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Black Bear Quick Facts
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3

1 There are 8 different species of bears worldwide. The black bear is
the only species found in Maryland.

1 Black bearsoccupyMar yl andods wesg§Atleganyy FredericknGaire#t, and
Washington).

1 There are an estimated 900,000 black bears in North America with approximately
2,000 adult bears living in Maryland.

1 Adult male bears are called boars while females are called sows. Juvenile bears are
called cubs.

1 Not all black bears are black. Some black bears may be brown or cinnamon in color
and/or blond. Some black bears also have white patches of hair. The vast majority
of bears in Maryland are black.

1 Black bears are generally solitary except forsows caring for their young.

1 Adult females have an average home range of about 10 square miles, while adult
males can cover 25 square miles or more. Young bears striking out on their own can
travel 150-200 miles as they search for a territory of theirown.A mal eds h o me
may overlap with several female home ranges.

1 Black bears areomnivores . Adults eat acorns and other nuts, leaves, buds, seeds,
fruits, carrion, and insects.

1 Black bears may spend up to 20 hours per day feeding before going into hibernation.
During this time, they can eat up to 20,000 calories per day!

¢ During hibernation, bears do not eat, drink, urinate, or defecate. They can drop their
heart rate to 821 beats per minute and can reduce blood flow by 45% or more.

1 Black bearsbreed in June and Julyin Maryland. Females havedelayed implantation
which means the embryo will not implant in the uterus after fertilization. The
implantation does not occur until November in black bears.

1 Once bred, a sow may give birth to 1-5 cubs. The culs are typically born in January
while the sow is hibernating.

1 Newborn cubs weigh between %2 to 1 pound.

T A wild black beards average | ifespan i s akQk

been documented living more than 30 years.

1 Bears can be aged by countig the number of rings in the cross section of a tooth
root.
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Black Bear Taxonomy

Taxonomy is the science of identification, naming and classification of living organisms .
Taxonomy uses a hierarchal structure that classifies organisms from very broad
categories to very specific categories. In terms of scientific classification, the broadest
categories are Kingdoms while the most specific ones are Species and Subspecies. The
following information details the taxonomic classification of the black bear.

Kingdom -Animalia
-Chordata
Class Mammalia
Order- Carnivora
Family - Ursidae
Subfamily - Ursinae
Genus- Ursus
Species-americanus

Over 270 species make up theOrder Carnivora . Carnivores are found throughout the
world, and despite their name, they have a diverse diet. Most members of Carnivora
have an enlarged 4™ upper premolar and 1 st lower molar which form the carnassials.
The carnassials are designed for shearing flesh and tendons.

The earliest known bear species lived about 3634 million years ago. These early

ancestors were small and raccoonlike in appearance. Fossil evidence suggests that they
lived in North America, but it is unclear whether or not they also inhabited Eurasia.
Around15-20 mi |l Il i on years ago, the members of
their early ancestors.

From those ancient species, 8 species of bears exist today. Common characteristics
among bears today include large bodies with stocky legs, long snouts, shaggy hair,
plantigrade paws with 5 non -retractable claws (see adaptation section), and short tails.
The Family Ursidae is divided into several sub -families with the giant panda and
spectacled bear being placed in their own distinct sub-family. Black bears belong to the
sub-family Ursinae which includes the sloth bear, sun bear, brown bear, Asiatic black
bear, American black bear, and polar bear.

There are 4 species in the GenudJrsus, the American black bear, brown bear, polar
bear, and Asiatic black bear. The American black bear is the most abundant and
widespread of them all.
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Black Bear Fact Sheet(Ursus americanus

Description & Range:

Black bears are stocky animals with short, thick legs and glossy black or brownish

coats. Occasionally, black bears can also be cinnamon or blond in color and can

contain patches of white. Black bears are the smallest North American bears,ranging

from5-6 f eet | ong from muzzl e t ecaveraging3:5inghesb | ac k
in length. Males and females are generally similar in appearance, but males often are a

little larger. In general, sows (females) weigh from 150-300 pounds while boars

(males) can weigh from 300 to 600 pounds or more.

Historically, black bears were found throughout much of North America. However,
their habitat is now limited to forested areas in 40 states and Canada.

