance in 2026 (FWC 2017) in the Central Bear Management Unit.

2002 Estimate  
(Mean)

2014 Estimate  
(Mean)

Percent change  
(2002 to 2014)a

2026 Predicted 
Estimate (Mean)

1,052 1,198 +13.9% 1,555

a There was some overlap between the 2002 and 2014 abundance estimate confidence intervals, therefore actual percent change may 
not be as large as mean percent change.

Bears in the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation have the smallest annual home range size of 
any bear subpopulation in Florida, with adult females at an average of 9 square miles and adult 
males at 36 square miles (Roof and Wooding 1996, McCown et al. 2004, Karelus et al. 2016). 

The FWC managed the bear subpopulation in the CBMU with regulated hunting 
beginning in the 1930s and continuing more or less annually until 1971, though a season on 
Tomoka WMA remained open until 1972 (GFC 1993). The bear hunting season was reopened in 
the CBMU in 2015, with a total of 143 bears being harvested (FWC 2016a).

Threats: 
Increasing frequency and severity of human-bear interactions are serious threats in this 

BMU. In addition, habitat loss and fragmentation have the potential to isolate portions of 
the Ocala/St. Johns subpopulation. Vehicle-related bear deaths are exceptionally high (Table 
37), with a large proportion of deaths occurring on state roads within the Ocala NF. Over 50% 
of the statewide vehicle-bear collisions occur within this BMU. At least 39 bear-crossing signs 
have been installed in Clay, Flagler, Lake, Marion, Putnam, Seminole, and Volusia counties to 
alert drivers in areas of high bear activity. In addition, the FWC submitted additional data to 
the FDOT to request possible modifications to eight existing bridges with fencing to guide 
wildlife, including bears, safely under roadways in three CBMU counties (Lake, Marion, and 
Volusia). Based on the current subpopulation abundance estimate (Humm et al. 2017), annual 
average mortality represents 12% of the subpopulation.
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Table 37. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the Central BMU between 2009 
and 2018.

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Management

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 82 17 3 7 N/A 109
2010 78 7 3 4 N/A 92
2011 102 9 3 8 N/A 122
2012 172 10 6 11 N/A 199
2013 133 14 9 7 N/A 163
2014 121 26 8 5 N/A 160
2015 112 41 5 4 142 304
2016 118 12 5 8 N/A 143
2017 134 21 7 12 N/A 174
2018 118 14 8 13 N/A 153
Total 1,170 171 57 79 142 1,619
Annual Averageb 117 17 6 8 N/A 148

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning.

b Because only one year in the 10 year period includes bears killed by hunting, this amount was not included in the annual average.

 Habitat: 
Currently, potential bear habitat in Conservation Lands exceeds the area needed to meet 

the minimum abundance objective (Table 38). Habitat conservation efforts should focus 
on maintaining landscape connectivity between the North BMU and CBMUs. In addition, 
attention should be given to maintaining the connections within the Ocala subpopulation, 
specifically between the Wekiva and St. Johns areas (Figure 30). Wildlife crossing structures 
installed on Interstate Highway 4 east of Deland may have contributed to the increase in 
bear range to the southeast. Further habitat conservation efforts to link the CBMU to the 
Big Bend BMU would be an important step in increasing that subpopulation and improving 
genetic diversity among bears in the Chassahowitzka subpopulation.

Table 38. Black bear habitat in the Central BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to meet minimum abundance (1,030 bears) 1,660
Area of Potential Bear Habitat 5,257
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 1,910
Total area of the BMU 10,936
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Conflict Management: 
Human-bear interactions in the CBMU have continued to increase (Figure 31). From 2000 

to 2017 the CBMU added bear-related calls at a mean annual rate of 101 per year. This BMU 
accounted for 52% of all bear calls for Florida between 2010 and 2018. The relatively high 
percentages of reports of bears in garbage (29%) and property damage (15%) received from 
this BMU (Figure 32) are indicative of a bear population that has regular access to human-
provided foods. The FWC will continue to focus efforts on reducing bear-related calls in this 
BMU to keep core calls at or below 50% (Figure 33)..

The FWC has taken numerous measures to assist CBMU residents address human-bear 
conflicts. 

• From 2007 to 2019, the FWC has provided almost $1.6 million to share the costs of 
bear-resistant equipment with local governments, residents, and businesses in the 
CBMU (Table 39). 

Figure 31. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the Central BMU compared to human population 
change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not available.
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Figure 32. Reasons for bear-
related calls received by the FWC 
in the Central BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 28,653).

Figure 33. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the Central BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 28,653).

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000



111Florida Black Bear Management Plan

Table 39. Counties in the Central BMU that have received BearWise funding and the amount of bear-
resistant equipment funding has been used to purchase, including commercially-manufactured bear-
resistant trashcans and other equipment (including dumpsters and sheds).

County Total Funding Bear-Resistant Equipment
Trashcans Hardware Other

Seminole $621,058 5,803 0 30
Lake $348,473 1,771 0 3
Orange $295,111 1,653 0 0
Volusia $239,856 2,365 0 0
Marion $70,619 777 0 0
Putnam $17,773 129 0 0
TOTAL $1,592,890 12,498 0 33 

• The FWC also works with local officials to provide technical assistance on ways 
they can help reduce human-bear conflicts, including creating BearWise ordinances 
that require people to keep their trash secure from bear until the morning of waste 
pickup. The FWC was able to assist Seminole, Lake, and Orange counties and the 
City of Apopka staff in drafting and ultimately passing BearWise ordinances in their 
jurisdictions.

• The CBMU has two Area Bear Biologists, one stationed in Lake County and the 
other in Volusia County. They manage bear response activities in the area, including 
coordination of numerous strategically located Bear Response Contractors to assist 
with field response to human-bear conflicts. The Area Bear Biologist in Volusia County 
also manages bear response activities in the North BMU and select counties within 
the Big Bend BMU.

• From January 2007 to December 2018, FWC staff have trained over 575 local first 
responders from 42 partner organizations on how to respond to human-bear 
conflicts in the CBMU. This includes staff from 14 PDs, eight SOs, nine animal control 
departments, five other county services departments, three private security forces, 
and two nonprofit organizations.

The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, eight people are 
known to have sought medical attention for injuries caused by black bears in separate events 
in the CBMU. These incidents occurred in Lake, Marion, Orange, and Seminole counties in 
2006, 2009, 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015 (Appendix II). 

Education and Outreach:
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 35,500 people at 346 venues, 

including public festivals, schools, and civic groups. The FWC also conducted 202 canvassing 
events, 612 site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social media on a 
regular basis.
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Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the CBMU 

to better understand their knowledge and opinions about black bears and bear management 
in Florida (Responsive Management 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the CBMU, 92% of respondents correctly indicated black bears live in the wild in 

Florida. Over half (62%) of the respondents felt the population of black bears in their county 
was at about the right level, 19% felt it was too high, and 11% felt it was too low. Over half 
(63%) of respondents were aware it was illegal to feed bears in Florida.

Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe their 
feelings about black bear presence. The CBMU had the highest percentage (65%) of 
respondents who wanted to see bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood, while 
14% felt uncomfortable with bears in their county. Residents were asked a series of questions 
regarding how they relate to bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 40).

Table 40. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the Central BMU regarding their general opinions 
about Florida black bears and management (n = 191) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 52% 36% 12%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 51% 9% 41%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

55% 14% 31%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

55% 25% 20%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife. 7% 5% 88%
The use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed bears. 83% 6% 11%
Support requiring people through the use of laws and 
ordinances to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.

80% 7% 12%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.

Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions:
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address negative 

human-bear interactions (Table 41). Most (85%) respondents indicated bears were not a 
problem at all; 15% considered bears to be a problem in their neighborhood.
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Table 41. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the Central BMU regarding their willingness to take 
actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 191) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree (%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning 
of trash pickup.

93% 4% 3%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears. 72% 9% 19%
Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more 
bear-resistant.

81% 5% 14%

Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per 
month in addition to what I pay for my normal waste 
service.b 

55% 8% 37%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 26% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month.

Opinions on hunting:
Residents were asked to gauge their support of, or opposition, to the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.

• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the CBMU (Figure 35). 
However, as observed statewide and in other BMUs, responses were polarized with regards 
to regulated black bear hunting (Figure 34).
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Figure 34. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the Central BMU regarding their support of or 
opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated 
hunting of black bears (n = 191). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose 
and Moderately Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive 
Management 2016).
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South Central Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Charlotte, DeSoto, Glades, Hardee, Highlands, Hillsborough, Indian River, Manatee, 
Martin, Okeechobee, Osceola, Pinellas, Polk, Sarasota, and St. Lucie (Figure 35)

Figure 35. Bear range (FWC, unpublished data, 2019) and Conservation Lands (FNAI 2019) in the South 
Central BMU.

Subpopulation Description: 
Bears in the South Central BMU (SCBMU) are found primarily in the Glades/Highlands 

subpopulation, named for the counties in which the bears are found. The Glades/Highlands 
subpopulation estimate of 175 bears noted in the 2012 Plan was based on field observations 
at the time researchers were studying food habits and movements of bears in this area 
(Ulrey 2008, Guthrie 2012). The most recent study used mark-recapture methods to estimate 
98 bears within the 1,479 square-mile SCBMU study area (Murphy et al. 2017a). The change 
in number is not reflective of a real or perceived decrease in bears, rather the use of a more 
robust sampling technique. The current estimate of bears in the SCBMU, including bears in 
the Glades/Highlands subpopulation and those throughout the entire BMU, is below the 
minimum abundance objective. Therefore, the management objective is to increase bear 
numbers to at least 200 adult bears in the SCBMU (Table 6). In this subpopulation, adult 
female bear annual home ranges are 12 square miles and adult males are 37 square miles 
(Ulrey 2008). 
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The FWC managed the subpopulation in the SCBMU through regulated hunting beginning 
in the 1930s and continuing until 1974. Historically, the SCBMU did not have many black bears 
and so the annual bear harvest was relatively low compared to other BMUs. The SCBMU is 
below the minimum population objective and therefore is not suitable for the reopening of 
bear hunting.

 Threats: 
The bears in this subpopulation mostly inhabit areas outside of Conservation Lands, 

making them vulnerable to habitat conversion, further habitat fragmentation, and genetic 
isolation. Significant parcels of Conservation Lands remain unoccupied by bears. Despite the 
relatively low number of vehicle-related bear deaths (Table 42), six bear crossing signs have 
been installed in Highlands County along U.S. 27 due to the frequency of collisions in that 
area. The proposed Heartland Parkway road project would be close to the western extent of 
the Glades/Highlands subpopulation and may prevent future westward expansion towards 
Babcock/Webb WMA. In addition, proposed widening of State Road 70 may also cause 
fragmentation of the core portion of the subpopulation. Based on the current subpopulation 
abundance estimate (Murphy et al. 2017b), the overall annual average mortality represents 
8% of the subpopulation.

Table 42. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the South Central BMU between 
2009 and 2018.

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Management

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 3 0 0 1 N/A 4
2010 6 0 0 1 N/A 7
2011 8 0 0 0 N/A 8
2012 6 0 0 0 N/A 6
2013 8 2 0 0 N/A 10
2014 6 3 0 1 N/A 10
2015 8 6 1 0 N/A 15
2016 4 1 1 1 N/A 7
2017 8 1 0 0 N/A 9
2018 3 0 0 0 N/A 3
Total 60 13 2 4 N/A 79
Annual Average 6 1 <1 <1 N/A 8

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning.
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Habitat: 
While the amount of potential bear habitat in Conservation Lands exceeds what is 

needed to meet the minimum abundance objective, the SCBMU has the most fragmented 
potential bear habitat of any BMU in Florida and is the only one that does not have at least 
one large block of public Conservation Land anchoring the area of Frequent Range (Figure 
35). Many parcels of Conservation Lands are small, isolated from each other, and far from 
occupied range, lowering their value to bears in this BMU (Murphy et al. 2017a). Looking 
strictly at the overall amount of potential habitat and Conservation Lands (Table 43) is less 
meaningful given the lack of habitat connectivity.

Table 43. Black bear habitat in the South Central BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to meet the minimum abundance (200 bears) 907
Area of Potential Bear Habitat 3,978
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 2,165
Total area of the BMU 12,968

Habitat conservation should focus on increasing suitable bear habitat by working with 
local agricultural interests and creating or increasing connectivity between islands of habitat 
within the subpopulation, particularly toward Avon Park Air Force Range and the Kissimmee 
River Basin. There appears to be some connection in the Common range between the Glades/
Highlands and Big Cypress subpopulations; maintaining or expanding this linkage should be 
considered. In addition, Babcock/Webb WMA appears to have more bear presence than in 
the past and Myakka River State Park could play a role in providing future occupied range. 
Establishing landscape connections with the Central and Big Bend BMUs is also a priority. 

Conflict Management: 
Overall, there seems to be a relatively strong association linking human population 

growth to an increase in bear-related calls in this BMU, although it is unclear which counties 
are most responsible for that trend. From 2000 to 2017, the BMU has added bear calls at a 
mean annual rate of 11 calls per year, which represents an average increase in calls of 67% 
over the same time (Figure 36). 

Bear-related calls were at the highest level in 2014 (273 calls), though core calls have 
remained below 50% since 2015 (Figure 37). The SCBMU has a high percentage of reports 
related to general bear interactions (i.e., in the area, yard, or tree) (40%) (Figure 38). A high 
percentage of reports in those categories, coupled with reports of bears in garbage (28%) 
(Figure 38) could indicate that bears are starting to gain regular access to human-provided 
food attractants.
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Figure 36. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the South Central BMU compared to human 
population change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not 
available.

0

1,000,000

2,000,000

3,000,000

4,000,000

5,000,000

6,000,000

The FWC has taken numerous measures to help SCBMU residents address human-bear 
conflicts. 

• From 2007 to 2019, the FWC has provided over $58,000 to share the costs of bear-
resistant equipment with Highlands County residents and businesses in the SCBMU, 
including 296 bear-resistant trashcans and 8 bear-resistant dumpsters. 

• The SCBMU has an Area Bear Biologist stationed in Collier County who manages 
bear responses activities, including coordination of a few strategically located Bear 
Response Contractors to assist with field response to human-bear conflicts within the 
BMU. This Area Bear Biologist also coordinates bear response activities in the South 
BMU and a couple of counties within the Big Bend BMU.

• From January 2007 to December 2018, FWC staff has trained over 65 local first 
responders from 13 partner organizations in the SCBMU on how to respond to human-
bear conflicts. This includes staff from three county Park and Recreation departments, 
six SOs, one county animal control department, and one AFB.

The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, there have been 
no known injuries to a person caused by a black bear in the SCBMU (Appendix II). 
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Figure 37. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the South Central BMU 
between 2009 and 2018 (n = 1,327).
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Figure 38. Reasons for bear-
related calls received by the FWC 
in the South Central BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 1,327).
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Education and Outreach: 
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 2,340 people at 21 venues, 

including public festivals, schools, and civic groups. The FWC also conducted 19 canvassing 
events, 51 site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social media on 
numerous occasions.

Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the SCBMU 

to better understand their knowledge and opinions about black bears and bear management 
in Florida (Responsive Management 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the SCBMU, 79% of the respondents correctly indicated that black bears live in the 

wild in Florida. Over half (51%) of respondents felt the population of black bears in their 
county was at about the right level, 6% felt it was too high, and 21% felt it was too low. 
Almost all (93%) respondents agreed keeping habitat for black bears is important. Almost 
two-thirds (62%) of respondents were aware it is illegal to feed bears in Florida.

Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe their 
feelings about black bear presence. Over half (58%) of SCBMU respondents wanted 
to see bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood. Almost a quarter (21%) felt 
uncomfortable with bears in their county. Residents were asked a series of questions 
regarding how they relate to bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 44).

Table 44. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the South Central BMU regarding their general 
opinions about Florida black bears and management (n = 213).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 63% 29% 8%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 54% 14% 33%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

51% 11% 38%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

52% 27% 21%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife. 14% 4% 82%
The use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed bears. 86% 5% 8%
Support requiring people through the use of laws and 
ordinances to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.

91% 2% 6%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.
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Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions:
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address negative 

human-bear interactions (Table 45). Almost all (94%) respondents indicated bears were not a 
problem at all; 4% considered bears to be a problem in their neighborhood.

Table 45. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the South Central BMU regarding their willingness to 
take actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 213) (Responsive Management 2016).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree (%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning 
of trash pickup.

94% 4% 2%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears. 78% 8% 14%
Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more 
bear-resistant.

82% 7% 11%

Using a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per 
month in addition to what I pay for my normal waste 
service.b

63% 12% 25%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 18% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month.

Opinions on hunting:
Residents were asked to gauge their support of or opposition to the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.

• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the SCBMU (Figure 40). 
However, as observed statewide and in other BMUs, responses were polarized with regard to 
regulated black bear hunting (Figure 40).
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Figure 39. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the South Central BMU regarding their support of or 
opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated hunting of 
black bears (n = 213). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose and Moderately 
Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive Management 2016).
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South Bear Management Unit 
Counties: Broward, Collier, Hendry, Lee, Miami-Dade, Monroe, and Palm Beach (Figure 40)

Figure 40. Bear 
range (FWC, 
unpublished 
data, 2019) and 
Conservation Lands 
(FNAI 2019) in the 
South BMU.

Subpopulation Description: 
Bears in the South BMU (SBMU) are part of the Big Cypress subpopulation, named 

after the Big Cypress Swamp. The Big Cypress National Preserve comprises the eastern half 
of the swamp, which is where a large proportion of occupied bear range is located in the 
SBMU. The Big Cypress subpopulation abundance estimate doubled from 2002 (Simek et al. 
2005) to 2015 (Humm et al. 2017) (Table 46). The current estimate of bears in the Big Cypress 
subpopulation is above the minimum abundance objective (Table 6) and is one of three 
Florida subpopulations with over 1,000 adult bears. The minimum abundance objective is to 
ensure over 700 bears are in this BMU (Table 6).
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Table 46. Subpopulation abundance estimates from 2002 (Simek et al. 2005), 2015 (Humm et al. 2017), and 
predicted abundance in 2027 (FWC 2017) in the South BMU.

2002 Estimate  
(Mean)

2015 Estimate  
(Mean)

Percent change  
(2002 to 2015)

2027 Predicted 
Estimate (Mean)

697 1,044 +49.8% 4,155
 

Bears in this subpopulation have fairly large annual home range sizes, with adult females 
at 22 square miles and adult males at 117 square miles (Land 1994). 

The FWC managed the bear subpopulation in the SBMU through regulated hunting 
beginning in the 1930s and continuing until 1960 (GFC 1993). The bear hunting season was 
reopened in the SBMU in 2015, with a total of 22 bears harvested (FWC 2016a). 

Threats: 
If habitat fragmentation and degradation from residential and roadway development 

continues, it could further isolate bear subpopulations. Vehicle-related bear deaths appear to 
be stabilizing (Table 47), which could in part be due to the numerous wildlife crossings that 
were installed primarily to reduce vehicle-panther collisions as well as the many panther 
crossing signs posted throughout Collier County that aid in alerting motorists to drive 
cautiously. Based on the current subpopulation abundance estimate (Humm et al. 2017), 
annual average mortality represents 2% of the subpopulation.

Table 47. Number of bears killed by all documented causes each year in the South BMU between 2009 and 
2018.

Year Vehicle 
Collisions

Conflict 
Management

Illegal Othera Hunting Total

2009 7 2 1 0 N/A 10
2010 4 0 1 1 N/A 6
2011 11 1 1 2 N/A 15
2012 9 0 1 0 N/A 10
2013 14 4 0 1 N/A 19
2014 20 2 2 2 N/A 26
2015 22 7 0 2 22 53
2016 17 5 0 3 N/A 25
2017 17 2 5 2 N/A 26
2018 19 0 1 2 N/A 22
Total 140 23 12 15 22 212
Annual Averageb 14 2 1 2 N/A 19

a ‘Other’ represents bears that died from unknown causes, as well those from more infrequent causes, such as electrocution, struck by 
train, or drowning.

b Because only one year in the 10 year period includes bears killed by hunting, this amount was not included in the annual average.
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Habitat: 
Currently, potential bear habitat in Conservation Lands covers 86% of the area needed 

to meet  the minimum abundance objective (Table 48). Habitat conservation should focus 
on establishing a landscape connection northward with the Glades/Highlands subpopulation 
(Figure 40).

Habitat connectivity efforts for bears can be combined with similar initiatives for Florida 
panthers.

Table 48. Black bear habitat in the South BMU.

Description Area (miles2)
Area to support minimum abundance (700 bears) 2,006
Area of Potential Bear Habitat 2,496
Area of Potential Bear Habitat in Conservation Lands 1,734
Total area of the BMU 10,557

Conflict Management: 
The SBMU has an overall relationship between the increase in human population and 

an increase in the number of bear-related calls (Figure 41). While most counties in this BMU 
show a low mean annual rate of increase in the number of bear calls (less than 4 per year), 
Collier County has been adding calls at a mean annual rate of 25 per year from 2000 to 2017. 

Figure 41. Bear-related calls received by the FWC in the South BMU compared to human population 
change between 2000 and 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). The 2018 U.S. Census data was not available.
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While overall bear-related call levels have been relatively low over time in this BMU, 
there was a significant increase in call volume in 2018 (Figure 42). The core call component has 
remained below 50% in all but one of the years (2013) analyzed. The FWC will continue efforts 
to reduce human-bear conflicts in locally acute areas (e.g., Golden Gate Estates in Collier 
County). The high percentage of reports of bears in garbage (31%) received from this BMU 
are indicative of a bear population that has regular access to human-provided foods (Figure 
43). A relatively high proportion (45%) of all calls report general bear interactions (i.e., in the 
yard, area or tree), indicating the bulk of calls may be benign in nature (Figure 43). The 347% 
increase in bear-related calls from 2010 to 2011 was due to process changes for recording calls 
using a centralized system that allowed for better data management (Figure 42). 

The FWC has taken numerous measures to assist SBMU residents address human-bear 
conflicts. 

• From 2007 to 2019, the FWC has provided $63,366 to share the costs of bear-resistant 
equipment with Collier County, residents, and businesses in the SBMU, including 225 
bear-resistant trashcans, 5 bear-resistant dumpsters, and 70 bear-resistant sheds. 

Figure 42. Bear-related calls (core vs. non-core) received by the FWC by year in the South BMU between 
2009 and 2018 (n = 1,327).
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Figure 43. Reasons for bear-
related calls received by the FWC in 
the South BMU between 2009 and 
2018 (n = 5,730).

• The FWC also works with local officials to provide technical assistance on ways they 
can help reduce human-bear conflicts, including creating BearWise ordinances that 
require people to keep their trash secure from bears until the morning of waste 
pickup. The FWC was able to assist Collier County staff in drafting a BearWise 
ordinance that will be reviewed in Fall 2019 by the Board of County Commissioners 
and has been working with Lee County officials on similar efforts.

• The SBMU has an Area Bear Biologist stationed in Collier County who manages 
bear response activities, including coordination of a few strategically located Bear 
Response Contractors who assist with field response to human-bear conflicts within 
the BMU. This Area Bear Biologist also manages bear response activities in the South 
Central BMU and a couple counties within the Big Bend BMU.

• From January 2007 to December 2018, FWC staff has trained over 150 local first 
responders from 15 partner organizations on how to respond to human-bear conflicts 
in the SBMU. This includes staff from four PDs, three SOs, two county animal control 
departments, two non-governmental organizations, one National Preserve, and one 
university.

The FWC has bear-related records dating back to 1976. From 1976 to 2018, one person is 
known to have sought medical attention for injuries caused by a black bear in the SBMU. The 
incident occurred in Naples (Collier County) in January 2018 (Appendix II). 
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Education and Outreach:
From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2018, the FWC reached over 14,320 people at 55 venues, 

including public festivals, schools and civic groups. The FWC also conducted 147 canvassing 
events, 131 site visits, and interacted with the public via phone, email, and social media on a 
regular basis.

Public Opinion Survey:
The following section provides results of a 2016 survey of Florida residents in the SBMU 

to better understand their knowledge and opinions about black bears and bear management 
in Florida (Duda 2016).

Knowledge and opinions about bears and feeding bears.
In the SBMU, 70% of the respondents correctly indicated black bears live in the wild in 

Florida. Half (50%) of respondents felt the population of black bears in their county was 
about at the right level, 4% felt it was too high, and 19% felt it was too low. Almost all (93%) 
respondents agreed that keeping habitat for black bears is important. Two-thirds (66%) of 
respondents were aware it is illegal to feed bears in Florida. 

Respondents were presented with a continuum of statements to best describe 
their feelings about black bear presence. The SBMU had the lowest percentage (48%) of 
respondents that wanted to see bears in their county, but not in their neighborhood. In 
addition, they had the highest percentage (29%) of respondents that felt uncomfortable with 
bears in their county. Residents were asked a series of questions regarding how they relate to 
bears, bear habitat, and feeding bears (Table 49).

Table 49. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the South BMU regarding their general opinions about 
Florida black bears and management (n = 179).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral (%) Disagree (%)
Seeing a bear in the wild was a positive experience. 86% 14% 0%
There is enough habitat for bears in Florida. 52% 14% 34%
People and black bears can live in the same area without 
conflict.

50% 9% 41%

Knowing black bears live in the wild in Florida improves my 
overall quality of life.

56% 22% 21%

It is okay to feed wildlife or to leave food out for wildlife. 10% 8% 82%
Support the use of penalties, such as fines, for people who feed 
bears.

84% 7% 9%

Support requiring people through the use of laws and 
ordinances to keep their trash secure so bears cannot access it.

89% 5% 6%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; Neither Agree nor Disagree 
and Don’t Know = Neutral; percentages are rounded.
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Willingness to take actions to address negative human-bear interactions:
Respondents were asked about their willingness to take actions to address negative 

human-bear interactions (Table 50). 

Table 50. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the South BMU regarding their willingness to take 
actions to address negative human-bear interactions (n = 179).

Opinionsa Agree (%) Neutral or 
Don’t know (%)

Disagree (%)

Keep my trashcan in a secure location until the morning 
of trash pickup.

95% 3% 2%

Build a sturdy shed to secure my trashcans from bears. 76% 5% 19%
Modify my existing trashcan with hardware to be more 
bear resistant.

84% 6% 10%

Use a bear-resistant trashcan that may cost $6-8 per 
month in addition to what I pay for my normal waste 
service.b

67% 9% 22%

a Strongly Agree and Moderately Agree = Agree; Strongly Disagree and Moderately Disagree = Disagree; percentages are rounded.
b 18% of respondents strongly disagree that they would be willing to pay the additional $6-8 a month.

Opinions on hunting:
Residents were asked to gauge their support of, or opposition to, the following 

statements regarding regulated hunting of wildlife in general, and several categories relating 
to the regulated hunting of black bears.

• The regulated hunting of any wildlife.

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in your county.

• The regulated hunting of black bears if you knew that the FWC was carefully 
monitoring the black bear population to ensure that hunting would be compatible 
with maintaining healthy, sustainable bear numbers. 

• The regulated hunting of black bears in Florida if the goal was to keep the number 
of black bears at their current levels in certain areas where bear populations are 
abundant and healthy.

Support for regulated hunting of wildlife in general was high in the SBMU (Figure 44). 
However, as observed statewide and in other BMUs, responses were polarized with regards 
to regulated black bear hunting (Figure 44).
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Figure 44. Results of a survey of Florida residents in the South BMU regarding their support of or 
opposition to regulated hunting of wildlife in general and multiple categories relating to regulated 
hunting of black bears (n = 179). Strongly Support and Moderately Support = Support; Strongly Oppose 
and Moderately Oppose = Oppose; Neither and Don’t Know are not included in this graph (Responsive 
Management 2016).
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Chapter 4: Regulations and Enforcement

The first regulations on Florida black bears were established in 1936 when they 
were listed as a fur-bearing mammal and a hunting season was set (Table 5). Since then, 
many changes have occurred regarding seasons, weight limits, and other hunting-related 
regulations, as well as listing as a State-designated Threatened Species in 1974 (Table 5). Prior 
to removal from the list of State-designated Threatened Species in 2012, five sections of the 
Florida Administrative Code (F.A.C.) specifically addressed bears: feeding prohibitions (F.A.C. 
68A-4.001(3)), possession (F.A.C. 4.004), sale or purchase (68A-12.004(12)), exemption from 
take as nuisance wildlife (68A-9.010), and restrictions related to State-designated species 
(68A-27.003); (Appendix III). In addition, Florida Statutes (F.S. 379.411) addressed intentional 
killing of State-designated species (Appendix III).

Bear Conservation Rule 
In 2012, the FWC approved the Florida Black Bear Conservation Rule (F.A.C. 68A-4.009), 

which prohibited the unauthorized take, possession, injuring, shooting, collecting, or selling 
of bears or their parts (Appendix III). Given the potential for illegal trade in bear parts and 
bear hides, the level of specificity and detail in this rule was considered necessary to aid in 
successful enforcement and prosecution. The rule allows for the FWC to issue permits to “take” 
bears for scientific purposes and for security personnel trained by the FWC to scare bears out 
of communities using less-lethal methods. The rule also affirms that the FWC will continue 
to engage with private landowners and regulating agencies to guide future land use, so it is 
compatible with the goal and objectives of this Plan (see Chapter 5: Threat Assessment). 

Violation of any provisions of the Bear Conservation Rule is a second-degree 
misdemeanor. The FWC has not observed any significant change in the documented number 
of bears that have been taken illegally since the penalty for intentionally taking a bear 
decreased in severity from when it was listed as a State-designated Threatened Species to 
its current status. The average number of bears documented by the FWC that were taken 
illegally each year between 2007 and 2012 was 12, and between 2013 and 2018 was 15.

