In the mid 1970’s, a mountain pine beetle epidemic attacked the forests in the East Kootenay region.  In the wide, lodgepole pine dominated Flathead valley, tree mortality was severe and extensive.  Although wedged between Glacier National Park, Montana, and Waterton National Park, it was decided, against international environmental outcry, to salvage harvest the dead and dying pine.  

In 1975, the grizzly bear had been listed as a threatened species in the new American Endangered and Threatened Species Act (1973).  Grizzly bears, being a high profile species, played a pivotal role with this powerful law.  The implications of timber harvesting on grizzly bear populations was unknown at the time, but assumed to be very negative.  In 1978, as a M.Sc. student, I began to test the hypothesis that the salvage logging was harmful to the grizzly bear population and predicted either a declining population and/or one at low density compared to the adjacent part of the valley that was in Glacier National Park and thus left unlogged.  Because this experiment was not replicated, I also tested numerous, more focused hypothesis related to the ecology of grizzly bears in a developed landscape.  

Results indicated that the population grew during the decade of salvage logging (1978 to 1987), and the following decade (1988 to 1997).  However, in the third decade of study (1998 to 2007), the population was declining, and in particular, reproduction is low and cub mortality is high.  However, in 2004 and 2007, DNA based inventories suggested that there were still far more grizzly bears north of the border where forests were harvested than in the National Park south of the border where the forests were left unlogged.  

The hypothesis that the cutting units produced more bear foods and were the cause of the high density and increasing bear population was not supported.  Bears north of the border foraged primarily in riparian areas, avalanche chutes, and old burns from the fires in the 1920s and 1930’s.  Data on the diet, food quality, fat deposition rates, and changes in habitats selected over the decades suggest that the production followed by a lack of production of huckleberries has had the major effect on the bear population.  Much of Glacier Park burned decades before the fires north of the border so berry production there may have declined by the 1950 and 1960’s as berry production has declined north of the border in the late 1990’s.   However, large fires in Glacier National Park in 1988 and 2003 may produce abundant berries in the future.  

I conclude that the grizzly bear population is linked to long-term fire events that relate to high-energy food sources, and these events were related to climate changes causing severe droughts in the 1920s and 1930’s.  In comparison, salvage logging (and gas exploration) had relatively minor effects.  The greatest influence of these activities is the creation of roads that enable greater mixing of people with guns and grizzly bears.  Once they live to 2 years of age, almost all grizzly bears eventually are shot.  Almost all are shot from a road or at a camp.  Many, if not most are shot in the autumn by ungulate hunters.

Oh, and I did get my M.Sc.

