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Background
Few species have captured the imagination of the American public like the grizzly
bear (Ursus arctos horribilis). It is one of the largest North American land mammals,
with male grizzly bears often reaching 7 feet tall, weighing 300–600 pounds, and
female grizzly bears 200–400 pounds. They are an omnivorous species, with a diet
that includes elk carcasses, sometimes sheep, berries, and whitebark pine seeds, among
other items.
Although grizzly bears historically ranged throughout most of the western United
States, habitat loss and excessive human-caused mortality have drastically reduced
numbers of this species. It is estimated that prior to European settlement there
were ~50,000 grizzly bears; it is estimated that only 800–1,000 grizzly bears exist on
approximately 2 percent of their historic range in the lower 48 states now. Biologically,
grizzly bears have the second slowest reproductive rate of all North American mammals,
making it difficult for them to rebound from threats to their survival. Females reach
maturity at 4–9 years, and generally give birth to two cubs every three years.

The Endangered Species Act
Congress enacted the Endangered Species Act of 1973. The ESA declared national policy “that all Federal departments
and agencies shall seek to conserve endangered species and threatened species and shall utilize their authorities in
furtherance of the purposes of this [Act].” The ESA defines an endangered species as “any species which is in danger
of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range.” A threatened species is defined as “any species which
is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future throughout all or a significant portion of its
range.” Four key sections of the ESA provide its basic structure:
• A formal listing process used to identify threatened and endangered species, protect critical habitats, and the
drafting of recovery plans.
• Federal agency consultation with the appropriate Secretary (Interior or Commerce) before taking any action
that might affect a listed species.
• Prohibition of the “taking” of listed species and damage to their habitats. The term “take” means to “harass,
harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to attempt to engage in any such
conduct.”
• Penalties for violations of the ESA.
Grizzly bears were listed as a threatened species in the lower 48 states in 1975. At that time, the Bitterroot Ecosystem
(BE) was listed as one of three areas where grizzly bears were known or thought to exist and where recovery should
be emphasized. Earlier in the 20th century, grizzly bears were widespread inhabitants of the Bitterroot Mountains in
central Idaho and western Montana, although the last verified death of a grizzly bear in the BE occurred in 1932 and
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the last tracks were observed in 1946. No verified tracks or sightings have been documented in more than 50 years,
and the best scientific evidence available indicates that there are no grizzly bears in the BE at this time.
Figure 1. Map of Grizzly Bear Ecosystems in the northern Rocky Mountains.

Grizzly Bear ecosystems

Bitterroot Ecosystem

The Recovery Plan
In 1982, a federal grizzly bear recovery plan by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS) called for the evaluation of
the BE as a potential recovery area. Ensuing studies indicated sufficient habitat existed in the BE to support 200–400
grizzly bears. In 1991, the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee endorsed the BE as a recovery area and authorized
the FWS to pursue grizzly bear recovery. The ultimate long-term goal of the plan is removal of the grizzly bear from
threatened status in the lower 48 states.

The Draft Environmental Impact Statement
The FWS released a Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) in 1997, describing four alternatives that represent
different approaches to grizzly bear recovery and management in the Bitterroot Ecosystem of central Idaho and
western Montana:

Alternative 1. Reintroduction of a Nonessential Experimental Population Alternative
Section 10(j) of the Endangered Species Act provides the authority to designate certain populations of listed species
as nonessential “experimental populations” to promote species conservation. This designation is more flexibe
than “endangered” and allows private landowners some flexibility in dealing with reintroduced arenas. The goal
of this alternative is to accomplish grizzly bear recovery by reintroducing grizzly bears designated as a nonessential
experimental population to the Bitterroot Ecosystem. Central to this is creation of a Citizen Management Committee
(CMC) to conduct grizzly bear management within the framework of local concerns. The CMC would be given the
task of managing this grizzly bear population.
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Alternative 2. The No Action Alternative—Natural Recovery
The goal of this alternative is to allow grizzly bears to expand from their current range in north Idaho and
northwestern Montana southward into central Idaho and western Montana, and to recolonize the BE. Ultimately, the
goal is natural recovery of grizzly bears in the BE.