 Multiple changes were made to the Bear Conservation Rule in 2015. Duplicative language 
and any references to the subspecies of the Florida black bear were removed to maintain 
consistency with all other references to bears in the F.A.C. and clarify that any black bear 
in Florida is protected under the rule. Because the FWC recommends people scare bears to 
reinforce their natural fear, two changes were made to the rule to clarify that: 1) members of 
the public could use less-lethal methods to scare bears following agency recommendations 
(FWC 2019b), and 2) a permit would no longer be required for security personnel trained by 
the FWC to scare bears out of neighborhoods. 
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The final change implemented a bear depredation program to allow permits to be issued 
for landowners to take a bear that is damaging their property, including agricultural crops 
and livestock, under certain conditions (FWC 2019c). This change addressed rare situations 
when there were no other feasible options available to prevent ongoing damage after the 
FWC attempted to trap and remove the offending animal. 

Bear Feeding Rule
The majority of human-bear conflicts are related to bears accessing human-provided 

foods, whether people are intentionally or unintentionally feeding bears. In 2002, the FWC 
added bears to the list of species people are prohibited from feeding (F.A.C. 68A-4.001[3], 
Appendix III). Beginning in 2012, the FWC reviewed the rule and associated penalties for 
violations of that rule to determine if changes could make it more effective and enforceable. 
While the original focus was on bear-feeding prohibitions, the proposed changes for bears 
could also benefit enforcement of feeding rules for other species, both with regards to rule 
language as well as penalty structure for violations of feeding prohibitions. 

At the time of the review, violation of any of the FWC’s six wildlife feeding prohibitions 
(applying to black bears, foxes, raccoons, pelicans, sandhill cranes, bald eagles, alligators, 
crocodiles, and marine fish) would result in a second-degree criminal misdemeanor, 
punishable by up to 60 days in jail and up to a $500 fine, at the discretion of the court. The 
severity of the penalty resulted in a challenging situation for enforcement of wildlife-feeding 
prohibition rules. A review of citations issued for bear feeding violations revealed that a third 
of those citations were rejected by Assistant State Attorneys; another third were found guilty 
but were only fined, with their adjudications withheld (i.e., no criminal misdemeanor record); 
and the remaining third received a fine, adjudication of guilt, and a criminal misdemeanor 
record. (Table 51). A review of adjudications of alligator-feeding citations followed similar 
trends.
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Table 51. Notices of noncompliance, violations, and adjudications (adjud.) on bear feeding prohibitions 
(F.A.C 68A-4.001[3]) from 2007 to 2018.

Year Notice 
of Non-

compliance*

Warning Citation Adjud. 
Withheld

Adjud. 
Guilty

Dismissed Pre-trial 
Diversion

Result 
Unknown

2007 N/A 6 7 2 2 3 0 0
2008 N/A 7 1 1 0 0 0 0
2009 N/A 10 6 2 1 2 0 1
2010 N/A 25 4 3 1 0 0 0
2011 N/A 29 8 3 3 2 0 0
2012 N/A 22 6 2 2 1 0 1
2013 N/A 28 4 0 1 1 1 1
2014 N/A 8 3 1 1 1 0 0
2015 91 22 5 0 2 1 1 1
2016 171 22 4 0 2 0 0 2
2017 249 5 3 1 2 0 0 0
2018 182 5 4 0 2 1 0 1
TOTAL 693 189 55 15 19 12 2 7

*Notices of noncompliance were not established until August 2015.

In 2015, black bears were removed from the list of species in F.A.C. 68A-4.001(3) and 
a new subsection was created (F.A.C. 68A-4.001(4)) that specifically addressed black 
bear-feeding prohibitions (Appendix III). The new subsection separates intentional and 
unintentional feeding. Where intentional feeding may result in immediate action (i.e., citation 
or warning), unintentional feeding requires a notice of non-compliance be issued from an LE 
officer before official law enforcement action may be taken (Appendix III).

Penalties
The Florida Constitution provides that penalties for violating the FWC’s rules are 

established by the Legislature, which was done in Part VIII of Chapter 379, F.S. The primary 
penalty statute, 379.401 F.S., lays out a tiered system under which various violations are 
grouped and the applicable penalty is prescribed. The tiers are designated as Levels One 
through Four, with Level One equating to noncriminal infractions, Level Two as second-
degree misdemeanors, Level Three as first-degree misdemeanors, and Level Four as third-
degree felonies. Unless otherwise specifically provided for, violations of the FWC rules 
or orders constitute a Level Two violation. Aside from the feeding rule (F.A.C. 68A-4.001), 
most violations of bear-related rules are Level Two criminal violations (second-degree 
misdemeanor), punishable by up to 60 days in jail and/or up to a $500.00 fine. The specific 
fines and/or jail time is left to the discretion of the court. 
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 In addition to changes to the feeding rule in 2015, the FWC also requested amendments 
to statutory penalties for violations of all wildlife-feeding rule prohibitions, with the 
exception of marine fish. The 2015 Florida Legislature approved amendments to 379.412, F.S. 
(Appendix III) to create a tiered penalty structure for violations of the FWC’s wildlife-feeding 
rules. The penalty system progresses from a civil penalty to a criminal penalty as offenses 
by the same individual reoccur. The penalty structure reserves the more severe penalty for 
violators who continue to disobey the rules despite receiving education, warnings, and a 
civil penalty. These statutory changes enhance the FWC’s ability to achieve compliance with 
wildlife-feeding prohibitions through the formal education component of a notice of non-
compliance, issued by an LE officer, even though it is not considered an official enforcement 
action (Appendix III). 

Enforcement
The LE has the primary responsibility for enforcing conservation laws related to bears. 

Consistent and fair enforcement of regulations is important in helping the public and local 
governments share responsibility for reducing human-bear conflicts. The FWC accomplishes 
this task with effective communication and training between LE and biologists.

The LE works cooperatively with other sworn officers from counties and municipalities 
in investigating and prosecuting cases where bears have been killed or parts sold. Staff from 
LE and BMP work with local law enforcement officials to provide training and information 
regarding enforcement of rules related to bears and less-lethal methods to scare bears out 
of neighborhoods. 

Effective and consistent enforcement of city, county, and state regulations is critical in 
achieving compliance at a level that will successfully reduce human-bear conflicts statewide. 
In addition to the existing agency bear feeding rule (F.A.C. 68A-4.001(4), Appendix III), changes 
in local law enforcement and regulations need to be considered. Local, city, and county 
ordinances are needed in areas with high levels of human-bear conflicts to ensure that the 
level of responsibility by the public is both recognized and adequate to deter bears from 
seeking garbage or other attractants. At the time this Plan was updated, Seminole, Lake, 
Orange, and Santa Rosa counties; the cities of Fort Walton Beach and Apopka, and several 
HOAs had passed ordinances requiring people to keep their trash and other attractants 
secure. Existing regulations related to local sanitation and public health standards can be 
used as well. If a restaurant is not properly securing its dumpster from a bear, for example, 
and the bear is spreading garbage in the immediate area, it may be a health code violation. 
Additionally, the FWC is promoting the Wildlife Alert Hotline (888-404-3922) for people to 
report individuals whose actions attract bears into their neighborhood. Increasing awareness 
through a concerted outreach effort and accountability practices will be important to 
convince area residents to recognize their role in reducing human-bear conflicts as well. 
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The establishment of a formal education tool in the form of a notice of noncompliance 
provides individuals with a fair-warning system when unintentional actions could result 
in a violation. When people are unintentionally feeding a bear by leaving out unsecured 
garbage, they often speak with an FWC staff person, who advises them about steps to 
take to avoid future conflicts. If the conflict continues due to a person’s actions or lack of 
action, LE can meet with the person and continue the educational phase by issuing a notice 
of non-compliance. The notice informs the individual that their action (or lack of action) is a 
potential violation, and if LE has to revisit, they may issue a warning or citation. Additionally, 
direct and frequent coordination with local government is vital in the efforts needed to 
achieve effective, community-oriented enforcement practices.

Permitting Framework
The FWC currently issues the following bear related permits: 1) Scientific Collection 

(Research/Salvage), 2) Permanent Possession of Captive Wildlife, 3) Exhibition and Public Sale 
of Wildlife, 4) Rehabilitation, and 5) Depredation. Most permits associated with bears are 
processed through the permit-and-licensing web application system. 
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Chapter 5: Threat Assessment

Prior to the 1950s and widespread human development, the greatest threat to bears was 
habitat loss from unsustainable logging, wildfires, and conversion of forests to farmlands, 
all of which was worsened by persecution and unregulated hunting (see Chapter 2: Trends 
in Land Use and Bear Abundance). The statewide bear population experienced a dramatic 
decline, and range was severely restricted to a few isolated areas. As the construction of 
towns and industrial areas increased starting in the 1960s, habitat loss and fragmentation 
from these new sources became a growing concern. The number of residents in Florida more 
than doubled between 1960 and 1980, rising from 5 million to 10.2 million people (USCB 2019). 
Additional conservation efforts were initiated in the 1980s, including progressively restrictive 
hunting regulations and conservation land acquisition programs (Table 5). As the human 
population continues to increase, habitat loss and fragmentation remain a concern for all 
wildlife conservation efforts, including for Florida black bears. Carr and Zwick (2016) predict 
that 33.7 million people will reside in Florida in 2070. The development patterns associated 
with that level of human population growth will dictate how habitat is impacted (Table 8). 

Fortunately, four of the seven subpopulations (Apalachicola, Osceola, Ocala, Big Cypress) 
are large and robust, in relatively contiguous high-quality habitats that are primarily in 
Conservation Lands, and so face few threats that would jeopardize their long-term survival. 
However, the three smaller subpopulations (Eglin, Glades/Highlands, Chassahowitzka) do not 
have the same numbers or combination of habitat characteristics and so remain vulnerable to 
habitat loss and fragmentation. Negative interactions with people and human-caused mortality 
are also important concerns for bear management for most subpopulations throughout the 
state regardless of their size (see Chapter 3: Human-Bear Conflict Management).

Overall, bear range and connections among subpopulations have improved over 
time (see Chapter 2: Distribution); however, smaller subpopulations remain vulnerable to 
habitat loss and fragmentation, which restrict genetic exchange. While male bears travel 
widely, often through low-quality habitat, expansion of occupied range is driven by female 
movements. The loss of habitat and disconnections between large habitat patches caused 
by development and roads make occupying the unoccupied bear habitat, such as in the Big 
Bend BMU, more difficult for bears. Increasing human development, including highways, 
reduces the ability of bears to travel between, or even find, unoccupied habitats. Increasing 
abundance and wider distribution reduces the threat of inbreeding depression (see Chapter 2: 
Genetic Profile).

To ensure a long-term, sustainable, statewide population of Florida black bears, it will 
be essential to ensure interaction among bear subpopulations. To accomplish this, the Bear 
Conservation Rule (F.A.C. 68A 4.009; Appendix III) established that the FWC would continue to 
work with State regulatory agencies and local governments to avoid and/or minimize impacts 
to bear habitat from land development. The FWC currently comments on land-use projects 
that might affect habitat to implement changes to project designs and thereby reduce negative 
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impacts on wildlife species. The Florida Wildlife Conservation Guide (FWC 2018a) provides 
information about natural resources and management to assist landowners and developers in the 
land-use planning process. A number of statutes and rules relate to the FWC’s role in providing 
comments to regulatory agencies (FWC 2019a). The FWC has provided, and will continue to 
provide, comments and technical assistance to federal, state, and local governments on land-
use changes. The FWC provides options on how to address impacts associated with changes 
to land use and land conversion to state agencies such as the departments of Environmental 
Protection, Transportation, Economic Opportunity, Agriculture and Consumer Services, and water 
management districts, as well as to counties and municipalities, to reduce impacts to bear habitat.

Human population growth and expanding bear populations have led to increasing 
interactions between people and bears (Lackey et al. 2018). Increasing frequency of 
human-bear conflicts, especially those resulting in injuries to people, can lead to fear and 
the devaluation of bears (Gore et al. 2005, Zajac et al. 2012). Negative experiences can 
overshadow the respect and excitement people may initially have for bears. If current 
trends in human-bear interactions continue, these issues may become the foremost bear 
management challenge in Florida.

Currently, direct mortality caused by humans is an ongoing threat to individual bears but 
does not appear to be occurring at a level that affects subpopulation growth rates. Levels 
of documented illegal kills and incidents where the FWC humanely kills bears to reduce the 
risk to public safety are relatively low (see Chapter 2: Mortality). Part of the trend in vehicle-
caused mortality is attributable to increases in the volume of road traffic as well as speed 
(Figure 45) but it also is influenced by increasing bear population numbers. 
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Figure 45. Number of bears killed by vehicles or euthanized due to vehicle injuries compared to vehicle 
traffic on state roads from 2009 to 2017 (FDOT 2019).
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Florida black bears have existed for thousands of years with naturally occurring 
fires, floods, and other environmental disturbances (see Table 3). Bears have adapted to 
environmental disturbances, including becoming habitat generalists that can take advantage 
of a variety of habitats, even those undergoing change. In addition, black bears are a wide-
ranging species (see Chapter 2: Habitat Use and Home Range) and can therefore move to 
other parts of their home ranges when disturbances occur in localized areas. Large and 
intense wildfires can have a longer-term impact on forest cover and food sources important 
to bears than lower-intensity prescribed or naturally occurring fires. Prescribed fire at 
frequent intervals over large areas or performed regularly during winter seasons may 
decrease food production and cover for bears at the local level, which could temporarily 
displace some individual bears (Maehr et al. 2001). These local impacts must be weighed 
against the greater threat related to the loss of functional fire-maintained ecosystems upon 
which bears and numerous other native wildlife species depend. 

While Maehr (2001) raised concerns regarding the impacts of commercial saw palmetto 
berry harvest, there have been developments since that publication which have curtailed 
this practice. As of 2015, no public conservation landowners in Florida permit palmetto 
berry harvest on their properties. In 2018, the Florida Department of Agriculture and 
Consumer Services added saw palmetto to its Commercially Exploited Plant List, resulting 
in increased requirements to harvest the fruit on private lands (FAC 2018). The recent 
additional restrictions on palmetto berry harvest, coupled with the lack of evidence of 
any subpopulation-wide effects of this practice, limit the potential threat to a temporary 
disturbance in localized areas. 

Climate change and, in particular, the anticipated subsequent sea-level rise, will impact 
parts of current bear range. While coastal bear ranges will be most impacted by climate 
change (Whittle 2009), bears are highly mobile animals and can move inland as sea level rises 
(see Chapter 2: Habitat Use and Home Range). A greater effect will be statewide fluctuations 
in vegetation due to changes in temperature and increasing severity of storms, including 
possible shifts in the distribution of food plants, changes in the timing of fruit maturation, 
and the amount of fruit produced. Changes to both timing and amount of food will in turn 
affect the seasonal movements of bears. The mobility and adaptability that bears exhibit 
allows them to roam vast areas to meet their needs and, in turn, better cope with the effects 
of climate change than many other species. More human-bear conflicts may occur as, in 
response to sea-level rise, people shift development away from the coast to interior areas 
already occupied by bears (Maehr et al. 2001, Kautz et al. 2006).

In isolation, these issues do not pose a threat to the statewide bear population. However, 
these threats can lower the ability of bears to thrive in localized areas and, if they occur 
in conjunction with each other or with other threats, they could have interactive negative 
effects on the smaller, more vulnerable bear subpopulations.
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Chapter 6: Implementation Strategy

Complex natural resource challenges cannot be resolved by one government agency or 
by government alone. Nongovernmental organizations, businesses, and residents of Florida 
will play a significant role in implementing the Plan. While the FWC’s BMP and BRP will be 
responsible for overseeing implementation, the FWC must coordinate and work together 
with others outside the agency in order for this Plan to be successful. 

