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Presentation Notes
Good morning, Commissioners. I’m Cody Norton, the Bear, Furbearer, and Small Game Specialist for the Wildlife Division, and I’m going to provide an update on bear population trends and the regulations process.



Bear Regulations
• Two-year cycle

– 2025-26
• Bear Forum

– August 2024
• NRC & Director

– For Information: February 2025
– For Action: March 2025

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Bear regulations and quotas are reviewed on a 2-year cycle, which allows for some consistency in order to evaluate the impacts of management actions. We are currently in the middle of the 2025-26 bear regulations cycle. We have been and will continue to have discussions internally and externally regarding bear management in order to develop recommendations that will be brought forward next winter. These discussions involve our local field staff, internal bear working group, Law Enforcement Division staff, and federal and tribal biologists, as well as convening our external Bear Forum (which will meet again this August), and opportunistic input provided by hunters, landowners, farmers, bear enthusiasts, and others throughout the process. We plan to bring recommendations for the 2025 and 2026 bear hunting seasons to you next February for Information and March for Action.



Bear Management Units

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We currently have 10 bear management units that are open for bear hunting in Michigan, throughout the Upper and northern Lower Peninsula, which allow us to distribute bear harvest and hunting pressure across bear range. The mainland of the UP is broken up into 6 units: Baraga, Bergland, and Amasa in the west, Gwinn and Carney in the central, and Newberry in the east. Drummond Island off the east coast of the UP is its own unit. And the NLP is broken up into 3 units: Red Oak, Baldwin, and Gladwin.



Upper Peninsula

• Population Trajectory Goal: To continue to increase the bear 
population, but at a slower rate, by increasing harvest slightly.

10,218 bears 
in 2022.  Up 
21% since 
2012

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here are our latest UP bear population estimates from our Statistical Catch-At-Age Analysis model. Note that the latest year is 2022, as we still need bear ages calculated from teeth collected from harvested bears (April) and the results of the bear harvest survey report (August) in order to produce a 2023 estimate. The 2022 UP estimate of 10,218 bears is up 21% since 2012 (when license quotas were decreased by about 30% across the state) and up 23% since 1992, and is equivalent to over 1 bear per 2 square miles in the UP. This population growth is generally in alignment with our population trajectory goal in the UP, which is to continue to increase the bear population, but at a slower rate, by increasing harvest slightly. 



Northern Lower Peninsula

• Population Trajectory Goal: To slow the population growth to 
eventually achieve a stable population.

2,008 bears 
in 2022.  Up 
55% since 
2012

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here are the latest northern Lower Peninsula bear population estimates. The 2022 estimate of 2,008 bears is up 55% from 2012 and 169% since 1992, and is equivalent to about 1 bear per 9 square miles in the NLP. Our population trajectory goal in the NLP is to slow population growth to eventually achieve a stable population. You can see that our abundance trends are starting to show some stabilization in the NLP population, which is something we’ve been working towards for several years.



Expanding Distribution

74%

7,800 mi2 13,600 mi2

Presenter Notes
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It’s important to keep in mind that the increasing trend in NLP bear abundance isn’t just the result of having more bears in the areas we’ve typically had them, but also due to an expanding distribution into areas where we haven’t seen bears in recent years. The map on the left shows harvest locations from 2011 (right before that 30% license quota reduction), and the map on the right shows harvest 10 years later in 2021. This reflects the expanding bear population into the western Red Oak, Baldwin, and northern Gladwin BMUs that we’ve been seeing.



Other Indices and Information
• Hunter effort 
• Hunter success rates 
• Hunter opinion
• Square miles/bear harvested
• Nuisance bear complaints
• Habitat and mast

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The SCAA model gives us a population estimate at the regional scale, but in order to evaluate trends in bear abundance at the Bear Management Unit scale, we also use a variety of other indicators as well. We calculate the number of days required to harvest a bear (which represents hunter effort), which is a form of Catch-Per-Unit-Effort and our most robust BMU-level trend indicator, from the bear hunter mail survey. We also calculate the proportion of hunters that are successful (hunter success rate) from the survey. We gather input from hunters on how they perceive the bear population in their hunting areas. We do this through the Bear Forum, Sportsman Coalition meetings throughout the UP, and unsolicited input from hunters who reach out to WLD staff. We also calculate the square miles per harvested bear, document nuisance bear activity through our online reporting system, and monitor habitat and mast production by communicating with wildlife and forestry staff, as well as hunters.###work with law enforcement staff to monitor levels of bear/vehicle collisions when relevant (used in Baldwin BMU to address specific question).