In Maryland, b lack bears are located prmarily in Garrett, Allegany, Washington, and

Fredrick counties. Populations are highest in Garrett and Allegany counties, with bear

numbers rising in the remaining areas. Each year, a handful of dispersing bears seem to
travel through Ma banhbraasid Battimareg Cagoll, Harford, r

Howard, and Montgomery counties in search o
in Marylandds suburban areas |l ong, choosing
habitats in western Maryland, Pennsylvania, Virgin ia, and West Virginia where there is

already an established bear population.

By Jim Martin - Own work, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7816500
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Habitat:

Black bears are forest dwellers and can usually be found in mixed deciduous and
conifer forests. Black bears prefer areas with thick understories that contain abundant
food resources such as acorns, nuts, berries, and seeds.

Diet:

Bears are opportunistic feeders, which mean they will eat whatever is accessible.
Largely vegetarian, common foods include berries, cherries, other fruits, acorns,
beechnuts, hickory nuts, insects, roots, grasses, reptiles, amphibians, and carrion.
Acorns remain the single most important natural food for bears in Maryland. As the
opportunity arises, bears will also eat garbage, agricultural crops, and bird food. Bears
feed heavily duri ng the fall months in order to increase fat reserves for the upcoming
winter.

Reproduction:

Black bears typically breed at 3 years of age. During June and July, boars will travel
long distances to mate with a sow. Generally, the fertilized egg will not i mplant until
November (aka delayed implantation ). If the female does not gain enough weight
before hibernation, then her body may reabsorb the eggs.

Cubs are born in January with closed eyes and fine, down-like fur. The cubs typically
weigh between %2 and 1 Ib. Sows give birth to 1-5 cubs which remain with the sow for
approximately 18 months. After a year and a half, the family unit will break up, the
yearling cubs will find their own territory to inhabit, and the sow will seek a mate to
start the processover again.

By Mark Betram - U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=290455

59




Sounds:

Black bears communicate with sounds, body language, and scent marking. Typical
black bear sounds include grunts and tongue clicks when relaxed. Cubs also make a
humming sound similar to a purr when nursing. When unsettled, black bears may
make a huffing or woofing noise and clack their teeth as a warning sign. When
threatened, a black bear may also make a bluff charge.

Behavior:

Black bears tend to be most active near dusk and dawn but may be active at any time of
the day or nig ht. Right before denning, black bears can actively forage for up to 20
hours per day! Generally, black bears are solitary and spend their days foraging for
food.

Prior to denning, black bears will consume up to 20,000 calories per day and will
increase heir mass by 30:35%. Black bears are not true hibernators, but they do slow
down their heart rate and breathing while denning. Typically, Maryland black bears
enter the den in mid to late November through December, pending on the weather and
food availabil ity. They typically remain in the den until March or April. Brush piles are
the most common type of den site found in Maryland. However, black bears will den
under large boulders, within simple depressions, in tree cavities, or even under porches
and other human dwellings. Some bears may even choose not to hibernate as long as
they are in good physical condition and have an adequate food source to see them
through the winter.

Management:

Black bearsare managed asa gamespecies in Maryland. The main goals of black bear
management in Maryland are to 1) ensure that healthy black bear populations are
maintained statewide, 2) conserve habitat for black bears, 3) promote human safety
and address conflicts between humans and bears, 4) manage bears in anpfessional
and humane manner, and 5) provide funding mechanisms for future management.
More information about black bear management can be found on our black bear page
here.
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http://www.dnr.maryland.gov/wildlife/Hunt_Trap/blackbear/index.asp
http://www.dnr.maryland.gov/wildlife/Hunt_Trap/blackbear/index.asp

Black Bear Predator-Prey Relationships

Predators are animals that eat other animals (prey). Most predator -prey relationships
have evolved over thousands of years. Some predators are specialists and have a
limited set of prey species. For example,mountain lions are specialist predators that
mainly feed on white -tailed deer. Other predators are generalists and will consume
whatever is available. Black bears are both predators and prey.

Black bears are opportunistic feeders and will eat whatever is readily available. The
majority of their diet consists of vegetation, but they will also consume a fair amount of
meat as well. Black bears will eat almost anything, such as grubs from a bumblebee
nest, bird eggs, ants,termites, voles, fawns, and carrion. Occasionally, black bears will
also prey on small livestock.

When young, black bear predators include foxes, coyotes, dogs, bobcats, and other
bears. Adult black bears do not have natural predators except for humans.
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Black Bear Adaptations

Adaptations are traits that help organisms survive and reproduce in their ecological
niche or habitat. Adaptations occur over many years and can be physical, behavioral or

physiological.

