
 

 
2016 Annual Report 

 
 
 
 

Partners: 
Swan Valley Connections (SVC) 

US Forest Service (USFS) 
 

In cooperation with: 
Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation (DNRC) 

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
1 Swan Valley Bear Resources| Annual Report 2016 

Contents 
Purpose of Report ...................................................................................................................... 2 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 2 
Resources ....................................................................................................................................... 3 

Bear-Resistant Garbage Container Loaner Program ................................................. 3 
Private Property Collaboration ........................................................................................... 6 

Electric Fencing .................................................................................................................... 7 
Conflict Response ................................................................................................................. 9 

Outreach and Events ............................................................................................................. 11 
Spring Bear Wake-Up Social ....................................................................................... 11 
Bear Fair ............................................................................................................................... 12 
Swan Valley Bear News ................................................................................................. 14 
Partnerships ....................................................................................................................... 15 

Monitoring ................................................................................................................................ 15 
Human-bear Conflicts .................................................................................................... 15 

Bear Ranger .............................................................................................................................. 16 
Future Goals ............................................................................................................................... 17 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
2 Swan Valley Bear Resources| Annual Report 2016 

Purpose of Report 
Swan Valley Bear 

Resources (SVBR) is a multi-
party cooperative group 
comprised of members of Swan 
Valley Connections (SVC) and the 
U.S. Forest Service (USFS).  The 
purpose of this report is to 
document, summarize, and share 
the services that Swan Valley 
Bear Resources provides each 
year within the Swan Valley.  
This document will serve as a 
basis for comparison between 
years of operation for the 
working group and aid in 
monitoring progress toward the 
group’s mission of promoting 
coexistence between people and 
bears in the Swan Valley.  The report also summarizes efforts, accomplishments, lessons 
learned, and goals of Swan Valley Bear Resources for the supporting partners of the 
working group.  Finally, the report may act as a summary for parties interested and/or 
unfamiliar with the Swan Valley, Swan Valley Bear Resources, or other watershed-based 
collaborative conservation efforts. 

Introduction 
The mission of Swan Valley Bear 

Resources is to offer community 
resources to promote coexistence 
between people and bears. SVBR is a 
working group formed by a collaborative 
effort between a local non-profit 
conservation/education organization 
and community members in partnership 
with the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), 
Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks (FWP), 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS) and 
other natural resource entities. The 
purpose of this collaborative effort is to 
pool resources, experience and 
expertise, and to address bear conflicts 
on private and public property in the 
Swan Valley.  

Black bear in crabapple tree. Photo by Kathy Koors 

Grizzly Bear. Photo by Luke Lamar 
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SVBR has now been providing place-based solutions to human/bear coexistence for nine 
years. The group continues to re-evaluate goals and strategies so it may continue to use local 
knowledge and cooperation to create place-based solutions that diminish human-bear 
conflicts. This report documents efforts and accomplishments for the 2016 season, and 
outlines future goals for SVBR in 2017.   

Resources 

Bear-Resistant Garbage Container Loaner Program 
Swan Valley Bear Resources administers a Bear-Resistant Garbage Container Loaner 

Program within the Swan Valley.  The program allows community members to check out 
bear-resistant garbage containers for free and on an indefinite basis, with a suggested 
donation.  Bear-resistant containers are also available for purchase.  Over the course of its 
existence, SVBR has disseminated two models and sizes of bear-resistant garbage cans: 
Unbearable and Bear Saver, each available in either 95 or 64 gallons. Loaner containers for 
the program are purchased with a combination of SVC funds, grant dollars procured by the 
USFWS Grizzly Bear Recovery Program, USFS funds, and private donations.  Community 
members may obtain the containers at any time and SVBR uses program donations to 
purchase additional containers for loan in the community.  Community members may 
return containers if they are not being used, exchange for different sized models, or keep 
them indefinitely, depending on the community member’s preference. 

SVBR had nearly exhausted its supply of bear-resistant containers by the end of 
2015.  In 2016, SVBR purchased an additional 35 Bear Saver containers, all of which are the 

64 gallon model.  SVBR purchased 
the containers with funds from the 
USFWS Grizzly Bear Recovery 
Program, U.S. Forest Service, Swan 
Valley Connections, and private 
donations.  The total cost, including 
shipping, for the 35 containers was 
$8,680.00. 