Implementation Schedule
The original Plan was written to cover a 10-year period, beginning when it was approved 

in 2012. However, in April 2017, the FWC Commissioners directed staff to update the Plan and 
bring it for their review in 2019. Once approved, the updated Plan will commence the year 
in which it is adopted by the FWC Commissioners and will guide bear management for the 
next 10 years. The original Plan’s goal and objectives (Chapter 3) have not been significantly 
changed for this update. At the end of the 10-year period, while some actions may be 
adjusted and updates made, the core elements of the Plan are likely to remain the same, 
assuming they still meet the state’s bear management needs.

While many bear management and research tasks will involve the FWC staff or partners 
working together, others (e.g., rule changes) will require staff to bring recommendations 
forward for the FWC Commissioners consideration before moving ahead. All the actions 
noted in Chapter 3 have timeframes from one to 10 years, with action tables to indicate 
the year(s) in which work on the action should begin and the anticipated completion year, 
where applicable. Some of the actions are on a recurring schedule and will take place 
throughout the time frame. Many of the actions depend on the completion of other actions 
before they can be implemented. Actions supporting the Habitat Objective, for example, 
are aimed at identifying functioning bear corridors connecting BMUs. Once these areas 
have been identified and prioritized, other actions may be implemented to investigate the 
conservation status of those areas, such as conducting outreach to private landowners or 
exploring long-term conservation easements. Not all the actions identified in this Plan can be 
initiated or worked on simultaneously. It is important to note many of the actions that can 
be implemented with existing agency resources could be enhanced and completed sooner if 
additional resources were made available. 
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Since 2012, the FWC has made progress on almost all (92%) of the actions in the original 
Plan (Table 52 and Appendix VII).

Table 52. Summary of Action Items from the 2012 Bear Management Plan on which progress was made 
between June 2012 and June 2019.

Conservation Focus 
Area

Action Items  
Total (#)

Action Items with 
Progress (#)

Action Items with 
Progress (%)

Population 15 15 100%
Habitat 22 18 82%
Conflict 18 18 100%
Outreach 36 33 92%
TOTAL 91 84 92%

Current Resources for Implementation 
The FWC has been successful in bear conservation efforts by maximizing existing 

resources for decades, and many of the priority actions in the original Plan were 
implemented with resources available at that time. After the original Plan was approved, the 
continued increase in human-bear conflicts and, more specifically, the increase in the number 
of people who were seriously injured by bears, required additional agency resources be 
allocated for bear management and research. 

The action tables in the original Plan indicated which actions could be implemented with 
existing resources and those that would likely require additional resources. While the original 
Plan did not include a detailed budget, it did provide one example action item from each of 
the four objectives that would benefit from additional resources (Table 53). Each project had 
a firm basis to estimate costs and was also a high-priority action. Costs were estimated over 
the 10-year timeframe of the Plan, although not all projects would be active in each of the 10 
years.

Table 53. Ten-year cost estimates for one action item from each objective that would benefit from other 
resources for implementation of the 2012 Florida Black Bear Management Plan.

Objective Description Ten-Year Cost Estimate
Population Subpopulation abundance estimates.a $600,000
Habitat Identify and prioritize landscape connections 

among subpopulations.
$100,000

Conflict Management Bear Response Program annual contractor costs. $500,000
Education and Outreach Identify, recruit and assist communities in 

becoming BearWise Communities.b

$70,000

a There were five subpopulations that did not have abundance estimates within two years of the original plan’s approval, and each 
estimate costs approximately $120,000 and can take up to three years to complete.

b Implementation of the BearWise Community program assumed the FWC could identify, within each of the seven BMUs, four 
candidate areas and would assist at least one community in meeting the BearWise criteria.
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The FWC used the original Plan as a blueprint to develop a comprehensive budget 
that included the staff and resources needed to implement key components of the Plan. 
Beginning in FY 2013-2014, the FWC requested and received increased funding from the 
Legislature, which included funding for three of the four action items listed in Table 53. 

The BMP budget was increased to provide the addition of three full-time staff positions 
and to increase the existing three part-time positions to full-time status. The BMP now 
operates with a Program Coordinator, an Assistant Coordinator, an Internship and Database 
Coordinator, a Data Specialist, and five Area Bear Biologists. The additional field and office 
positions allow the FWC to make vital progress on multiple action items to achieve Plan 
objectives. The additional funding also allowed the BMP to hire and deploy more BRCs 
located in high-conflict counties (see Chapter 3: Human-Bear Conflict Management). Before 
the budget increase, BRCs were paid using either grant funds from the Foundation using 
proceeds from sales of the CWT specialty license plate, or periodically available internal 
funding. The BMP now has over 20 BRCs who assist with a majority of the field response to 
human-bear conflicts across the state. 

In addition to staff and contractors, the BMP has an internship program that hosts 15 
to 20 students from local universities each year to complete management projects, perform 
outreach, and assist in database maintenance projects. The BMP also hosts volunteers 
who assist with a variety of management projects, including public outreach. Interns and 
volunteers act as workforce multipliers, allowing the BMP to accomplish many more tasks 
than if it relied only on paid staff and contractors (see Chapter 3: Education and Outreach).

The BRP budget was increased to support one additional full-time staff person and to 
annually fund important priority research, such as population abundance estimates, survival 
and other demographic dynamics studies, and habitat modeling. Prior to the new allocation 
of funds, research was primarily funded through temporary grants. With the increased and 
consistent funding, the BRP updated the 2002 statewide population abundance estimate in 
2016 and began two large studies, including demographics of the Apalachicola subpopulation 
and a statewide habitat assessment. With secure internal funding, the BRP is now able to 
plan for regular updates to abundance estimates for each bear subpopulation and schedule 
additional population demographic research.

Outside the bear programs, personnel from many other sections of the FWC are involved 
in bear management. Over 40 FWC employees in the HSC Wildlife and Habitat Management 
Section have been trained to respond to human-bear conflicts in the field and are in key 
areas throughout the state. Regional call centers and LE Communication Center staff 
answer thousands of bear-related calls each year. The FWC also employs Wildlife Assistance 
Biologists to provide technical assistance to people who call FWC with questions or concerns 
about bears and other wildlife. The Wildlife Assistance Biologists refer bear-related calls that 
cannot be resolved with advice over the phone to Area Bear Biologists to coordinate a field 
response. The FWC’s Office of Conservation Planning Services employs staff members who 
review and draft comments on land-use changes in coordination with BMP. Hundreds of LE 
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officers provide critical outreach to the public about bears in addition to their enforcement 
and investigative roles. The FWC’s Office of Community Relations staff regularly engages 
in outreach efforts related to bears through press releases, media interviews, social media 
posts, and outreach materials created with the BMP.

Resource Considerations 
While increased budgets have allowed the FWC to hire additional full-time staff, most 

of those positions are classified as Other Personnel Services (OPS) rather than Full-Time 
Equivalent (FTE) staff. This classification creates a challenge with the irregular hours required 
for bear-related work, including prohibiting their service as on-call staff to coordinate the 
response to human-bear conflicts on weekends or holidays. In addition to these constraints, 
the level of training, responsibility, and relationship building required of the positions are 
more suited for FTE than OPS positions. The FWC is exploring how it might be possible to 
eventually convert the positions from OPS to FTE. 

The FWC continues to seek collaboration with public and private partners to complete some 
actions that either lack adequate resources or would be best accomplished through cooperative 
efforts. A prime example is the FWC’s partnership with ZooTampa at Lowry Park and the DEP’s 
Homossassa Springs Wildlife State Park to care for orphaned or injured young bears to release 
back into the wild. ZooTampa offers its veteranary services free of charge to evaluate the bears, 
Homossassa Springs offers care for the bears off-exhibit free of charge, and the FWC pays for 
food for the bears. The bear rehabilitation partnership has resulted in the sucessful release of 
over 50 cubs into the wild since 2009. The FWC also partners with multiple zoos to expand 
outreach efforts. The FWC has held simultaneous media events at multiple zoos across the state, 
offering reporters an opportunity to film bears attempting to access bear-resistant trashcans. 
Zoos have hosted the FWC as guest educators for special events and consulted with the FWC 
on the educational elements of their exhibits so their outreach messaging is consistent with 
the agency’s. The FWC works with multiple bear-resistant equipment manufacturers to assist 
with pilot tests of their equipment with wild black bears in an effort to address any design 
issues before the products are officially tested for bear-resistant certification by the Interagency 
Grizzly Bear Committee at the Wolf and Grizzly Discovery Center.

The FWC also partners with nonprofit organizations. The FWC works with the Foundation 
to develop strategies to increase sales of the CWT specialty license plate, to which the BMP 
and BRP apply to fund projects outside their regular budgets, such as offsetting costs for 
residents to acquire bear-resistant trashcans. Approximately 25% of the total CWT grant 
funds have been provided for bear-related projects since the grant program started in 
2002. The FWC also works with the Foundation on ways to find corporate sponsorships, 
endowments, and donations to the Foundation’s general bear account. The FWC has actively 
partnered with Defenders of Wildlife for decades to assist with outreach and has provided 
cost-share funding for bear-resistant dumpsters. The FWC has also worked with the Humane 
Society of the United States to increase the use of less-lethal methods to scare bears out 
of neighborhoods. In 2016, personnel that the BMP trained in how to scare bears out of 
neighborhoods received free less-lethal ammunition and bear spray canisters provided by the 

http://igbconline.org/product-testing/
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Humane Society of the United States. The free equipment made it easier for trained officers 
to take action when they encountered a bear in their jurisdiction.

The FWC has been successful in matching local sources of funding with localized bear 
conservation activities, like the BearWise grant program (see Chapter 3: Human-Bear Conflict 
Management). The FWC provided funding to local governments, which in turn match those 
funds by providing either their own funding, in-kind services, or both, to maximize the 
effectiveness of the efforts. In addition to the local government match, residents also have 
matched BearWise funding. For some projects, residents purchased bear-resistant equipment 
at reduced rates, and their funds went toward buying more cans in the future. In other 
situations, residents provided in-kind match by installing hardware on their own regular 
trashcans to make them bear-resistant. The BearWise projects were typically matched by 
around 25%, but in some cases were as high as 80%, which extended the benefits of the 
projects. Since 2007, the FWC has been able to provide almost $2.1 million in cost-share funds 
to local governments to help them become BearWise, which has been matched by almost 
$1.2 million in funds and in-kind services from local governments, residents, and businesses 
(See Chapter 3: Human-Bear Conflict Management). 

Coordination with Other Efforts
Bears range across large areas to meet their needs, thus habitat that supports bear 

subpopulations overlaps with hundreds of other wildlife species, allowing bears to serve as 
an umbrella species in habitat conservation efforts. Coordination across various planning 
and conservation efforts is critical to ensure effective use of limited resources to acquire 
easements, acquire property, and/or provide habitat management assistance across the state. 
Most of the additional 2,000 square miles of bear habitat in private land ownership needed 
to meet the minimum population objectives identified in this Plan (Table 8) overlap acreages 
designated in other Florida planning efforts (Table 54). Over 94% of the 28,906 square miles 
identified in the Critical Lands and Waters Identification Project, for example, is considered 
either primary, secondary, or traversable habitat for bears. The FWC’s bear programs, as 
currently staffed and funded, can perform some actions addressing habitat conservation, but 
more coordination with other parts of the agency, as well as partner agencies and nonprofit 
groups, would be beneficial, given the scale and complexity of landscape conservation.

Table 54. Landscape-scale wildlife habitat planning efforts in Florida.a

Effort / Plan Total Area (miles2) Total Area Privately 
Owned (miles2)

FWC Gopher Tortoise Management Plan 3,055 961
Florida Forever 5,708 3,409
FWC Black Bear Management Plan 11,766 1,975
Critical Lands & Waters Identification Project 37,013 19,492
Florida Wildlife Corridor 26,145 10,898
Florida Conservation Blueprint 37,625 19,561

a Acreages in one effort/plan are not mutually exclusive from other efforts/plans.
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Chapter 7: Anticipated Impacts

This chapter addresses the impacts of society on bears as well as the effects bears 
have on people, including the social, economic, and ecological impacts. Humans and bears 
have interacted with one another throughout Florida’s history. Human-bear conflicts can 
occur when bear foods are planted or maintained near homes (e.g., blueberries, oak trees) 
and when human-provided foods (e.g., unsecured garbage, pet food, bird feed) are easily 
available to bears. Interactions are more likely when natural bear foods become scarce, such 
as during years of mast failure caused by drought, wildfires, or other natural environmental 
fluctuations.

Social Impacts
People value wildlife for many reasons and their perspectives vary according to 

individual interests (Kellert 1980). Bears are considered charismatic animals and many people 
enjoy the opportunity to view them (Kellert 1994, Jonker et al. 1998, Bowman et al. 2001, 
Morzillo et al. 2007, Miller et al. 2008). Kellert (1994) offers that the positive attitudes people 
have about bears could be because bears are “phylogenetically similar to humans, intelligent, 
and aesthetically pleasing.” People can also enjoy bears without ever viewing them. Bears are 
symbolic of Florida wilderness and have cultural significance (Black 1998), meaning that they 
add value to our lives simply by existing. The overall impact of bears on society depends 
on how individuals with differing values perceive and experience bears and human-bear 
interactions (Kellert 1994).

Early European settlers in Florida valued bears mostly for meat, hides, fat, and other 
products, but otherwise treated them as a threat to livestock and a competitor for food. 
This was a common viewpoint well into the 20th century and resulted in severe reductions 
in bear abundance. In the second half of the 20th century, several factors led to more 
positive attitudes toward wildlife, and predators in particular: a shift to less of a subsistence 
economy, greater understanding of the ecological importance of predators (Bjerke and 
Kaltenborn 1999), and the listing of bears as a State-threatened Species (McDaniel 1974). 
Despite this overall shift in the public opinion about bears, a wide range of attitudes toward 
bears still exists in Florida because of people’s differing experiences with bears and varying 
interests in them (McDonald 1998, Miller et al. 2008, Responsive Management 2016). 

The frequency and nature of interactions with bears influence public opinion of those 
interactions as good or bad, and ultimately leads to an overall positive or negative view 
toward bears (Kellert 1994). For example, a beekeeper who has lost bee hives to a bear may 
have a lower tolerance for bears than before the damage. Similarly, urban residents living 
near a forest who enjoy knowing bears live nearby are less enthusiastic after a bear damages 
their bird feeder. The FWC must attempt to balance the benefits people gain from bears 
against human tolerance for human-bear conflicts. Lower tolerance for bears in areas of 
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higher human populations will limit bear populations before available resources become a 
limiting factor and environmental resistance begins to slow population growth (Kellert 1994). 