Alternative 3. The No Grizzly Bear Alternative
The purpose of this alternative is to prevent grizzly bears from naturally re-establishing in the BE. Congress would need
to pass legislation to remove grizzly bears in central Idaho and portions of western Montana from the list of threatened
species. The FWS would stop all funding and management activity toward bear research, education, and management
in central Idaho. The states of Idaho and Montana would remove grizzly bears from the protection of state law within
the BE.

Alternative 4. Reintroduction of a Threatened Population with Full Protection of the ESA

Figure 2. Grizzly Bear Recovery Alternatives in the Bitterroot
Ecosystem.

The goal of this alternative is to achieve recovery through
reintroduction and extensive habitat protection and
enhancement to promote natural recovery. The grizzly
bear would have full status as a threatened species under
the provisions of the ESA.
These four alternatives represent different approaches
to grizzly bear recovery and management. They were
developed for evaluation in the DEIS because they
encompass public concerns raised during scoping
and to reflect a full range of alternatives. Two
alternatives (Alternatives 2 and 3) do not necessarily
meet the purpose of and need for action, but were
included in the DEIS to be responsive to public
comments, to provide a full range of alternatives
for consideration, and to meet the requirements
of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).
NEPA ensures that environmental factors are
weighted equally when compared to other factors
in the decision making process undertaken by
federal agencies. As part of this, NEPA requires that
federal agencies prepare an environmental impact
statement for projects they are requesting funding
for from Congress. All four alternatives in the DEIS
reflect public comments and suggestions identified
through issue and alternative scoping.

Stakeholders / Public Concerns
• Governor Phil Batt of Idaho and Senator Conrad Burns of Montana argue that grizzly reintroduction will lock
up the region’s timber reserves while jeopardizing the safety of constituents in the area: “Reintroduction will pose
a significant public safety risk for Idaho’s citizens, and many tourists who visit our wilderness areas.”
• Ravalli County Commissioner (Montana) Jerry Allen tells the federal government: “We don’t want the bears. I’m
worried about the livestock and about the safety of my neighbors.”
• Some comments from other local citizens:
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“Grizzly bears attack people, and unlike the Fish & Wildlife Service, I do not believe there is an acceptable
level of injury and death caused by grizzly bears.”
“We do not need our forests and other public lands shut down and put people out of jobs to encourage the
grizzlies to roam into our backyards and endanger our lives.”
• Logging representative Jim Riley: “I don’t claim to speak for all loggers; but in general we are not afraid of living
with grizzlies. What we fear most is having the federal government come in here and shut down traditional
forms of resource extraction like logging to accommodate bears.”
• The environmental group Defenders of Wildlife supports reintroduction of the grizzly bears as an “experimental
population,” and would like to set aside ~5,785 square miles of territory, allowing logging and grazing in the
outlying areas. More significantly, their plan allows for a team of “citizen managers” to voice local concerns.
Hank Fischer of Defenders says: “This is a struggle between the purists and the pragmatists—and we’re the
pragmatists. Any plan that puts people second to bears just isn’t going to fly. If you don’t have the support of
locals, these wildlife populations simply won’t survive.”
• The environmental group Alliance for the Wild Rockies champions a plan that would give full protection under
the ESA, allowing federal biologists to manage reintroduction while keeping politics at bay. They call for setting
aside ~21,645 square miles of territory for reintroduction. Alliance executive director Mike Bader counters the
Defenders plan: “The only thing that got compromised in [the Defenders] plan is the grizzly bear; introducing
grizzlies without significant habitat protection is like boarding them on a sinking ship.”

Questions
1. What are the major issues—economic, safety, animal rights, civil right—for each stakeholder group?
2. Are the opinions of local citizens more or less important than those of decisions makers in Washington D.C.?
Why or why not?
3. Given that reintroduction will occur on federal public lands, how important are the opinions of all citizens? Do
you think that non-local citizens should have a say in grizzly bear reintroduction?
4. How important are local financial concerns in the decision to reintroduce grizzly bears? And which businesses
are most likely to benefit or lose?
5. Taking all factors into consideration, which alternative truly benefits the grizzly bear population?
6. What are the ecological concerns related to grizzly bear reintroduction?
7. Which is more important in this case: the process or the outcome?
8. How might grizzly bear reintroduction affect the different extractive industries (mining, timber, grazing)?
9. Why might different environmental groups disagree?
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