2023 Statewide Harvest
(State licensed hunters)

• 1,854 bears harvested statewide
• 3% below last year (1,905)
• 9% above 10-year average
• Very good success rates in the EUP

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
State-licensed hunters harvested 1,854 bears during the 2023 season, statewide. Harvest this past season was up 3% from 2022 and about 9% above the 10-year average. We saw exceptional success rates in the eastern UP BMUs, with other units showing good success rates as well. Tribal-licensed hunters harvested an additional 63 bears statewide.### Desired harvest*### The state desired harvest was 1,724 bears, and harvest ended up being about 8% above that.
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Here, you can see how the different Bear Management Units stacked up this year for the number of bears harvested, with state-licensed harvest in blue and Tribal harvest in orange. You’ll notice Drummond Island, Gladwin, and Carney are at the lower end of the of the spectrum, with Newberry, Baraga, and Red Oak at the higher end for number of bears harvested.
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Here is the number of square miles per harvested bear for each Bear Management Unit, which represents harvest intensity. Notice there are generally fewer square miles per harvested bear (or higher harvest intensity) in the UP compared to the NLP, with Gladwin being the highest since it is made up of transitional habitat and is at the southern extent of bear range.



2022 Bear Hunter Survey
• Most hunters (88%) relied primarily on bait-only
• 9% relied primarily on dogs alone or a combination of 

baiting (strike) and dogs
• 85% of harvested bears were taken over bait
• Bait-only hunters had a 38% success rate, dog hunters 

had a 57% success rate

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here are some statistics from our 2022 bear hunter mail survey (won’t have 2023 results until August). During the 2022 season, 88% of hunters relied primarily on bait-only to pursue bears., while 9% relied primarily on dogs alone or a combination of strike baits and dogs. 85% of harvested bears were taken over bait. Bait-only hunters had a 38% success rate, while dog hunters had a 57% success rate. ### “Dogs-only” makes up about 2% of hunters.



2022 Bear Hunter Survey
• The success rate of hunters that hired a guide was 55%
• Approximately 732 hunters (14%) hired a guide
• 5,844 people bought a bear license, which is a decrease 

of 27% since 2012 (7,994)
• 60,636 people applied, increase of 19% since 2012 

(51,152)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The success rate of hunters using a guide was 55%, and about 14% of hunters reported hiring a guide. 5,844 people bought a bear license in 2022, which was a decrease of 27% since 2012. But, it’s important to note that the number of applicants was actually 19% greater, so the decrease in bear licenses purchased is the result of fewer licenses being available, not a decrease in interest in bear hunting.### ?,??? licenses sold in 2023 (ask Lisa), 60,100 people applied (34,246 for preference point-only).### New feature in 2022 where applicants could choose to be automatically enrolled to purchase a preference point each year. So far, over 4,000 people have chosen to do this.



1,411
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Here you can see the state and tribal harvest in the Upper Peninsula from 1990 to this past season. In 2023, state-licensed hunters harvested 1,411 bears. This was 18% above our desired harvest of 1,196 and about 1% below the long-term average. Tribal hunters harvested an additional 37 bears in the UP.
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And here you can see the long-term harvest broken down by Bear Management Units, with more harvest typically occurring in the Baraga, Newberry, and Bergland units and less in the Gwinn, Amasa, and Carney units. Much of this difference is due to Bear Management Unit size and habitat. However, you can see how high success rates this year for Newberry and Gwinn resulted in additional harvest in those units compared to previous years, but are consistent with increasing trends in those units.### Amasa – DH: 165, Reg: 170 (3%)### Baraga – DH: 300, Reg: 282 (6%)### Bergland – DH: 200, Reg: 216 (8%)### Carney – DH: 116, Reg: 133 (15%)### Newberry – DH: 260, Reg: 392 (51%)### Gwinn – DH: 150, Reg: 212 (41%)### Drummond – DH: 5, Reg: 5 (0%)
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This map shows the UP-harvest locations for the 2023 bear hunting season. You can see that harvest is well distributed across the much of the Peninsula, with some heavier concentrations in the western UP BMUs that are typical. You’ll also see a relatively concentrated area in the Newberry BMU resulting from higher harvest this year. Lot of quality bear habitat, contiguous forests, undeveloped public lands throughout UP.