Implementation of this Plan should result in fewer negative human-bear interactions 
and a higher acceptance of bears. Residents may have a sense of ownership and increased 
responsibility for bears in their area if they are allowed to provide input into local bear 
management activities through programs such as BSGs. Responsible management of bear 
populations based on the best available science will help maintain public support for bear 
conservation. Habitat conservation efforts will provide many additional direct benefits to 
residents while human-bear conflicts decline due to changes in waste management policies 
by local governments and the potential relocation or removal of bears from areas of dense 
human populations (Barrett et al. 2014). The FWC will continue to implement effective 
measures to reduce and prevent human-bear conflicts. Education and outreach regarding 
living with bears is critical to the success of this plan. People need to know about bear 
behavior and how to reduce bear activity in their neighborhoods to increase public safety. 
As of June 5, 2019, 13 people have received medical attention for injuries caused by black 
bears in Florida (Appendix II). In most of those incidents, the bears were defending cubs, 
food, or themselves. 

If the management practices outlined in this Plan are not implemented, there is a high 
likelihood of increasing negative interactions between bears and people. Without responsible 
population management, bear populations will continue to grow beyond suitable habitat. 
Habitat conservation efforts will need to focus on connections between bear subpopulations 
as development continues to change the landscape in Florida. As human and bear 
populations continue to increase, effective conflict management will become more critical. 
Without education and outreach campaigns to educate people on how to avoid conflicts 
with bears, potential public safety issues will likely increase. If current trends continue, the 
number of human-bear conflicts may increase to a point that results in a reduced tolerance 
of bears by Floridians and subsequent lack of support for bear conservation. If residents are 
not allowed to be involved in local bear management decisions through practices such as 
BSGs, there could be an overall lower tolerance for bears on the landscape. 

Economic Impacts
Positive economic benefits of bears might include the stimulation of local economies 

in bear range through wildlife viewing and regulated hunting. Negative economic impacts 
include property damage (including damage caused by vehicle-bear collisions) and the cost 
of reducing conflicts throughout their range.

Educational events such as wildlife festivals can boost local economies by providing 
opportunities for vendors to sell merchandise and promote their businesses, as well as 
travel-related expenses for out-of-town visitors. Bear-related activities like wildlife viewing 
can lead to the creation of private sector jobs and increase the local sales of equipment, 
food, fuel, and lodging, which then provides revenue to local and state governments via 
taxes and fees.
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The designation of bear scenic byways may further develop local economies by 
increasing the popularity of an area and attracting more visitors. In February 2008, portions 
of State Roads 40 and 19 were designated as the Florida Black Bear Scenic Byway through a 
cooperative effort among Marion, Lake, Putnam, and Volusia county government officials; 
Ocala NF staff; and business owners, land owners, and residents along the corridor. Byways 
such as this are eligible to receive federal funding for the construction of informational kiosks 
and interpretive areas, and to apply for status as a National Scenic Highway.

Another benefit of following the habitat conservation and population management 
recommendations in this Plan may be the economic stimulation of local communities 
through bear-viewing opportunities. People enjoy visiting areas that afford opportunities 
to see bears. Visitors to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, for example, gave 
higher preferences to seeing a bear than any other wildlife species (Burghardt et al. 1972). 
Such attraction of people toward bears can lead to positive economic impacts. The FWC 
is regularly asked where bears can be viewed in the wild. Ecotourism near black bear 
populations might improve rural economies by attracting a portion of the state’s 124 million 
tourists (Visit Florida 2018). Overall, tourism revenue statewide in 2017 was over $110 billion 
dollars, which included over $6.8 million spent by wildlife viewers (Visit Florida 2018). 

Implementation of this Plan can also result in economic benefits for large landowners 
of suitable bear habitat who have bears on their land. The FWC can assist landowners with 
negotiating conservation easements and other tax-saving programs associated with keeping 
their land in a natural state. 

The economic impacts of regulated hunting are well established (Duda et al. 2010, USDOI 
et al. 2018). Regulated bear hunting in Florida started in the 1930s and ended in 1993. Bears 
are used for their meat, hides, and fat. Bear meat provides protein-rich food, hides can be 
used as textiles or decoration, and fat can be used to make oil and soap (Brown 1996). Bear 
hunting in 2015 resulted in over $375,000 from permit sales alone. The FWC used those funds 
to assist in the purchase of bear-resistant equipment for communities experiencing high 
levels of human-bear conflicts. The 2015 bear hunt also increased the sale of meat processing, 
taxidermy services, hunting guides, travel, and lodging throughout the state. 

Bears can be a financial liability when they interact negatively with humans, particularly 
if the interaction results in property damage. On occasion, bears break down fences to enter 
backyards and destroy doors on sheds and homes to access food. In rare cases, individual 
bears have learned how to open vehicle doors and have destroyed the interior of vehicles. 
Livestock and agricultural damage can have a significant impact on small farms. Between 
2009 and 2018, 3% of bear-related calls to the FWC reported bears injuring or killing pets or 
livestock (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). While it is assumed that protecting livestock and 
bees is a cost of doing business in Florida, the cost may be high for some companies trying 
to protect large acreages or for smaller operations trying to get their businesses established. 
Property damage was reported in approximately 12% of complaints to the FWC from 2009 
through 2018 (FWC, unpublished data, 2019). These damages include structural damage to 
pens, fences, and sheds, as well as the depredation of bee yards and livestock. 
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The frequency and severity of other human-bear conflicts can be reduced by decreasing 
the availability of human-provided foods. As the number of human-bear conflicts decreases, 
economic costs associated with property damage should also decline.

Since 2012, at least 230 bears have been killed by cars on Florida’s roads each year 
(Figure 5). Vehicle-bear collisions are of concern because they not only result in bear death 
and property damage, but also can pose a human safety issue. Conservation actions such as 
warning signs, slower posted speed limits, fencing, and wildlife underpasses reduce the risk 
of such collisions. 

The cost to agencies and local economies of implementing this Plan is another potentially 
negative economic impact due to bears. If meeting Plan objectives requires large amounts 
of habitat to be purchased and placed in conservation, significant resources will be required. 
Local governments would have a reduction of tax revenues because Conservation Lands are 
assessed at lower rates. Additional cost to local municipalities would include securing garbage 
to implement the portions of this Plan that reduce human-bear conflicts. In recent years, 
the FWC has been able to provide cost-share funding to counties, cities, and homeowners 
associations to offset the costs to secure trash and other attractants from bears. Funding 
initially came from proceeds of the sales of the CWT specialty license plate through the 
Foundation. Starting in 2016, the funding base was broadened to include proceeds from the 
sales of bear hunting permits in 2015, Legislative funding, and general tax revenues. As of 
June 2019, the FWC has awarded almost $2.1 million to the 16 counties in Florida with the 
most human-bear conflicts (Table 10). The funding has helped many local communities, from 
the county to homeowner association level, start the process of becoming BearWise (see 
Chapter 3: Education and Outreach). 

Alternatively, not implementing various aspects of this Plan could result in significant 
economic costs to agencies and local economies. Without organized management efforts, 
bears-related tourism opportunities will be minimized, and human-bear conflicts will likely 
increase, particularly among urban and suburban communities on the edge of bear range. 
Individuals there will incur the cost of repeated conflicts with bears, but will receive limited, 
if any, economic benefits from them. An increase in human-bear conflicts will prove costly to 
agencies (e.g., USFS, local police departments) responsible for handling these complaints and 
will pose a significant threat to bear conservation efforts. 

Ecological Impacts
Bears are an umbrella species because they require large home ranges and diverse 

natural-plant communities, so preserving and managing healthy bear populations provides 
habitat for many other species as well. Additionally, corridors established and maintained 
for bears can be used by other species, either as corridors or as habitat. Bears also may serve 
an important ecological role in their communities as seed dispersers (Auger et al. 2002) and 
scavengers (Pelton 1982). Conserving bears and bear habitat ensures that bears can continue 
such meaningful ecological roles.
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Although bears compete with other animals for certain foods such as acorns, saw 
palmetto, and sabal palm berries and will occasionally kill small mammals, they feed on a 
wide variety of foods based on seasonal availability (Maehr and Brady 1984). While there 
may be localized or seasonal impacts from increased bear numbers, no single plant or 
animal species would be considered vulnerable to an increased statewide bear population. 
Additionally, no animal preys on bears as their primary source of food.

Considering the high rate of urbanization and human population growth in Florida, a 
concerted effort is required to conserve habitat and decrease habitat loss, degradation, 
and fragmentation. In addition to providing wildlife habitat, large forests offer benefits 
to people, which can include groundwater recharge, long-term storage of carbon dioxide, 
water filtration, flood-water storage, wood products, and recreational opportunities (Allen 
et al. 2001). If the conservation actions detailed within this Plan are not implemented to 
conserve habitat, smaller bear subpopulations may decline in numbers and, because bears 
are an umbrella species, it is possible that local populations of other flora and fauna reliant 
on the same intact habitat may decline and the ecological services that benefit people may 
be reduced.

As additional habitat is lost and fragmented, bears will likely be forced to forage 
closer to or within neighborhoods. Bears will become more habituated and food 
conditioned to people, causing the frequency and severity of human-bear conflicts to 
increase. Because those outcomes could collectively lead to a significant reduction in 
public support for bear conservation, consequences to statewide management efforts 
could be far-reaching and drastic.

Implementation of this Plan should not only result in healthy and genetically connected 
bear populations in Florida, it should also enhance the populations of a wide variety of other 
plants and animals and promote a well-informed citizenry that knows how to coexist with 
bears without conflicts.
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Appendix I. 
Florida counties identified by Bear Management Unit (BMU) and whether they are in 
Frequent, Common, or in neither of those bear range categories (color-coded by BMU).
County BMU Frequent Common
Alachua Central Yes Yes
Baker North Yes Yes
Bay East Panhandle Yes Yes
Bradford Central Yes Yes
Brevard Central No Yes
Broward South No Yes
Calhoun East Panhandle Yes Yes
Charlotte South Central No Yes
Citrus Big Bend Yes Yes
Clay Central Yes Yes
Collier South Yes Yes
Columbia North Yes Yes
De Soto South Central No Yes
Dixie Big Bend No Yes
Duval North No Yes
Escambia West Panhandle Yes Yes
Flagler Central Yes Yes
Franklin East Panhandle Yes Yes
Gadsden East Panhandle Yes Yes
Gilchrist Big Bend No No
Glades South Central Yes Yes
Gulf East Panhandle Yes Yes
Hamilton North Yes Yes
Hardee South Central No Yes
Hendry South Yes Yes
Hernando Big Bend Yes Yes
Highlands South Central Yes Yes
Hillsborough South Central No No
Holmes West Panhandle No Yes
Indian River South Central No No
Jackson East Panhandle No Yes
Jefferson East Panhandle Yes Yes
Lafayette Big Bend No Yes
Lake Central Yes Yes 
Lee South Yes Yes 
Leon East Panhandle Yes Yes
Levy Big Bend No Yes
Liberty East Panhandle Yes Yes
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County BMU Frequent Common
Madison East Panhandle No Yes
Manatee South Central No No
Marion Central Yes Yes
Martin South Central No No
Miami-Dade South No No
Monroe South Yes Yes
Nassau North No Yes
Okaloosa West Panhandle Yes Yes
Okeechobee South Central No No
Orange Central Yes Yes
Osceola South Central No Yes
Palm Beach South No Yes
Pasco Big Bend Yes Yes
Pinellas South Central No No
Polk South Central No Yes
Putnam Central Yes Yes
Santa Rosa West Panhandle Yes Yes
Sarasota South Central No Yes
Seminole Central Yes Yes
St. Johns Central Yes Yes
St. Lucie South Central No No
Sumter Central Yes Yes
Suwannee North No Yes
Taylor East Panhandle Yes Yes
Union North Yes Yes
Volusia Central Yes Yes
Wakulla East Panhandle Yes Yes
Walton West Panhandle Yes Yes
Washington East Panhandle Yes Yes
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Appendix II.  
Table of documented incidents of people seeking medical attention for injuries caused by 
Florida black bears since records were kept starting in 1976 (excludes vehicle collisions). 

Date  City  County  Description 
01/10/18  Naples  Collier  Man let dog out, dog ran back inside, man went out, adult female bear 

with yearlings scratched man on face, required stitches. 
01/28/17  Gulf Breeze  Santa Rosa  Man’s dog approached adult female bear and yearlings, man followed 

dog, hit bear, bear scratched man on face, required stitches, and 
scratched man on arm and shoulder. 

10/23/15  Eastpoint   Franklin  Man approached cubs, then opened dumpster, adult female bear 
inside, adult female bear jumped onto man, scratching him in multiple 
locations, including on elbow, required stitches. 

10/5/15  Orange City  Orange  Man let dog out, dog chased bear, man followed dog. Bear chased man 
and knocked him over, then scratched him on the buttocks. 

12/21/14  Eastpoint  Franklin  Teenaged girl walking dog, adult female bear with three cubs knocked 
her down, bit and clawed her repeatedly causing serious injuries. 

12/2/14  Lake Mary  Seminole  Woman walking dog when it pulled her to ground going after bear, 
causing serious injury to woman’s knee. Dog then retreated, bear bit 
woman on arm, treated for knee injury and puncture wounds. 

04/12/14  Lake Mary  Seminole  Woman walked outside her house, saw two adult and three juvenile 
bears feeding on garbage, an adult bear knocked her down, grabbed her 
by the head and dragged her, causing serious injuries. 

12/02/13  Longwood  Seminole  Woman walking dogs, adult female bear knocked woman down, bit her 
multiple times on head/face causing serious injuries. 

03/16/12  Longwood  Seminole  Adult female bear and yearling approached woman and dog, woman 
fell as she retreated, bear bit woman once on buttocks, treated for 
puncture wounds. 

05/20/11  Carrabelle  Franklin  Contractor bitten on finger by juvenile male bear captured in culvert 
trap, man treated for circulatory/nervous system damage. 

12/10/09  Longwood  Seminole  Man hand-feeding adult female bear, bear scratched man’s face, 
transported to hospital for treatment. 

09/19/09  Mt Dora  Lake  Woman opens porch door to let two cubs out, adult female bear outside 
struck woman with its mouth open, causing puncture wound and large 
bruise on thigh. 

2006  Hog Valley  Marion  Man struck bear with pipe that was attacking his hog, bear swiped at 
man and scratched his arm, requiring stitches. 
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Appendix III. 
Excerpts from Rules and Statutes related to Florida black bears  
68A-1.004 Definitions. 
The following definitions are for the purpose of carrying out the provisions of the rules of 
the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission relating to wild animal life and freshwater 
aquatic life. As used herein, the singular includes the plural. The following shall be construed 
respectively to mean: 

(25) Cub bear – A bear that is less than 100 pounds whole (ungutted) or less than 75 
pounds eviscerated (gutted) weight. 

(39) Game mammals – Deer, gray squirrel, bear, rabbits, and non-native species generally 
considered game such as elk, antelope and buffalo. 

(73) Small game – Game species other than deer, bear or wild turkey. 

68A-4.001 General Prohibitions. 
(4)(a) Intentionally feeding bears is prohibited except as provided for in this Title. 

(b) Placing food or garbage, allowing the placement of food or garbage, or offering food 
or garbage that attracts bears and is likely to create or creates a nuisance is prohibited after 
receiving prior written notification from the Commission. 