At the end of 2016, 202 
containers and 28 dumpsters are 
currently being used by community 
members or businesses as part of 
the program in the Swan Valley. To 
assure that containers will continue 
to be available to those that may 
want to use the program in the 
future, SVBR tracks the number of 
new containers checked out each 
season in order to estimate future 

Photo of bear-resistant garbage container that was 
bitten and chewed by a bear. The bear was unable to 
break into the container and did not receive a food 
reward. Photo by Luke Lamar 
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needs and track fluctuations in demand for containers over time. Demand in the valley for 
containers over the last 5 years has been relatively constant, with a slight increase in 2015 
and 2016.  SVBR has loaned out an average of 17 containers per season from 2012-2016.  
Specifically, residents checked out 21 containers in 2016, while four were returned.  In 
addition, SVBR purchased two 55-gallon drums with IGBC approved bear-resistant locking 
mechanisms.  The drums were bought to loan to residents in need of a way to securely 
store livestock grain. Figure 1 displays the number of additional containers and dumpsters 
placed by year within the community over the past 12 years. The total across years is not 
cumulative as some containers may have been returned and re-loaned to other residences 
between years.   

 

The loaner container program is aimed at providing local residents a means to 
securely store garbage.  Most commonly, garbage is stored where people live. Mapping of 
private parcels that have human structures (assumed to be homes) is a coarse approach to 
examine where residential garbage may occur in the Swan landscape.  SVBR tracks the 
locations of loaned or purchased bear-resistant containers throughout the Swan Valley.   
Figure 2 depicts the distribution of private parcels that use bear-resistant containers in the 
upper Swan Valley.  At the end of 2016, 12% of the private parcels with human structures 
were using a bear-resistant container in the Swan Valley.  This analysis does not include 
other Swan Valley residents that securely store their garbage by other means than a bear-
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Figure 1. Yearly distribution of bear-resistant garbage containers/dumpsters placed within the Swan 
Valley as a result of the loaner program. Number reflects additional containers checked out each year 
compared to the previous year. Containers or dumpsters returned to SVBR in a year are not depicted. 
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resistant container, such as inside a home or garage, or residents who may have obtained a 
bear resistant container from a program other than SVBR. Spatially mapping where bear-
resistant containers are in use and where people live in the Swan Valley allows SVBR to 
better focus outreach and education in future years. 
 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Private parcels in the upper Swan Valley that have SVBR-issued bear 
resistant containers or dumpsters at the end of 2016.  
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Private Property Collaboration 
SVBR collaboration with 

private property owners may 
come by a variety of different 
means such as landowner interest 
or response to a bear conflict.  
Some on-going examples of SVBR 
collaboration with private 
property owners in the Swan 
Valley include: providing advice 
on securing bear attractants, 
loaning bear-resistant garbage 
containers, helping build electric 
fences around attractants, 
removing animal carcasses, 
helping remove ripe fruit from 
trees, and installing motion-
sensor activated cameras to 
monitor bear conflicts.  

 The category of “bear 
attractants” covers a large 
spectrum including bird 
feeders, garbage, gardens, 
livestock, orchards, pet 
foods, etc.  Depending on 
their rural livelihoods, 
residents of the Swan Valley 
may have distinct challenges 
for securing and removing 
bear attractants around their 
properties.  SVBR focuses on 
a spectrum of private 
property projects geared 
toward providing interested 
property owners with 
materials, information, and 
conflict response to create 
site-specific solutions for 
securing bear attractants and 
minimizing risk of bear conflicts. Typical consultations include: informal conversations 
with landowners during delivery of a bear-resistant container, as a result of a request 
about how to secure various attractants, or during a site visit following a bear-related 
conflict.  These conversations help SVBR and landowners brainstorm strategies that would 
allow landowners to lower their risk of bear conflict.  Strategies may include bringing in 

Unsecured chicken coup and chicken feed in non-bear-resistant 
container prior to SVBR assistance. Photo by Luke Lamar 