A physical (anatomical) adaptation is one that entails a
physical feature like the shape or color of an animal.
Camouflage is an excellent example of a physical
adaptation. Other example of physical adaptations include
the well-developed carnassial teeth on mustelids (weasels)
that help them shear flesh or the clear eyelids that beavers
have to be able to see underwater.

Behavioral adaptations are adaptations that have been
learned or inherited. Language, swarming by bees or other
colony insects, and use of tools are all examples of
behavioral adaptations.

Physiological adaptations permit the organism to perform
special functions. An example of this would be the
production of venom by timber rattlesnakes. Another
physiological adaptation is the process of estivation or
when some animals enter a state of inadivity during
prolonged periods of drought or high temperatures.

Photo by: Robert Barber/Painet Inc.

The following pages list some adaptations that black bears possess.
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Physical Adaptation: Black Bear Eyes

Black bearshave limited color vision and have eyes on thefront of their skull. This
adaptation allows the bearto have binocular vision . Prey species like white-tailed deer
tend to have eyes on the sides of their skull while predators typically have eyes situated
in the front of their skulls. This binocular vision allow s predators to see and judge depth
in order to pursue and track prey. In contrast, most prey species have poor depth
perception.

"Eyes in the front, the animal hunts. Eyes on the side, the animal hides."

One of the reasons for black bears having color vsion is to aid in the search of berries
for food. While their vision is relatively good, black bears are near -sighted which helps
them find food close to the ground. Young black bears are born with blue eyes that
eventually turn brown.

Black bears havegood night vision , in part due to a light -detecting membrane in their
eye known as the tapetum lucidum . This membrane is well-developed in most
nocturnal animals and causes Oeye shined whi

Photo by: Hans Stieglitz
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Physical Adaptation: Black Bear Te eth

Black bears have 42 teeth that include incisors, canines, premolars, and molars. By 2.5
years, black bears will have a full set of adult teeth. The small incisors in the front of
their mouth are designed for nipping off fresh plant material like gras ses. On either side
of their incisors are large canines designed for ripping and tearing flesh. Black bears
have reduced 1st, 2nd and 39 premolars which creates a space (liastema) on either side
of their mouth that allows them to strip leaves off of plan ts grabbed sideways in their
mouth. Finally, their broad, flat molars are designed for crushing and grinding plant
material.

Black bears also can be aged using their teeth. Bears have rings on the roots of their
teeth for each year of growth- similar to t ree rings! The outer part of the root, called
cementum, adds a new layer each year. The new layer has two parts: a narrow dark
line that forms during hibernation and a light area that forms during the growing
season. During the years that sows raise cubs, the sows will have narrow spaces
between their root rings (see picture below).

Bears are one of the few wild animals that can develop tooth decay. Black bears can get
cavities due to a diet rich in sugars. The decay and loss of teeth can lead to poor kealth,
starvation, and/or death.

Black bear teeth (left) and tooth cross section of 8 yr old sow that had cubs at 5 and 7yrs of agé>hotos by: Michigan DNR
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Physical Adaptation: Black Bear Feet

Black bears have large, flat feet with thick footpads designed for walking long
di stances. Bl ack beards | ong, curved c
into rotting logs to find food. Males also will use their strong claws to mark trees.

The bl ack beards flat foot structure |
entire foot on the ground with each step. This foot type is known as plantigrade .
Plantigrade feet are adapted to help with balance and to allow organisms to stand
upright. In contrast, dogs and cats are digitigrade meaning that they walk on their toes
with their heels raised.
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By vhhammer - CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1
1323277
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Physical Adaptation: Black Bear Tongue

Black bears have dong, sticky, agile tongue. Their tongue can reach into ant colonies,
similar to an anteater tongue. In addition, black bears can use their tongue to sort
preferred food like acorns in their mouth.

ARKIVve

www.arkive.org
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Physical/Physio logical Adaptation: Black Bear Sense of Smell

By far, a black beards greatest sense is th
is 7 times the capacity of a bloodhound! Th
almost 100 times largerthana humandés nasal me mbr ane.

In addition to large noses and nasal membranes, black bears alsohaved ac obsonds
organ, also known as avomeronasal organ. This organ is located in the roof of their

mouth and is comprised of sensitive nerve endings that help a bear detect airborne

scents. To use this structure, a bear has to lift its snout, open its mouth, and then lap air

while inhaling. Many animals like snakes, lizards, and select mammals also possess this
organ.

Photo by: Eugene Beckes, Creative Commons
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