444
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And here is the state and tribal harvest in the Northern Lower Peninsula from 1990 to this past season. In 2023, state-licensed hunters harvested 444 bears, which is about 16% below our desired harvest of 528 and about 44% above the long-term average. Tribal hunters harvested an additional 26 bears in the northern Lower.
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And here you can see that long-term harvest broken down by Bear Management Unit, with the majority of harvest in the NLP occurring in the Red Oak unit, but an increasing percentage in the Baldwin and Gladwin units in recent years as well. All three units saw lower harvest levels this year compared with last year, with the most noticeable decrease in Red Oak. However, we adjusted license quotas down in Red Oak for the 2023 season, and our harvest is only 10% below our desired harvest.### Baldwin – DH: 185, Reg: 132 (29%)### Gladwin – DH: 26, Reg: 28 (8%)### Red Oak – DH: 317, Reg: 284 (10%)
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Here are the northern Lower Peninsula’s harvest locations. You can see the heavy harvest in the Club Country area in the eastern portion of the Red Oak unit, as well as the public lands west of Cadillac in the Baldwin unit. Harvest in the Gladwin unit is mostly centered around large tracts of public land connected to the Red Oak unit, but harvest distribution continues to expand in recent years.



Upper Peninsula
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Here is the number of days hunted per harvested bear in the UP, through 2022 when it took about 22 days to harvest a bear. We can see a generally decreasing trend in the amount of effort required to harvest a bear since 2012, which indicates an increasing population.



Upper Peninsula
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Here’s the percentage of successful state-licensed hunters in the UP through 2022, when hunter success was 33%. You can see a generally increasing trend since 2012, which similarly indicates an increasing population.



Northern Lower Peninsula
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Here is the amount of effort required to harvest a bear in the NLP through 2022, when it reached about 14 days per bear. You can see a strong, decreasing trend since 1990 to levels well below the UP BMUs. However, in recent years we have begun to see relatively consistent levels of effort, suggesting a stabilizing bear population.



Northern Lower Peninsula
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Here’s the percentage of successful hunters in the northern Lower Peninsula through 2022, when success reached 46%. There is a consistent, increasing trend since 1990, but similarly we have been seeing more stable levels of success in recent years.
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Here is a map of 2023 bear activity reports, which we use as an index of nuisance bear activity. These reports involve a variety of nuisance activity, ranging from bears raiding bird feeders to breaking into buildings or killing livestock. In the UP, you can see that nuisance issues are fairly spread out, with clusters near towns and some agricultural areas, although the Marquette area saw a relatively high concentration of nuisance issues last year. In the northern Lower Peninsula, we generally see concentrations of nuisance issues in the northern three counties of the Baldwin unit, as well as some concentrations around Gaylord and other areas of the Red Oak unit. However, the northern Lower Peninsula map looks quite a bit different than it has in recent years, due to a reduced amount of nuisance activity.### Less than 5% of reports each year aren’t related to a nuisance issue.
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The number of nuisance complaints in the UP has been relatively stable over time, with fluctuations likely due more to natural food abundance and other factors than actual changes in population size. In 2023, we had 149 nuisance complaints in the UP.
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In the northern Lower Peninsula nuisance complaints had quadrupled in the last 12 years. Wildlife Division staff in the NLP had to implement an on-call system in 2016 due to this increase in nuisance activity. However, similar to the abundance trends in the NLP, it appears we are seeing some stabilization of reports, and had the least amount of reports since 2017 last year. There were 118 nuisance complaints in the NLP during 2023.



Bear Management Goals
• Maintain a sustainable population within 

biological carrying capacity
• Facilitate bear-related benefits
• Minimize bear-related conflicts
• Conduct science-based and socially 

acceptable management

Presenter Notes
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As a reminder, the four main goals we strive to meet while managing bears in Michigan are: to maintain a sustainable population within biological carrying capacity, facilitate bear-related benefits, minimize bear-related conflicts, and conduct science-based and socially acceptable management. These are all equally important to successfully managing our bear population and will be important to keep in mind as we work through the 2025-26 regulations cycle and continue developing harvest quota and regulation recommendations this year.### 2nd Hunt Period in NLP



Thank You
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Thank you Commissioners, and if you have any questions I can try to answer them for you.
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