Road killed deer cached by grizzly bear in the barrow pit of 
Highway 83. Photo by Luke Lamar 
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bird feeders at night or building an electric fence to safeguard small livestock.  The goal of 
the consultations are to consider bear attractant security while working with the 
landowner’s preferences.  In 
2016, SVBR staff provided 
numerous consultations that 
involved different methods for 
securing bear attractants. Those 
consultations resulted in advice 
offered or provided site-specific 
solutions on a wide range of 
topics including: temporary and 
permanent electric fencing, 
electric fence repair, conflict 
management, bear behavior, 
grain storage, bird feeders, 
gardens, orchard trees, and 
garbage storage. Other more 
informal consultations involved 
answering questions over the 
phone or recommendations 
made in casual conversation.  

Electric Fencing 
 

From 2009 to 2015, SVBR 
assisted 10 landowners with 
construction of permanent electric 
bear exclusion fences.  SVBR assists 
with the entire fence building 
process including site 
identification, fence design, 
technical specifications, help to 
secure funding sources, purchase of 
materials, and final hands-on fence 
construction. Fencing projects are 
done opportunistically with 
interested landowners as needs 
and opportunities arise.  In 2015, 
SVBR provided assistance to four 
landowners in construction of 
permanent electric bear exclusion 
fences, more than any previous 
year.   

 

Wildlife in the West students learning how to build an electric 
fence to secure a chicken coup. Photo by Adam Lieberg 

Goats secured by Blackfoot fencing project.  Photo by Adam 
Lieberg 
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 Once again, 2016 proved to be a busy year in regards to helping residents with 
electric fencing projects.  SVBR assisted five landowners with electric fencing projects in 
2016; two permanent, two temporary, and one repair.  One permanent electric fence 
secured chickens and grain, providing a solution where two separate bear conflicts had 
previously occurred.  SVBR also used the project as a hands-on learning tool, and taught 10 
students from SVC’s Wildlife in the West college field semester class how to build the fence 
in a way to exclude bears, contain attractants, and work with landowner preferences.  The 
other permanent electric fence project set a precedent for SVBR, as it was the first time the 
group has moved outside the Swan watershed to build an electric fence. SVBR had 
previously helped a young couple build a permanent electric fence in the Swan Valley in 
2013.  When the couple decided to move to the Blackfoot Valley, they contacted SVBR for 
assistance.  SVBR staff responded by putting the residents in contact with bear fencing 
resources in the Blackfoot Valley: the USFWS, MTFWP, and Defenders of Wildlife.  
Combined, all partners contributed labor, funding, and supplies to design and build the 
landowners a new, permanent electric fence to secure a variety of small livestock. 

 
SVBR has now built 11 permanent electric fences in the Swan Valley, as well as 

assisted with one in the Blackfoot Valley.  Attractants that have been secured by these 
electric fence projects are: chickens, turkeys, ducks, goats, sheep, pigs, rabbits, miniature 
horses, outside chest freezers, livestock grain, orchard trees, and gardens.  Several of these 
projects are located near the Swan River, adjacent to the river corridor and surrounded by 
high quality riparian bear habitat.  Several of these projects are also adjacent to Highway 
83.  Attractants near the highway may entice bears to the use the area, and increase the 
incidental risk of bear mortality from vehicle collisions.  Partners on these projects 
included: SVBR, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services’ Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program, 
Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, Defenders of Wildlife, and the landowners.  Project costs 
and labor for each permanent electric fence project are summarized in Tables 1 and 2. 

Table 1. Barber Creek Fencing Project Summary 
Description/Specifications: 
Attractants Secured: Chickens, Chicken Feed  
Linear Feet: 100 Feet 
Energizer:  Patriot PBX 120—1.2 Joule Output  
Fence Design: 4 Hot wires connected to existing metal fencing for cold/ground 
Fencing/Contracting Costs 
Materials $258.30 
Subtotal $258.30 
Partner Financial Contributions 
USFWS Partners for Fish and Wildlife $258.30 
Subtotal $258.30 
Labor (valued at $20/hr) 
SVBR personnel $300 (15 hrs) 
 Landowners $100 (5 hrs) 
Subtotal $400  (20 hrs) 
Total Project Cost 
Total: Materials/Contracting/Labor $658.30 
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Conflict Response 
SVBR staff strive to help local 

residents avoid bear conflicts before 
they occur, offering preventative 
actions such as property 
consultations, bear-resistant garbage 
containers, temporary or permanent 
electric fencing, and educational 
outreach materials.   