68A-4.004 Possession of Wildlife or Freshwater Fish or the Carcasses Thereof. 
(5) No person shall possess the carcass or parts thereof of any black bear, unless such 

carcass or parts thereof is of an animal for which possession was permitted under Chapter 
68A-6, F.A.C. or was legally taken or acquired and is possessed in accordance with subsection 
68A-12.004(12), F.A.C. 

68A-4.009 Florida Black Bear Conservation.  
(1) No person shall take, possess, injure, shoot, collect, or sell black bears or their parts or 

to attempt to engage in such conduct except as authorized by Commission rule or by permit 
from the Commission.  

(2) The Commission will issue permits authorizing intentional take of bears when it 
determines such authorization furthers scientific or conservation purposes which will benefit 
the survival potential of the species or to reduce property damage caused by bears. For 
purposes of this rule, activities that are eligible for a permit include:  

(a) Collection of scientific data needed for conservation or management of the species;  

(b) Taking bears that are causing property damage when no non-lethal options can 
provide practical resolution to the damage, and the Commission is unable to capture the 
bear.  

(3) The Commission authorizes members of the public to take a bear in an attempt to 

https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=GENERAL:%20OWNERSHIP,%20SHORT%20TITLE,%20SEVERABILITY%20AND%20DEFINITIONS&ID=68A-1.004
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=GENERAL%20PROHIBITIONS%20AND%20REQUIREMENTS&ID=68A-4.001
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=GENERAL%20PROHIBITIONS%20AND%20REQUIREMENTS&ID=68A-4.004
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/ruleno.asp?id=68A-4.009
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scare a bear away from people using methods considered non-lethal. Staff shall authorize 
specific methods and situations that qualify for this authorization at http://MyFWC.com/
bear/.  

(4) The Commission will provide technical assistance to land owners and comments 
to permitting agencies in order to minimize and avoid potential negative human-bear 
interactions or impacts of land modifications on the conservation and management of 
black bears. The Commission will base its comments and recommendations on the goals and 
objectives of the approved Florida Black Bear Management Plan. The plan can be obtained at 
http://MyFWC.com/bear/.  

68A-9.007 Special-use Permits; Short-term Use Permits; Fees; Special-Opportunity 
Hunting and Fishing. 
Special-use permits, short-term use permits, and fees for such permits are hereby established 
as follows: 

(1) Limited entry (special hunting and fishing) opportunities for which special-use permits 
are required shall be established by rule or, for small-game areas, by order of the Executive 
Director pursuant to Rule 68A-13.007, F.A.C., subject to the following provisions: 

(e) Special-use permits shall be transferable, except that special-use bear permits shall 
not be transferable and special-opportunity dove hunt permits shall not be transferable after 
the date and time they become effective. 

(2) The Commission establishes fees for special-use permits and non-refundable 
application fees for limited entry (special hunting and fishing) opportunities as follows: 

(b) Special-use bear permit: 

1. The fee for a special-use bear permit for a resident to take bears in this state pursuant 
to Rule 68A-13.004, F.A.C., is $100. 

2. The fee for a special-use bear permit for a non-resident to take bears in this state 
pursuant to Rule 68A-13.004, F.A.C., is $300. 

3. There shall be no application fee for a special-use bear permit and applications must 
be submitted by 11:59 p.m. the day prior to the bear season as established in Rule 68A-13.004, 
F.A.C. 

68A-9.010 Taking Nuisance Wildlife. 
Any person owning property may take nuisance wildlife or they may authorize another 
person to take nuisance wildlife on their behalf except those species listed in subsection (1) 
below on their property by any method except those methods listed in subsection (2) below. 
Persons responsible for government owned property are considered “landowners” for the 
purpose of this rule. Notwithstanding the provisions of this section, the executive director or 
a designee may issue permits authorizing the take of additional species of wildlife, additional 
methods of take or alternative forms of disposition and transportation for justifiable 

https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=MISCELLANEOUS%20PERMITS&ID=68A-9.007
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=MISCELLANEOUS%20PERMITS&ID=68A-9.007
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=MISCELLANEOUS%20PERMITS&ID=68A-9.010
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purposes pursuant to Rule 68A-9.002, F.A.C., provided authorizations shall be denied or 
revoked upon reasonable conclusion that the requested or permitted activity would be 
detrimental to fish and wildlife resources or public health and safety. 

(1) Wildlife that may not be taken as nuisance wildlife: 

(a) Species listed in Chapter 68A-27, F.A.C. 

(b) The following mammals: 

1. Black bear. 

68A-12.002 General Methods of Taking Game and Crows; Prohibitions. 
(3) Resident game birds, crows or game mammals may be taken with any of the 

following: 

(a) Shotgun. 

(b) Rifle, revolver or pistol, except that: 

1. No fully automatic firearm may be used. 

2. Firearms using any rimfire cartridge are prohibited for taking deer or bear. 

3. The use of non-expanding, full metal case (military ball) ammunition is prohibited for 
taking deer or bear. 

4. No centerfire semi-automatic rifle having a magazine capacity of more than five 
rounds may be used. 

5. Muzzleloading guns of less than .40 caliber firing a single bullet or of less than 20 
gauge firing two or more balls, are prohibited for taking deer or bear. 

6. The take of game specified for any muzzleloading gun season with any gun other than 
a bow, crossbow or muzzleloading gun is prohibited except this subparagraph shall not limit 
the methods of take of game specified for any coinciding season. 

(c) Air guns may be used to take gray squirrel and rabbit only. 

(d) Falcon. 

(e) Bow or crossbow, except that: 

1. Any arrow or bolt used to take deer, bear or turkey shall be equipped with a broadhead 
that has a minimum of two sharpened edges with a minimum width of 7/8 inches. 

(7) The taking of fawn deer, cub bear, bear with one or more cub bear, panther or 
swimming deer is prohibited. 

(b) Non-migratory game may be taken in proximity to game feeding stations which are 
maintained with feed (corn, wheat, grain or any other food substance deposited by other 
than normal agricultural harvesting or planting) throughout the year provided that each 

https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.002
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feeding station shall have been maintained at least six months prior to the taking of game in 
proximity thereof. Wild turkey may not be taken if the hunter is less than 100 yards from a 
game feeding station when feed is present. Bear may not be taken if the hunter or the bear 
is less than 100 yards from a game feeding station when feed is present. 

(c) No processed food products may be used at game feeding stations in any area of the 
state with an established bear season. Processed food products are any food substance that 
has been modified by the addition of ingredients or by treatment to modify its chemical 
composition or form or to enhance its aroma or taste. This includes: food products enhanced 
by sugar, honey, syrups, oils, salts, spices, peanut butter, grease, meat, bones, or blood; 
candies, pastries, gum, and sugar blocks; and extracts of such products but does not include 
scented sprays or aerosols and scent powders. 

(d) Notwithstanding (c) above, pelletized feeds, flavored corns or other grains, and 
mineral or vitamin supplements specifically and exclusively produced or marketed for 
feeding deer and commercially available feeds specifically and exclusively marketed for 
feeding swine (hogs) may be used at game feeding stations statewide. 

68A-12.003 Protection of Certain Deer and Turkey; Tagging of Deer, Bear, and Turkey; 
Evidence of Sex Required. 

(4) Positive evidence of sex identification in the form of testicles, penis, penis sheath, 
udder or vulva shall remain naturally attached to the carcass of all bear taken and shall 
remain attached until the bear is checked at a Commisssion designated check station. 

(5) No bear shall be dismembered until checked at a Commission designated check 
station. Bear may be dismembered in the camp or field after being checked at a Commission 
designated check station but each portion shall have a tag affixed to it identifying the name, 
address, and FWC Recreational Licensing Issuance Services Customer ID number of the person 
who killed it. 

68A-12.004 Possession or Sale of Birds or Mammals; Taxidermy Operations and 
Mounting Requirements. 

(8) The foregoing shall not prohibit the sale or purchase of articles manufactured from 
the heads, antlers, horns, hides, teeth and feet of lawfully taken game mammals, except 
black bear. 

(e) No permit shall be required for the mounting of carcasses, green hides, or uncured 
parts of: 

2. Specimens of game mammals except black bear, game birds, fox squirrel, otter, bobcat 
or mink that were killed on roads or highways. 

(12) The sale or purchase of any bear carcass or any part thereof is prohibited. The sale 
or purchase of any taxidermal specimen of a black bear is prohibited. The sale or purchase of 
a taxidermal specimen of any other species of bear is prohibited unless it was legally taken 
or acquired and has attached thereto a tag bearing the name and address of the possessor 

https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.003
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.003
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.004
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.004
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and the date when and the specific place where it was taken or acquired. In addition the 
possessor of any taxidermal speciman of any bear shall have in his possession documentation 
that the specimen was legally taken, acquired, or exported from the state or country of 
origin. The possession or transportation of any carcass or untanned skin of any bear is 
prohibited unless it was legally taken or acquired and has attached thereto a Commission 
bear tag or a tag bearing the name and address of the possessor, the species, and the date 
when and specific place where it was taken or acquired. In addition the possessor of the 
carcass or untanned skin shall have in his possession documentation that it was legally taken, 
acquired or exported from the state or country of origin. 

68A-12.007 Hunting Dogs; Molesting Game in Closed Season; Training; Field Trials; 
Prohibited for Certain Hunting. 

(11) Taking bear by aid of a dog is prohibited except that dogs on leash may be used for 
trailing shot bear. 

68A-13.0001 Definitions. 
When used in this rule chapter, the terms and phrases listed below have the meaning 
provided: 

(3) Bear Management Unit (BMU) – The following geographical portions of the state: 

(a) East Panhandle BMU – The counties of Bay, Calhoun, Franklin, Gadsden, Gulf, Jackson, 
Jefferson, Leon, Liberty, Madison, Taylor, Wakulla, and Washington. 

(b) North BMU – The counties of Baker, Columbia, Duval, Hamilton, Nassau, Suwannee, 
and Union. 

(c) Central BMU – The counties of Alachua, Bradford, Brevard, Clay, Flagler, Lake, Marion, 
Orange, Putnam, Seminole, St. Johns, Sumter, and Volusia. 

(d) South BMU – The counties of Broward, Collier, Hendry, Lee, Miami-Dade, Monroe, and 
Palm Beach. 

68A-13.004 Hunting Regulations for Non-Migratory Game and Issuance of Antlerless 
Deer Permits and Private Lands Deer Management Permits. 
The hunting regulations for non-migratory game shall be as follows unless otherwise 
amended by the Commission, provided that regulations for hunting on wildlife management 
areas shall be as established by specific rule. 

(1) Bag and possession limits: 

(d) Bear: daily, possession and season bag 1. 

(g) Bear: 

1. East Panhandle, North, Central, and South BMUs: Opening the Saturday prior to 
the last Saturday in October and closing 6 days thereafter. If a BMUs harvest objective, 
established pursuant to subparagraph 2., is attained prior to the season close and on or 

https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.007
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=RULES%20RELATING%20TO%20GAME&ID=68A-12.007
https://www.flrules.org/gateway/RuleNo.asp?title=GENERAL%20HUNTING%20REGULATIONS&ID=68A-13.0001
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after the second day of the season, that BMU’s season shall close at 11:59 p.m. on the day its 
harvest objective is attained. 

2. The harvest objective for each BMU shall be as established by Order of the Executive 
Director, after approval of the Commission, and shall be based on the proportion of the 
BMU population available for harvest consistent with biologically sustainable population 
objectives for each BMU. 

3. All bear taken shall be checked and tagged within 12 hours of recovery at a Commission 
designated check station. The tag shall remain affixed to the hide until it is tanned or 
mounted. 

F.S. 379.3762  Personal possession of wildlife.  
(1) It is unlawful for any person or persons to possess any wildlife as defined in this act, 

whether native to Florida or not, until she or he has obtained a permit as provided by this 
section from the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. 

(2) The classifications of types of wildlife and fees to be paid for permits for the personal 
possession of wildlife shall be as follows:  

(a) Class I—Wildlife which, because of its nature, habits, or status, shall not be possessed 
as a personal pet. 

(b) Class II—Wildlife considered to present a real or potential threat to human safety, the 
sum of $140 per annum. 

(c) Class III—All other wildlife not included in Class I or Class II, for which a no-cost permit 
must be obtained from the commission. 

(3) Any person, firm, corporation, or association exhibiting or selling wildlife and being 
duly permitted as provided by s. 379.304 shall be exempt from the fee requirement to receive 
a permit under this section. 

(4) This section shall not apply to the possession, control, care, and maintenance of 
ostriches, emus, rheas, and bison domesticated and confined for commercial farming 
purposes, except those kept and maintained on hunting preserves or game farms or primarily 
for exhibition purposes in zoos, carnivals, circuses, and other such establishments where such 
species are kept primarily for display to the public. 

(5) A person who violates this section is punishable as provided in s. 379.4015. 

68A-6.002 Categories of Captive Wildlife. 
(1) The Commission hereby establishes the following categories of wildlife including their 

taxonomic successors and subspecies thereof: 

(a) Class I: 

13. Bears (family Ursidae) 

http://m.flsenate.gov/Statutes/379.3762
http://m.flsenate.gov/Statutes/379.3762


Florida Black Bear Management Plan168

(2) Except as provided in Rule 68A-6.0021, F.A.C., Class I wildlife shall not be possessed for 
personal use. 

(3) Persons possessing any captive wildlife for purposes of public display or sale shall 
obtain a permit as specified in Section 379.3761, F.S. 

F. S. 776.012 Use or threatened use of force in defense of person. 
(1) A person is justified in using or threatening to use force, except deadly force, against 

another when and to the extent that the person reasonably believes that such conduct 
is necessary to defend himself or herself or another against the other’s imminent use 
of unlawful force. A person who uses or threatens to use force in accordance with this 
subsection does not have a duty to retreat before using or threatening to use such force. 

