
Innovative BearWise
Initiative Expands
Across America

BearWise Meets
the Growing Need
for Consistent
Information on
Living
Responsibly with
Black Bears 

If you think black bears are in the
news more often these days, you’re
right. Because today, most Americans
live in, recreate in or travel to bear
country. 

Black bears once roamed from coast
to coast throughout all of North
America’s forested lands. But when
European settlers arrived and began
turning forests into farmlands and
settlements, bears were seen as a
threat to people and livestock.
Available bear habitat dwindled and
bear numbers plummeted.
Coexisting with wildlife was a concept
that was still many decades away.

Black bears survived in remote
pockets of wilderness by being
remarkably intelligent, resourceful
and adaptable. Today, thanks to new
attitudes and decades of enlightened
conservation and management
efforts, black bears have made a
dramatic comeback over much of
their historic home range and are
returning to many places where they
haven’t been seen in decades. 

There are once again established bear
populations in at least 40 states and
frequent sightings in several more.
The growing human population of
the US has also become increasingly 



BearWise
“BearWise offers a wealth of useful information
and smart solutions that help homeowners,
businesses and communities coexist with bears,”
said Curt Melcher, Director of the Oregon
Department of Fish and Wildlife and President
of the Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies.
“This program delivers information people can
understand and trust, and resources and tools
people can use with confidence. The Association
is proud to be part of such an impressive
program.”

mobile; the Census Bureau reports
that the average American moves
more than 11 times over their lifetime
and regularly travels to other states.
Fewer than one in ten people have
never left the state where they were
born.

Spending time outdoors and in our
parks and forests has never been
more popular. In 2021, 164.2 million
people or 54% of Americans ages 6
and over participated in outdoor
recreation at least once. That was the
highest number of participants on
record. According to the  2022
Outdoor Participation Trends Report
from the Outdoor Foundation more
than 58 million people went hiking,
46 million camped and more than 10 

million people went backpacking. 

More than 15 million people visit the
Tahoe Basin, which straddles Nevada
and California, every year. “In the
Tahoe Basin, growing numbers of
both bears and humans are leading
to an increase in human-bear
encounters and conflicts,” said
Nevada Department of Wildlife bear
biologist Carl Lackey. “Bears pay no
attention to boundaries and have no
idea when they cross from public to
private lands or from one state to
another; that’s why a North American
program with consistent messaging
that can be used by anyone who lives,
works, recreates and travels wherever
bears also live makes so much sense.” 

https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/2022-Outdoor-Participation-Trends-Report-1.pdf
https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/2022-Outdoor-Participation-Trends-Report-1.pdf


The combination of more people in bear country and more bears living in
closer proximity to people creates more potential for human-bear interactions
and conflicts. The need for a trusted nationwide resource that provides
scientifically sound information about how to live responsibly with bears and
avoid causing conflicts has never been greater. 

“It’s not enough for a state wildlife agency to just educate people about bears.
We need them to take action. BearWise provides many resources that help
people prevent conflicts around their homes and communities as well as
when they’re spending time outdoors in bear country.  Agencies also benefit
when visitors from BearWise states travel and bring their knowledge with
them. Being BearWise is a way of life,” said Dan Gibbs, Black Bear Program
Leader for the Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency and the Committee Chair
for the BearWise program. 

The work to create a program that would deliver a consistent message about
living responsibly with bears no matter where someone lived, played or
traveled began with a dedicated group of state agency bear biologists in the
Southeast. With the support of the Southeast Association of Fish and Wildlife
Agencies (SEAFWA), they worked together to create BearWise. 

BearWise



BearWise

BearWise is dedicated to helping people
live responsibly with black bears. Being
BearWise helps keep people, pets,
animals and property safe and bears wild.

The BearWise website debuted in
mid-2018 and quickly became one of
the most widely-used sources for
science-based information, useful
resources and practical tools that
help people live more responsibly
with black bears. Soon states outside
the Southeast wanted to join
BearWise. 

The Association of Fish and Wildlife
Agencies (AFWA) believes strongly in
the BearWise mission and wanted
every state to have the opportunity to
become part of this innovative new
program. In late 2022, BearWise
became a non-profit, North American
program under the Association of
Fish and Wildlife Agencies (AFWA)
and quickly expanded across the
country. 



Today BearWise is managed by AFWA and a nationwide team of state agency
bear biologists and bear managers who ensure that all content and materials
are based on sound science, and communications professionals who make
sure that BearWise delivers that information in memorable, people-friendly
and useful ways. 

BearWise is funded and supported by AFWA and all the BearWise member
states. Every member state appoints a BearWise representative and receives a
state BearWise logo and branded outreach and educational materials.

“Most people don’t mean to put themselves or bears at risk; people don’t hang
up bird feeders or put their garbage out at night or camp out with a tent full of
snacks because they want to cause problems. We believe more people will do
the right thing once they understand just how much impact their actions have
and what they need to do to live responsibly with bears,” according to Linda
Masterson, who directs marketing and communications for BearWise and is
the author of Living with Bears Handbook. 

https://bearwise.org/about/contact-your-state-wildlife-agency/


BearWise
The BearWise website makes it easy to find in-depth information on what
everyone can do to prevent human-caused conflicts with bears at home and
outdoors. 

The BearWise store offers a wide variety of free bulletins and fact sheets, useful
tools like books, banners, doorhangers, stickers and signage, and fun BearWise
stuff for kids and adults. 

Over the past two hundred plus years, America’s black bears have proven
themselves to be remarkably intelligent, resourceful and adaptable. Now it’s
up to people to adopt habits and lifestyles that will help us safely and
responsibly share the landscape with bears for many years to come.

Media Contacts 
National Media Contact:
Mark Hart, Arizona Game and Fish Department, mhart@azgfd.gov, 520-392-1193

National BearWise Program:
Dan Gibbs, Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency, Chairman of the BearWise Program
dan.gibbs@tn.gov   423-426-7102 

Linda Masterson, Communications and Marketing Director, BearWise Program
media@bearwise.org   970-231-7500

For more information and materials and to sign up for email alerts, visit www.bearwise.org.
 

The BearWise® name and logos are registered trademarks of AWARE, America’s Wildlife Association for Resource
Education.

Check out these useful downloadable resources, and MORE, at the
BearWise® online store!

Visit https://bearwise.org/bearwise-store

The BearWise program is managed by a team of North American bear biologists and communications
professionals and supported by the Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies and the BearWise member
state wildlife agencies.  www.fishwildlife.org/afwa-inspires/bearwise-program

https://bearwise.org/bearwise-store/BearWise-Vacation-Tips-Flyer-p202144046
https://bearwise.org/bearwise-store/BearWise-Bulletin-1-Attract-Birds-Not-Bears-p318789683
https://bearwise.org/bearwise-store/How-BearWise-Are-You-CHECKLIST-p534874788
https://bearwise.org/bearwise-store/
https://www.fishwildlife.org/afwa-inspires/bearwise-program