However, human/bear conflicts 
do occur on the landscape. SVBR 
coordinates with agency bear 
management specialists to respond to 
certain situations.  Due to the Swan 
Valley’s rural location, SVBR staff are 
able to communicate with agency bear 
specialists and respond to appropriate 
conflicts ideally saving agency bear 
managers a 70 mile one-way trip.  In 
addition, local residents may feel more comfortable talking to a local SVBR member of the 
community rather than an agency representative. SVBR can assess the scene and relay 
important information to agency bear management specialists or provide conflict 
information that otherwise might not get reported.  In certain situations, SVBR staff may be 
able to provide a solution, saving bear managers a trip altogether. 

Table 2. Blackfoot Fencing Project Summary 

Partners Person 
Days 

Materials 
Provided Summary 

SVBR 3  Initiated project and helped with 
design and construction 

Defenders of 
Wildlife 

3 $1,200 Helped lead the design, materials, 
construction, and funding 

Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks 

1 Energizer Helped get project started and 
provided energizer 

Fish and Wildlife 
Service 

1.5 Posts and Braces Helped get project started, helped with 
construction and provided some 
materials. 

Volunteer 1  Post-pounding services 
Landowner 6 Gates and T-posts Labor and materials 
Fence Design and Considerations: 
Built a 5-strand alternating hot/ground perimeter fence to secure a variety of farm 
animals within a few acres of property. Attractants included; chickens, turkeys, ducks, 
goats, pigs, fruit trees, and an extensive vegetable garden.  

Grizzly Bear checking out residential area.  Photo by 
Kathy Koors 
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Typical conflicts involve a bear obtaining unsecured attractants (garbage, bird seed, 
livestock grain, small livestock, etc.).  SVBR staff, in coordination with FWP bear managers, 
assess each situation and when feasible work with landowners to create a solution.  
Conflict response begins with SVBR personnel informing agency bear conflict management 
specialists to outline an appropriate response, often followed by cleaning up attractants, 
finding temporary or permanent solutions to secure specific bear attractants (bear-
resistant containers, electric fencing, etc.), and informally providing advice so that similar 
conflicts do not occur in the future.  

Table 3 below lists 2016 SVBR conflict responses.  One grizzly bear mortality was 
documented in the Swan Valley in 2016, a result of a vehicle collision on MT Highway 83.    

Table 3. 2016 Response to Reported Human-bear Conflict 
Month Location Conflict Response Rating* 

May North 
Condon 
Loop Road 

Bear received food 
reward by tearing down 
bird feeder on two 
separate occasions 

Responded and fixed broken 
system to allow feeder to 
hang 10 feet above ground. 
Convinced landowner to take 
down bird feeder after a 
second conflict 

2 

May Salmon 
Prairie   

Bear received reward 
by breaking into 
garbage cans 

Coordinated clean up of 
garbage and informed FWP 
bear management specialist 

2 

May North of 
Hungry Bear 
Steakhouse 

Black bear broke into 
fenced in chicken coup 
and received food 
reward of 7 chickens.  
Bear came back and was 
legally harvested. A 
second incident 
occurred when another 
black bear came back to 
the site and received 
garbage reward from 
neighbor and harassed 
chickens before being 
scared away. 

Worked to supply bear-
resistant can to neighbor for 
garbage, secured chicken 
feed, built a temporarily 
electric fence until 
arrangements could be made 
to build a permanent fence. 
Informed FWP bear 
management specialist with 
updates. 

2/3 

June Old Mill 
Road 

Grizzly bear received 
food reward from bird 
seed and hanging close 
to houses eating green 
grass in yards 

Gathered information from 
multiple landowners, 
informed FWP management 
specialist of situation, 
convinced landowner to take 
down bird feeder for the 
season. 