(2) A person is justified in using or threatening to use deadly force if he or she reasonably 
believes that using or threatening to use such force is necessary to prevent imminent death 
or great bodily harm to himself or herself or another or to prevent the imminent commission 
of a forcible felony. A person who uses or threatens to use deadly force in accordance with 
this subsection does not have a duty to retreat and has the right to stand his or her ground if 
the person using or threatening to use the deadly force is not engaged in a criminal activity 
and is in a place where he or she has a right to be.

http://m.flsenate.gov/Statutes/776.012
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Appendix IV. 
Florida black bear harvest information collected by the Florida Game and Fresh Water 
Fish Commission (the FWC’s predecessor) from 1973 to 1993 and from the Florida Fish 
and Wildlife Conservation Commission in 2015.* 

Year # Males # Females Total 
Unknown

% Females 
(of Known)

Total 
Harvest*

# of 
Hunters

% Success

1973 1 0 3 0% 4
1974 1 1 1 50% 3
1975 8 7 4 47% 19  
1976 7 1 1 13% 9
1977 1 0 33 0% 34
1978 5 7 29 58% 41
1979 1 1 9 50% 11  
1980 7 8 31 53% 46 698 7%
1981 19 12 2 39% 33 1,620 2%
1982 22 10 4 31% 36 934 4%
1983 16 19 0 54% 35 1,336 3%
1984 32 14 0 30% 46 1,798 3%
1985 41 27 0 40% 68
1986 36 15 0 29% 51
1987 28 17 0 38% 45
1988 30 11 0 27% 41
1989 46 14 0 23% 60 
1990 30 8 0 21% 38
1991 50 10 0 17% 60
1992 21 1 13 5% 35
1993 59 3 0 5% 62
 
2015 126 178 0  59% 304 3,145 10%

*1973 to 1981 harvest information represents a portion rather than the total harvest during those years, as hunters were not required to 
bring harvested bears to a check station during this time.
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Appendix V. 
Population estimates, trends and hunting status of the 40 states with resident black bear 
populations (compiled from survey results from the 2018 Western Black Bear Workshop 
and 2019 Eastern Black Bear Workshop).
State Population Species 

Status
Hunting 
Season

Annual 
Harvest 

(Averagea)

Percentage 
of 

Population 
Harvested/

Year

Estimate 
(Mean)

Trend

Alabama 600 Up Listed No N/A N/A
Alaska 100,000 Unknown Game Yes 2,042 2%
Arizona 2,000 Unknown Game Yes 237 12%
Arkansas 4,500 Up Game Yes 439 10%
California 35,000 Up Game Yes 1,545 4%
Colorado 18,500 Stable Game Yes 962 5%
Connecticut 800 Up Listed No N/A N/A
Florida 4,050 Up Game No N/A N/A
Georgia 4,100 Stable Game Yes 383 9%
Idaho 27,000 Unknown Game Yes 2,334 9%
Kentucky 600 Up Game Yes 37 6%
Louisiana 650 Up Game No N/A N/A
Maine 38,000 Up Game Yes 3,003 8%
Maryland 2,250 Up Game Yes 119 5%
Massachusetts 4,500 Up Game Yes 246 5%
Michigan 11,800 Up Game Yes 1,628 14%
Minnesota 13,500 Stable Game Yes 2,009 15%
Mississippi 200 Up Listed No N/A N/A
Missouri 400 Up Game No N/A N/A
Montana 13,307 Stable Game Yes 1,412 11%
Nevada 600 Up Game Yes 14 2%
New Hampshire 5,800 Up Game Yes 816 14%
New Jersey 2,510 Up Game Yes 411 16%
New Mexico 7,989 Stable Game Yes 556 7%
New York 7,500 Up Game Yes 1,519 20%
North Carolina 18,500 Up Game Yes 3,150 17%
Ohio 75 Up Listed No N/A N/A
Oklahoma 1,600 Up Game Yes 53 3%
Oregon 27,500 Stable Game Yes 1,228 4%
Pennsylvania 20,000 Stable Game Yes 3,354 17%
South Carolina 900 Up Game Yes 93 10%
Tennessee 6,000 Up Game Yes 525 9%
Texas 300 Stable Listed No N/A N/A
Utah 3,500 Stable Game Yes 229 7%
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State Population Species 
Status

Hunting 
Season

Annual 
Harvest 

(Averagea)

Percentage 
of 

Population 
Harvested/

Year

Estimate 
(Mean)

Trend

Vermont 5,150 Stable Game Yes 645 13%
Virginia 18,000 Stable Game Yes 2,570 14%
Washington 20,000 Unknown Game Yes 1,800 9%
West Virginia 14,000 Up Game Yes 2,912 21%
Wisconsin 24,000 Up Game Yes 4,250 18%
Wyoming Unknown Stable Game Yes 409 Unknown

a WBBW used 10 years of harvest data to develop annual average harvest, whereas EBBW used three years.
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Appendix VI. 
Description of potential bear habitat

Potential bear habitat are areas with characteristics that make them more likely to have 
bears living there. As the name implies, potential bear habitat is not necessarily occupied 
by bears. The four characteristics of potential bear habitat are 1) land cover type, 2) habitat 
patch size, 3) distance from high-quality habitats, and 4) connectivity and size of large 
habitats across the landscape. Four habitat groupings were identified using the Florida 
Cooperative Land Cover Map (2016 version 3.2) and potential bear habitat was mapped based 
on rules established for each grouping by Endries et al. (2009). The four habitat groupings 
were 1) primary habitat, 2) secondary habitat, 3) traversable matrix, and 4) mangrove (Table 
V1.1). Because bears are capable of crossing minor waterways, roads and other potentially 
narrow zones of intensive land uses, the traversable matrix also included water gaps, urban, 
and extractive land uses less than 120 meters (390 feet) wide.

Primary and secondary bear habitat was delineated from the FWC land cover/land 
use maps (Wooding and Hardisky 1988, Cox et al. 1994, Maehr et al. 2001) (Table V.1), using 
methods similar to Cox et al. (1994). For primary habitat, all primary habitat patches greater 
than 0.06 square miles were identified, based on the methods used in Cox et al. (1994). 
Additionally, all primary habitat patches less than 0.06 square miles and all secondary habitat 
within 0.6 miles and connected to the 0.06 square mile patches (including through suitable 
matrix land uses) were identified. Secondary habitat differs from primary in that bears may 
use secondary frequently but use of such areas depends to some degree on nearby land 
cover (Cox et al. 1994, p. 50). Traversable areas may not serve as habitat for bears but can 
be crossed to reach other patches of primary and secondary habitat. Mangrove forest cover 
within 6 miles of, and contiguous with, primary or secondary habitats was identified. The 
6-mile distance was selected by determining the distance needed to encompass all telemetry 
locations of bears within the mangrove zone in southwest Florida.

Areas dominated by intensive urban land uses were deleted from consideration as 
potential habitat by identifying all blocks of intensive urban land use that were within 60 
meters (390 feet) of each other in 2018 and eliminating small or narrow patches of potential 
habitat or traversable matrix within these areas (Larkin et al. 2004, FNAI 2019). The final 
step of the potential habitat mapping was to retain all patches of primary, secondary, and 
traversable matrix habitats containing greater than 15.4 square miles of primary or secondary 
habitat. This was done to identify areas that are more likely to be large enough to serve as 
minimum functional habitat units for black bears (Hellgren and Maehr 1992).
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Table VI.1. Land cover/land uses identified as primary, secondary, or traversable habitat for Florida black 
bears (Endries et al. 2009).

Primary Habitat Secondary Habitat Traversable Habitat
Xeric oak scrub Coastal strand Sand/beach
Sand pine scrub Sandhill Sawgrass marsh
Mixed hardwood–pine forest Dry prairie Cattail marsh
Hardwood hammocks and forest Commercial pinelands Saltmarsh
Natural pinelands Tropical hardwood hammock Mangrove
Cabbage palm–live oak hammock  Freshwater marsh and wet prairie Scrub mangrove
Bay swamp Shrub swamp Tidal flat
Cypress swamp Scrub mangrove Grassland
Cypress/pine/cabbage palm Shrub and brushland Bare soil/clearcut
Mixed wetland forest Exotic plants Improved pasture
Hardwood swamp Australian pine Unimproved pasture
Hydric hammock Melaleuca Sugar cane
Bottomland hardwood forest Citrus
Brazilian pepper Row/field crops

Other agriculture
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Appendix VII. 
Tables of strategies and actions involving the four conservation focus areas from the 2012 
Florida Black Bear Management Plan, indicating years in which progress was made on 
each action between 2012 and 2019.

Table VII.1. Strategies and actions involving the Population Conservation Objective, with estimates of 
resources available to implement the action, arrows depicting anticipated timeframes for implementation, 
shading indicating which year(s) work was done on the action item as of October 2019, and status of action 
or strategy in 2019 Plan update.

Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR 
requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

Strategy 1.1: Collect data to monitor bear subpopulations. 
1.1.1 Estimate population trend 

and update occupied range 
in each subpopulation 
every 10 years.

Other Population estimates 
updated in 2016; Anticipate 
start of next estimates in 
2023; Range updated in 
2019; Anticipate update in 
2024.

Modify

1.1.2 Establish bear demographic 
parameters such as 
survival, fecundity, and 
population growth for each 
subpopulation.

Other Apalachicola 2016–2020; 
Anticipate Big Cypress 
2022–2026.

Modify

1.1.3 Develop partnerships 
within each BMU to 
assist with monitoring 
distribution and 
abundance.

Existing Staff develop and maintain 
partnerships as part 
of regular and routine 
research and management.

Discard

1.1.4 Maintain statewide 
database for bear vehicle 
collisions and other sources 
of mortality.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

1.1.5 Assess the current and 
anticipated future impacts 
of development, roads, and 
habitat conditions on bear 
subpopulations.

Other Some of this action 
duplicative to Action 2.1.5; 
remove other elements and 
create new action within 
1.2 Actions.

Discard
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR 
requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

1.1.6 Update population 
viability analyses for all 
subpopulations using data 
from Actions 1.1.1 and 
1.1.2.

Other Growth models for 4 largest 
subpopulations completed 
in 2016; clarify viability 
only applies to three 
smallest subpopulations.

Modify

1.1.7 Establish a minimum 
criterion for genetic 
diversity within individual 
subpopulations.

Existing Completed in 2019. Discard

1.1.8 Estimate degree of 
connectivity among all 
subpopulations statewide 
every 10 years.

Other Genetic mixing examined 
as part of abundance 
estimates, updated range. 
Clarify general connectivity.

Modify

Strategy 1.2: Manage bear subpopulations to maintain their numbers at or above current levels Modify
1.2.1 Determine the most 

significant needs of bear 
subpopulations estimated 
to have less than 200 bears.

Other Ongoing effort. None

1.2.2 Augment bear numbers 
in subpopulations within 
BMUs that have less 
than 200 bears using 
bears from high-density 
subpopulations as donors.

Other Ongoing effort; simplify 
action; FWC is releasing 
rehabilitated bears into Big 
Bend BMU; exploring new 
relocation sites statewide.

Modify

1.2.3 Use habitat modification to 
increase bear numbers in 
selected subpopulations.

Other Ongoing effort; clarify 
that working in areas with 
smaller subpopulations on 
habitat management and 
commenting on land use.

Modify

1.2.4 Reduce illegal killing of 
bears through education, 
incentives, increased 
enforcement, or additional 
regulations.

Existing Ongoing effort None

1.2.5 Explore options to slow 
population growth in larger 
subpopulations, including 
the use of hunting and 
habitat modification.

Existing Ongoing effort; bear 
hunting reopened in 2015; 
clearing understory in 
multiple locations.

None 
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR 
requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

1.2.6 Monitor effectiveness of 
bear cub rehabilitation 
protocol, including 
rehabilitation facility 
compliance and 
rehabilitated cub survival.

Other FWC now only using one 
facility that it works closely 
with on a regular basis.

Discard

1.2.7 Establish Black Bear 
Assistance Groups 
(BBAGs) in each BMU and 
solicit local stakeholder 
input on bear population 
management activities.

Other Established Bear 
Stakeholder Groups in every 
BMU; modify to maintain 
group.

Modify
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Table VII.2. Strategies and actions involving the Habitat Conservation Objective, with estimates of 
resources available to implement the action, arrows depicting anticipated timeframes for implementation, 
gray shading indicating which year(s) work was done on the action item as of October 2019, and status of 
action or strategy in 2019 Plan update.

Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

2.1.1 Develop criteria to evaluate 
and categorize the quality 
of bear habitat by a 
combination of existing 
habitat models at statewide 
and BMU levels.

Existing Clarify; Potential habitat 
model updated 2016; 
habitat assessment 
research 2018-2020.

Modify 

2.1.2 Designate suitable bear 
habitat by habitat type, 
ownership, and land-
management regime within 
each BMU.

Existing Duplicative with Action 
2.1.4.

Discard 

2.1.3 Develop fine-scale bear 
habitat quality measures in 
each BMU. 

Other Interest in large rather 
than fine scale; addressed 
in Action 2.1.1.

Discard

2.1.4 Determine the amount and 
distribution of suitable bear 
habitat within each BMU 
needed to meet minimum 
population objectives.

Existing Completed as part of 2012 
Plan; updated for 2019, 
will reassess as needed.

None

2.1.5 Assess the current and 
projected impacts of 
development, including 
transportation corridors, 
land-use conversion, 
and land-management 
practices on bear habitat 
quality in each BMU.

Other Ongoing effort; bridge and 
roadkill hotspot analyses 
completed, continuing 
to comment on land use 
change; working with 
FDOT; will use results 
from Action 2.1.1 when 
completed in 2020.

None

2.1.6 Identify areas where 
development is currently 
significantly impacting the 
ability of bears to use the 
habitat for occupation or 
travel and remove them 
from further consideration 
as suitable bear habitat.

Other Explored need for this 
action but ultimately not 
pursued, policies and 
guidelines adopted in 
2016 address response 
and habitat modeling 
addressed in Action 2.1.1.

Discard
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

2.1.7 Evaluate areas of 
unoccupied, but potentially 
suitable habitat in each 
BMU (e.g., Green Swamp, 
Blackwater River State 
Forest) to identify any 
habitat-based reasons for 
the absence of bears in 
those areas.

Other Areas identified, pursuing 
new relocation sites, 
Action 2.1.1 will assist 
with this Action.

None

2.1.8 Coordinate with partner 
agencies and organizations 
to identify and integrate 
bear habitat conservation 
priorities that are shared 
with other existing 
landscape-level planning 
and management efforts 
(e.g., Gopher Tortoise 
Management Plan, The 
Nature Conservancy’s 
Florida Assessment). 

Existing Ongoing effort. None

Strategy 2.2. Conserve or increase good-quality bear habitat to meet objectives within each BMU. Modify
2.2.1 Work with the FWC 

Landowner Assistance 
Program to identify 
opportunities for 
landowners to help 
increase habitat quality to 
increase bear numbers and 
connectivity.

Other Ongoing effort; Clarify so 
applies to both increase 
and stabilize options.

Modify

2.2.2 Collaborate with public 
and private partners to use 
habitat incentive programs, 
less than fee simple 
conservation easements, 
and fee simple acquisitions 
to enhance conservation of 
large, high-priority tracts 
of good quality bear habitat 
within each BMU. 

Other Ongoing effort. None
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

2.2.3 Work with FWC Landowner 
Assistance Program 
biologists to develop 
habitat management 
techniques and best 
management practices 
specific to bears, and 
voluntary, incentive-based 
programs to assist willing 
landowners in restoring 
or managing bear habitat 
to enhance long-term 
conservation of quality 
bear habitat on their lands.

Existing Ongoing effort; Clarify 
this will be focused on 
areas where most needed.

Modify

2.2.4 Promote use of the 
comprehensive 
conservation planning 
tools incorporated in 
the Florida Wildlife 
Conservation Guide to 
more effectively address 
potential impacts of 
development, including 
transportation corridors, 
land-use conversion, and 
land-management projects 
on bear habitat.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

2.2.5 Rank mitigation banks 
by bear habitat quality to 
offer interested landowners 
options for mitigating bear 
habitat loss.

Other Species not Federally 
or State-listed will not 
influence mitigation 
banking process

Discard 

Strategy 2.3: Manage bear habitat on public and private lands. Modify
2.3.1 Identify practices to 

minimize potential 
negative impacts on 
habitat quality for bears, in 
quantitative and qualitative 
terms, from management 
actions (e.g., herbicides, 
prescribed fire, timber 
harvest, palmetto berry 
harvest).

Existing Ongoing effort; Simplify 
the action and specific 
focus on smaller 
subpopulations.