1/2 

August Kraft Creek 
Road 

Bear getting into 
garbage  

Contacted three landowners 
about the conflict and 
informed about the bear-
resistant loaner program 

2 
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Table 3. 2016 Response to Reported Human-bear Conflict 
Month Location Conflict Response Rating* 

August Swan Lake 
Campground 

Bear received food 
reward from bag of 
chips 

Talked to campground host 
about better informing 
visitors when attractants are 
left unsecured and 
coordinated with FWP bear 
management specialist 

2 

September Kauffman 
Road 

Bear received food 
reward from chickens 

Worked with renter to put up 
temporary electric fence 2 

September Kauffman 
Road 

Bear received food 
reward from chickens 

Worked with landowner to 
put up temporary electric 
fence 

2 

September Charles 
Road 

Bear received food 
reward from chickens 

Informed landowner that 
SVBR has electric fencing 
resources and are available to 
help 

2 

September Rumble 
Creek Road 

Highway 83 mortality, 
hit by semi truck 

Wrote educational article for 
Swan Valley Bear News on 
the life of bear 19/18 and 
highway related bear 
mortalities 

3 

November Logyard 
Road 

Resident was preparing 
to move and had 
overflow of garbage in 
non-bear-resistant 
dumpster and was 
concerned about bear 
attractants. 

Put up portable electric fence 
around dumpster.  
Coordinated with resident 
and garbage company until 
pickup. No conflict occurred. 
The work was preventative.  

-- 

+BRC – Bear Resistant Container 
*Rating system is used to qualify the type of human-bear conflict.  These levels are defined as: 
          Level 1 - Conflict such as a bear near people or around a home or business. 
          Level 2 - A bear that actively attempts to gain a food reward from human-based attractants such as bird 

feeders, garbage cans, etc.   
          Level 3 - Conflict that requires response by agency bear management specialists such as bear-caused 

damage to home or garage in an attempt to gain access to otherwise secured attractants. 
 

Outreach and Events 
Spring Bear Wake-Up Social 

Every year Swan Valley Bear Resources partners with various agencies and 
organizations to provide educational events aimed at promoting human-bear coexistence.  
In April, SVBR hosted a Spring Bear Wake-Up Social at the Condon community hall that 
featured presentations by U.S. Forest Service Swan District Wildlife Biologist (and founding 
member of SVBR) Mark Ruby, as well as Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks Kalispell area 
Wildlife Biologist Jessy Coltrane.  About 75 local residents showed up to listen to the 
presentations, socialize, and learn about living in bear country.  The event not only 
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provides informative, up-to-date 
information, but serves as an 
annual reminder for residents to 
contain their bear attractants as 
bears emerge from hibernation. 
Table 4 summarizes the costs of 
hosting the event. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Bear Fair 
In June, SVBR 

moved its popular 
summer event, the Bear 
Fair, north to target 
Ferndale area residents 
where bear-related 
conflicts and mortalities 
have been occurring at 
high rates.  The purpose of 
the Bear Fair is to provide 
an informational, social 
event that is aimed at 
promoting human/bear 
coexistence and 
minimizing bear conflicts. 
The event was well 
attended by 
approximately 150 
participants. The event  

Table 4. 2016 Spring Bear Wake Up Social Cost 
Item Cost 

Food $179.00 
Refreshments $68.00 
Community Hall Rental $30.00 
Advertising $80.00 
Ice $8.75 
Total Cost $365.75 

Tim Manley of MTFWP giving presentation on grizzly bear conflict 
management. Photo by Luke Lamar 

Mark Ruby (USFS) giving presentation on Swan Valley grizzly 
bear habitat use at the 2016 Spring Bear Wake-Up Social. 
Photo by Luke Lamar 
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brought together regional bear experts, 
organizations, and companies to share 
information about bear ecology, behavior, 
conservation, and conflict reduction 
strategies. Presentations on bear 
behavior and research, population 
recovery, and conflict management were 
presented by Lori Roberts (MTFWP), Dr. 
Chris Servheen (USFWS, retired), and Tim 
Manley (MTFWP).  Exhibits and 
demonstrations were provided by SVBR, 
Vital Ground, Counter Assault, Montana’s 
Outdoor Legacy Foundation, Gallagher 
Fencing, Defenders of Wildlife, Montana 
Land Reliance, and Cenex CHS. These 
vendors provided valuable information 
about bear pepper spray use and 
effectiveness, electric fencing, grizzly bear 
linkage zones, conservation easements, 
bear-resistant trash cans, and bear 

identification.  In addition, many other bear experts were invited to be in attendance to 
provide guests the opportunity to share and learn bear-related information in an informal 
manner.   

Between presentations, 
the audience was able to mingle, 
ask questions, and talk about 
living with bears with the 
presenters, organizations, and 
bear-related professionals. This 
marked the first time that a 
Bear Fair has been held in 
Ferndale.  This area has 
emerged as a human-bear 
conflict hotspot for grizzly bears 
in the Northern Continental 
Divide Ecosystem.  From 2004 
to 2014, there were 15 human-
caused grizzly bear mortalities 
in the general area.  Of these 15 
mortalities, nine were directly 
related to conflicts with human 
attractants.  Coupled with many 

other non-mortality related conflicts, more education and outreach in the general area is 
needed.  Hence, the first ever Ferndale Bear Fair was held to host area residents and 
provide easy access to information on bear information and management. The event also 

Table 5. 2016 Bear Fair Budget 
Item Cost 

SVBR:   
Food (200 plates at $6/plate) $1,200.00 
Venue Fee $200.00 
Portable Toilets Rental $100.00 
PA System Rental $125.00 
Tent Sides Rental $288.00 
Advertising $577.00 
Projector Screen Rental $30.00 

Subtotal $2,520.00 
MT Outdoor Legacy Foundation:   
Tent Rental $920.00 
Chair Rental $180.00 

Subtotal $1,100.00 
    

Total Cost $3,620.00 

A young man checking out bear skulls at the Bear Fair kids 
table. Photo by Alissa Anderson 
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hosted resource experts willing to share tools and resources with residents to create local 
solutions for securing bear attractants on their properties. Table 5 summarizes expenses 
for the 2016 Bear Fair. SVBR staff time is not included. 

  The 2016 Bear Fair marked the second time that SVBR has held a Bear Fair without 
an indoor venue for presentations. This model requires more logistical preparation than an 
indoor venue. Organizing parking, putting up a large tent and numerous smaller ones to 
provide cover from possible inclement weather, coordinating with vendors, setting up 
hundreds of chairs, providing portable toilets, preparing presenters with electric power, 
suitable PA system, projector, and screen with suitable lighting make for additional 
challenges compared to an indoor venue.  In addition, an outdoor venue not only requires 
more logistical planning, but comes at a higher cost to provide a setup that caters to the 
possibility of inclement weather. SVBR is very thankful to have partnered with the 
Montana’s Outdoor Legacy Foundation, which helped provide key funding for the event. 
Fortunately, SVBR staff, along with volunteers and many valued partners, were able to pull 
off a successful event.  In addition, SVBR is very thankful to have partnered with the Rocky 
Mountain Roadhouse to provide a wonderful venue for the event.  While the logistics and 
planning for an outdoor event were costly in terms of staff time and preparation, it was 
well worth the effort to enjoy such a beautiful piece of property and views of the 
surrounding mountains and bear country.  

Swan Valley Bear News 
SVBR annually publishes Swan Valley Bear News, which is included in Swan Valley 

Connections’ autumn newsletter.  The newsletter is sent out to about 1,600 of SVC’s 
subscribers.  Swan Valley Bear News typically includes articles written by SVBR staff or 
local agency bear management specialists concerning annual natural bear food availability, 
research, biology, conflict management, new data, interesting bear stories, or SVBR 
activities.  The goal of the publication is to provide another form of outreach to educate 
people about living in bear country.  To read the 2016 Swan Valley Bear News, please refer 
to http://www.swanvalleyconnections.org/swan-valley-bear-resources/ 
 
Swan Valley Connections Visitor Center 
 Swan Valley Connections has a visitor center that is staffed by a full-time employee.  
The visitor center contains a mounted grizzly bear, Counter Assault pepper spray and bear-
related books for sale, and free SVBR brochures and pamphlets.  New residents that stop by 
the visitor center are provided with a free ‘living with wildlife’ packet that contains 
information about living in bear country, attractants and how to secure them, and 
resources available to help minimize conflicts.  With help from SVBR staff, inert cans of 
bear pepper spray are also available to visitors to get hands-on experience with how to 
properly deploy the spray.  Some SVBR staff have office space in the visitor center, and are 
readily available to answer any bear-related questions that may arise from visitors.  In 
addition, the visitor center office manager answers many bear-related questions and 
provides tips on how to safely recreate and camp in bear country.  In fact, the office 
manager keeps detailed notes. In 2016, bears were discussed with approximately 2,196 
visitors for a total time of 7 hours 6 minutes.  