Modify
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

2.3.2 Work with partners to 
develop protocols for 
monitoring habitat quality 
for bears at fine scales 
within each BMU.

Existing Interest in large rather 
than fine scale; Habitat 
assessment index in 
Action 2.1.1 is developing 
criteria 2018-2020; clarify.

Modify

2.3.3 Develop a system to 
identify and review all 
public lands that have 
been purchased primarily 
to conserve bear, and 
promote application of best 
management practices in 
bear habitat.

Existing Explored this, rare that 
bears listed as primary 
reason for purchase, not 
useful exercise.

Discard

2.3.4 Engage the Black Bear 
Assistance Groups (BBAGs) 
in each BMU to assist 
private landowners and 
other organizations that 
are seeking assistance 
with comparison and 
selection of landowner 
incentive programs or other 
programs for enhanced 
conservation of high-
quality bear habitat on 
their lands.

Other Ongoing effort; Simplify 
and rename to Bear 
Stakeholder Group.

Modify

Strategy 2.4: Promote connectivity within and among Florida black bear subpopulations by 
maintaining, improving, and/or creating landscape connectivity. 

Modify

2.4.1 Determine landscape 
connectivity characteristics 
(e.g., habitat type, length, 
width) that facilitate 
movement of individual 
bears within and among 
subpopulations.

Other Habitat assessment index 
2018-2020.

None
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

2.4.2 Identify and prioritize 
existing landscape 
connections used by 
bears to move within and 
among subpopulations; 
determine ownership 
and land management 
approaches for individual 
parcels of land that make 
up each connection; work 
with private landowners to 
promote land management 
practices that offer suitable 
bear habitat.

Other Corridors and land 
ownership identified; 
will re-examine once 
Habitat assessment index 
completed in 2020.

None

2.4.3 Evaluate landscape 
connections to identify 
full or partial barriers (e.g., 
roads, lack of corridors) 
to bear movement 
and determine where 
additional infrastructure 
(e.g., fencing, clear road 
shoulders) is needed to 
overcome those barriers.

Other Clarify; Bridge and 
roadkill hotspot analysis 
for crossing signs and 
potential crossings; will 
use Habitat assessment 
index as well when 
completed in 2020.

Modify

2.4.4 Evaluate the compatibility 
of long-term highway use 
and traffic projections with 
landscape connectivity

Other Need to complete habitat 
assessment in Action 2.1.1 
before starting.

None

2.4.5 Coordinate with and 
provide minimum 
standards for projects to 
Florida departments of 
Environmental Protection 
and Transportation, 
Division of Community 
Planning, and other 
relevant agencies to ensure 
that bear habitats and 
landscape connections 
are known and considered 
in state and regional 
conservation planning.

Existing Ongoing effort; Removed 
Division of Community 
Planning as it no longer 
exists.

Modify
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Table VII.3. Strategies and actions involving the Human-Bear Conflict Management Objective, with 
estimates of resources available to implement the action, arrows depicting anticipated timeframes for 
implementation, gray shading indicating which year(s) work was done on the action item as of October 
2019, and status of action or strategy in 2019 Plan update.

Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

3.1.1 Work with local 
governments to pass 
ordinances that reduce 
human-bear conflicts, 
habituation and food 
conditioning of bears to 
humans.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

3.1.2 Review the prohibition on 
feeding bears rule (F.A.C. 
68A-4001[3]) to determine 
if changes could make the 
rule more effective.

Existing Completed; in effect 2015. Discard

3.1.3 Coordinate with local, 
state, and federal agencies 
experiencing similar 
human-bear conflicts to 
exchange knowledge and 
resources. 

Existing Ongoing effort. None

3.1.4 Explore the capabilities 
of the Bear Response 
Program to handle more 
responsibilities, increase 
efficiency, and reduce 
FWC staff time.

Other Ongoing effort. Modify

3.1.5 Continue use of 
euthanasia in human-
bear conflict situations 
according to FWC policy. 

Existing Ongoing effort; clarify kill 
versus euthanize.

Modify

3.1.6 Assess the effectiveness 
of different methods 
for securing attractants 
and deterring bears 
and promote the most 
effective techniques.

Other Ongoing effort. None

3.1.7 Encourage businesses 
experiencing human-
bear conflicts to secure 
their waste and other 
attractants.

Existing Ongoing effort. None
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

3.1.8 Develop and implement 
land-management 
techniques to deter bear 
presence in areas prone to 
human-bear conflicts.

Other Ongoing effort; clarify. Modify

3.1.9 Identify areas of high 
human-bear conflict, 
rank areas in order of 
conflict levels, and use 
ranked areas to help guide 
management actions.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

3.1.10 Evaluate and recommend 
effective, safe and humane 
techniques to scare 
bears that can be used 
by the public to reduce 
the likelihood of bears 
becoming acclimated 
to people and causing a 
conflict or safety threat. 

Other Ongoing effort; amended 
Bear Conservation Rule in 
2015 to allow less-lethal 
methods to scare bears, 
including paintball and 
slingshot.

None

3.1.11 Provide training, 
materials, and a permit 
system to partner agency 
staff, the Bear Response 
Program contractors, 
and FWC staff to better 
understand bear behavior, 
and to scare bears to 
discourage bears from 
interacting with people.

Existing Ongoing effort; removed 
permit requirement in 
2015; clarify.

Modify

3.1.12 Develop bear-response 
zones in areas heavily 
populated by people 
where levels of human-
bear conflicts are high and 
bear habitat availability 
is low. Implement a 
multi-tiered response to 
handling human-bear 
conflicts dependent 
on the location of the 
complaint. 

Existing Explored zone approach; 
discarded it and 
replaced with policies 
and guidelines that are 
situation-specific rather 
than zone dependent.

Discard
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

3.1.13 Explore options regarding 
use of depredation 
permits to address 
human-bear conflicts. 

Existing Changed Bear 
Conservation Rule to 
allow depredation permit 
in 2015; review and 
change as needed.

Modify

3.1.14 Continue to seek grants 
and partner with not-
for-profit organizations, 
local governments, and 
waste service providers 
to increase availability of 
bear resistant cans and 
technical assistance.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

3.1.15 Update FWC Nuisance 
Bear Policy and guidance 
documents to create a 
comprehensive approach 
to managing human-bear 
conflicts.

Existing Completed: policies and 
guidelines approved 2016.

Discard

3.1.16 Revise the Bear Incident 
Response Plan to 
include descriptions of 
bear behaviors and the 
estimated risk levels to 
human safety that may 
be associated with each 
behavior.

Existing Completed: 2016. Discard

3.1.17 Develop practical 
solutions for public 
recreation areas in 
primary bear range that 
are experiencing human-
bear conflicts.

Existing Drafted and collecting 
feedback from other 
agencies; clarify creating 
template.

Modify

3.1.18 Work with Black Bear 
Assistance Groups 
(BBAGs) in each BMU to 
solicit local stakeholder 
input and cooperation 
in reducing human-bear 
conflicts.

Other Ongoing effort; rename to 
Bear Stakeholder Group.

Modify
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Table VII.4. Strategies and actions involving the Education and Outreach Objective, with estimates of 
resources available to implement the action, arrows depicting anticipated timeframes for implementation, 
gray shading indicating which year(s) work was done on the action item as of October 2019, and status of 
action or strategy in 2019 Plan update.

Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

Strategy 4.1: Education and Outreach for Citizens. Modify
4.1.1 Attend and/or organize local 

stakeholder group meetings 
to assess opportunities for 
change in local behaviors, 
policies, rules and ordinances 
that could support bear 
management goals.

Existing Ongoing effort; 
modify to show now a 
continuing effort.

Modify

4.1.2 Maintain and regularly update 
the FWC’s black bear website 
and social media outlets.

Existing Ongoing effort; clarify 
purpose.

Modify

4.1.3 Identify key communication 
message(s) and target 
audiences. Develop and 
implement an educational 
campaign using a variety of 
electronic and print media 
outlets to prepare residents 
and visitors for likely 
encounters with bears.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

4.1.4 Continue as an active partner 
in the Florida Black Bear 
Festival in Umatilla and 
the Forgotten Coast Black 
Bear Festival in Carrabelle, 
and look for additional 
opportunities to establish 
new bear festivals in other 
locations. Explore methods 
to evaluate festival impact 
on education and outreach 
objectives.

Existing Ongoing effort; modify 
to reflect current 
status and combine 
with 4.1.5.

Modify

4.1.5 Seek out and participate in 
existing festivals and other 
outreach events

Existing Combine with 4.1.4. Discard
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

4.1.6 Continue to work with the 
FWC Community Relations 
Office to develop and 
implement informational 
news releases as appropriate 
to promote bear conservation 
and conflict management 
activities.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

4.1.7 Work with Black Bear 
Assistance Groups (BBAGs) to 
identify site-specific outreach 
needs and the most effective 
methods to address them.

Other Ongoing effort; modify 
to change to Bear 
Stakeholder Group.

Modify

4.1.8 Implement Bear Smart 
Communities program in high 
human-bear conflict areas.

Other Ongoing effort; modify 
to change to BearWise

Modify

4.1.9 Develop and implement 
community-based Bear Smart 
education and outreach 
materials and activities that 
target residents, landowners 
and businesses with 
information and resources 
that result in an increased use 
of Bear Smart practices.

Other Ongoing effort; modify 
to change to BearWise 
and simplify.

Modify

4.1.10 Create an action checklist 
for Bear Smart activities 
that can be used by existing 
communities to attain Bear 
Smart status.

Existing Clarify certification 
process.

Modify

4.1.11 Provide template language 
for Bear Smart practices that 
municipalities and residential 
developers can incorporate 
into local charters, statutes, 
or ordinances.

Existing Ongoing effort; modify 
to change to BearWise, 
clarify.

Modify

4.1.12 Create and implement 
a branded Bear Smart 
educational campaign 
to support Bear Smart 
Communities.

Other Combine with 4.1.9. Discard
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

4.1.13 Explore partnership with 
the University of Florida’s 
Institute of Food and 
Agricultural Sciences county 
extension agents to provide 
assistance in developing 
and delivering educational 
materials and programs.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

4.1.14 Coordinate with the FWC’s 
Wildlife Friendly Designation 
initiative. Include a 
requirement to become a 
Bear Smart Community when 
developments are located in 
bear range.

Existing No action was taken 
because initiative 
no longer existed; 
modify to reflect new 
approach.

Modify

4.1.15 Expand use of the “Florida 
Black Bear Curriculum 
Guide” and continue to train 
educators in target areas 
to incorporate it into their 
lesson planning.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

4.1.16 Work with interested schools 
in areas of high human-bear 
conflict to implement a bear 
education family science 
night. 

Existing Ongoing effort; clarify. Modify

4.1.17 Provide bear-oriented 
materials for students, 
parents, and teachers to 
build knowledge, use of Bear 
Smart practices and increase 
appreciation for bears.

Existing Ongoing effort; modify 
to change to BearWise.

Modify
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

4.1.18 Coordinate with FWC’s 
Landowner Assistance 
Program biologists to educate 
private landowners about 
bears, habitat management 
techniques, voluntary best 
management practices for 
bears, incentive programs, 
easements, and fee simple 
acquisition to enhance long-
term conservation of quality 
bear habitat on their lands. 
(see Action 2.2.3)

Existing Ongoing effort; Modify 
to reflect new action 
number.

Modify

4.1.19 Advertise the penalties for 
feeding bears and promote 
the Wildlife Alert Hotline 
phone number and reward 
program.

Other Ongoing effort. None

4.1.20 Actively engage with external 
partners located in areas of 
high bear activity to identify 
and resolve issues that 
prevent implementation of 
initiatives to reduce human-
bear conflict.

Existing Redundant with 
multiple other actions.

Discard

4.1.21 Continue existing bear 
internship program to 
conduct outreach activities 
and other bear management 
projects.

Existing Ongoing effort; clarify 
intern actions.

Modify

4.1.22 Continue to survey 
individuals and agencies/
organizations that call FWC 
with human-bear conflict 
complaints to measure 
satisfaction with technical 
advice and assess compliance 
with FWC’s technical 
assistance. 

Existing Ongoing effort. None
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

Strategy 4.2: Education and Outreach for Governmental, Nongovernmental, and Businesses Modify
4.2.1 Work with Black Bear 

Assistance Groups (BBAGs) in 
each BMU to assist with bear 
education outreach.

Other Ongoing effort; modify 
to change to Bear 
Stakeholder Groups.

Modify

4.2.2 Develop community bear 
conservation programs that 
are supported and funded by 
local sources.

Other Ongoing effort. None

4.2.3 Regularly update state and 
local elected officials and law 
enforcement leadership in 
bear range on bear research, 
management, and public 
education efforts in their area.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

4.2.4 Develop and distribute an 
information resource packet 
to public information sections 
of appropriate local, state, 
and federal agencies.

Existing Redundant with other 
action items.

Discard

4.2.5 Develop DVD and online 
version of Bear Response 
Training for external 
agencies.

Other Modify to be more 
holistic.

Modify

Strategy 4.3: Education and Outreach for FWC staff. Modify
4.3.1 Provide materials, training, 

and messaging to FWC 
employees who are involved 
with bear management to 
ensure agency policies and 
protocols are implemented 
correctly and consistently 
statewide.

Existing Ongoing effort. None
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Action Description of Action Can be 
done with 
Existing 
resources 
OR requires 
Other 
resources

Years Comments 2019 
Update 
(None, 
Modify, 
Discard)

2 
0 
1 
2

2 
0 
1 
3

2 
0 
1 
4

2 
0 
1 
5

2 
0 
1 
6

2 
0 
1 
7

2 
0 
1 
8

2 
0 
1 
9

4.3.2 Develop DVD and online 
version of FWC employee bear 
training.

Other Redundant with action 
4.3.1.

Discard

4.3.3 Continue to update 
existing “Bear Management 
Handbook” and provide to 
employees as reference guide.

Existing Policies and guidelines 
and other documents 
replaced Handbook.

Discard

4.3.4 Regularly update agency 
leadership on human-bear 
conflict mitigation and 
resolution.

Existing Ongoing effort. None

4.3.5 Develop opportunities for 
Bear Response Program 
contractors to provide 
outreach in addition to site 
visits and canvassing.

Other Ongoing effort; modify 
to clarify.

Modify

Strategy 4.4: Education and Outreach Research and Monitoring Modify
4.4.1 Create tools to assess the 

effectiveness of education 
and outreach actions where 
appropriate.

Other Ongoing effort; clarify. Modify

4.4.2 Conduct community-level 
surveys in areas targeted for 
interventions to assess the 
public’s knowledge, attitudes, 
and willingness to cooperate 
in achieving management 
objectives and implementing 
conservation plans.

Other Completed statewide 
survey in 2016, more 
efforts upcoming.

None

4.4.3 Conduct focus group 
sessions within communities 
to provide a qualitative 
complement to the survey in 
Action 4.4.2.

Other Will build from 
previous efforts; 
clarify.

Modify

4.4.4 Measure effect of canvassing 
events and talks to 
communities on human-bear 
conflicts.

Existing Attempted in 2011, but 
need more information 
on canvassing before 
can analyze.

None
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