http://www.swanvalleyconnections.org/swan-valley-bear-resources/
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Partnerships 
SVBR has many valued partners and could not provide the resources available 

without the help from many agencies, organizations, companies, and private individuals.  
SVBR is always looking to bolster current partnerships, and continues to seek out new 
ones.  In 2014, SVBR became the proud recipient of the Vital Ground Foundation’s first ever 
“Community Bear Aware Grant.”  Vital Ground has expanded its conservation goals to 
include reducing conflicts between bears and humans by encouraging and supporting “bear 
aware” communities within Vital Ground’s priority project areas.  In 2016, Vital Ground 
once again showed its commitment to supporting key partners to protect grizzlies by again 
awarding SVC with a generous grant.  Supporting partners like Vital Ground, as well as 
donors, ensure SVBR’s staff and programs are fully funded and capable.  SVBR is fortunate 
to have a valued partner in Vital Ground and both organizations share common objectives 
to support grizzly bear outreach efforts in the Swan Valley.  

SVBR is also proud to have partnered with the Montana’s Outdoor Legacy 
Foundation for the first time in 2016, who helped provide key funding to cover the 
Ferndale Bear Fair expenses.  Montana’s Outdoor Legacy Foundation is proud to be the 
vehicle through which those to love Montana’s land can support wildlife and wildland 
conservation, education, and access to the places and outdoor opportunities we all enjoy.  

Monitoring 
Human-bear Conflicts 

Swan Valley Bear Resources (SVBR) works with the USFS, USFWS, DNRC and FWP to 
document both major and minor bear conflicts reported within the valley.  This 
documentation provides annual data on human-bear conflicts reported within the valley. 

As stated above, human-bear conflicts are documented at 3 different levels. Level 1 
is the lowest level of conflict such as a bear around a home or business.  Level 2 is classified 
as a bear that actively attempts to gain a food reward from human-based attractants such 
as bird feeders, garbage cans, etc.  A level 3 conflict is classified as any human-bear conflict 
that requires response by agency bear management specialists such as bear-caused 
damage to a home or garage in an attempt to gain access to otherwise secured attractants. 

Reported bear conflicts to SVBR are described above for 2016 in the Conflict 
Response section.  Figure 3 summarizes reported conflicts to SVBR from 2009 to 2016 by 
level for each year.   
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Results and trends should be interpreted with caution.  Research has shown that 
human-bear conflict regarding human attractants depends in part on the seasonal variation 
influencing quality and quantity of natural foods available to bears. For example, managers 
often observe low rates of bears seeking out human food if a berry crop is abundant in a 
particular year.  Similarly, conflict rates regarding human attractants may be much higher 
in years where natural foods are not as abundant. Further, not all bear conflicts may be 
reported.  Based on SVBR’s work with residents in the Swan Valley, not every instance of a 
bear finding human garbage, dog food, grain, or other attractant is reported.  Often bear 
conflicts are not reported until the bear returns to a resident’s property multiple times and 
the resident feels the conflict is important/dangerous enough to report.   

Bear Ranger 
The Swan Valley Bear Ranger is a position cooperatively funded through private 

grants, FWS, USFS, and DNRC.  The bear ranger offers various educational programming to 
local schools, private groups, and agency field crews.  The bear ranger also visits 
designated campgrounds, dispersed sites, and hunting camps to discuss appropriate bear 
food storage techniques and regulations with campers. In the summer of 2016, the bear 
ranger visited campgrounds from May to the end of November. Campers/campsites visited 
by the bear ranger and educational programs are summarized in Tables 6 and 7.  
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17 Swan Valley Bear Resources| Annual Report 2016 

 

As part of the Southwest Crown of the Continent Initiative, the USFS was able to 
purchase and pay for the installation of 10 bear-resistant food storage lockers.  These 
lockers will be installed at Holland Lake and Swan Lake Campgrounds (5 at each).  The 
lockers will provide means for bear-resistant storage of attractants for campers who do not 
have a hard-sided vehicle or camper, such as bikers or thru-hikers.  In 2016, the USFS 
partnered with Montana Conservation Corps (MCC) to pour concrete pads in campgrounds 
to anchor the bear-resistant storage lockers.  The bear ranger coordinated the work, 
managed supplies, and worked with the MCC crews to prepare the sites and pour the 
concrete. All 10 concrete pads were poured and completed in 2016.  The food storage 
lockers will be anchored on the pads in the spring of 2017.   

 Future Goals 
SVBR continues to refine its goals, grow in capability, learn from past experiences, 

and evolve to meet the needs of the Swan Valley.  2016 was a banner year to celebrate for 
many reasons including: two additional permanent electric fences built, procurement of 35 
new bear-resistant garbage containers, a first-ever Ferndale Bear Fair, and continued 
building of partnerships and creation of new ones. 

With the momentum built in 2016, SVBR is looking forward to 2017 with plans to 
continue our services, but also improve and expand regionally.  SVBR has always offered 

Table 6. Camper/Hunter Outreach 2016 
Campsite visitation and discussion with campers about bear food storage requirements and    
recommendations for camping in bear country. 

Description # People # Campsites 

People approached about food storage (May 25th – Oct. 16th) 75 60 
Hunters about food storage and bear ID (Oct. 23rd – Nov. 27th) 30 20 

 Total 105 80 
Table 7. Bear Education   2016 
Information on food storage, bear behavior, bear pepper spray, safety during bear encounters,  
bear biology, habitat, and best practices for living with bears 

Description # People Age Range (yrs.) Program Type 

Bigfork Elementary – Living with Bears 60 11 Classroom 
Swan Lake Ranger District Bear Safety 

and Training 60 18-60 Training 

Wildlife in the West –Bear Ecology 12 20-28 Field trip 
Brumar Estate, Ferndale – Living with 

Bears 15 10-65 Indoor 
Presentation 

Canterbury School Bear Day 12 17-18 Field Trip 
 Total 159 -- -- 
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services to the upper Swan Valley community.  In 2017, SVBR is will continue expand 
resources and educational opportunities into the communities of Swan Lake and Ferndale.   

In 2017, SVBR plans to host a Spring Bear Wake-up Social at the Swan River 
Community Hall in Ferndale, which serves as an annual reminder to local residents to 
secure their bear attractants.   The event will host two informative bear presentations for 
the public and will include beer and appetizers. At least 13 different radio-collared grizzly 
bears have been within one mile of the tentative venue during 2015. 

 In order to stay relevant with in the Condon community, SVBR also plans to return 
the summer Bear Fair to Condon in 2017.  The Bear Fair template is designed to create a 
forum where members of the public can interact with specialists to get the best and most 
current information on co-existing with bears.  The event will host a variety of 
professionals including agency grizzly bear conflict managers, researchers, and specialists. 
In addition, electric fencing, bear spray, land trust, living-with-wildlife, and conservation 
organizations will be in attendance. The event will include electric fencing exhibits and 
bear pepper spray demonstrations. This forum allows the public to talk informally with 
bear managers and experts and explore site-specific solutions to securing attractants on 
their own properties. 

SVBR has hosted six other bear fairs in the Condon community, and one in Ferndale 
(50 miles to the north) over the past nine years.  Past bear fair events in the Condon area 
have hosted 150-300 people.  At each event, SVBR has collected feedback from attendees 
and used this information to better tailor the public event to more effectively inform the 
public.  Thus, SVBR believes that it has created a highly effective bear fair template that can 
be shared with other communities and organizations. 

Continuing to meet the growing demand to build electric fences to secure 
attractants remains high on SVBR’s priority list in the future. SVBR already has one 
permanent electric fence planned for 2017, as well as several other landowners interested 
in designing and constructing fences. 

SVBR plans to create a travel display for events that will showcase the resources 
available.  In addition, SVBR plans to update the content and photos in its brochures.    

SVBR also hopes to install additional bear-resistant locker boxes at popular USFS 
campgrounds for bicyclists.  Campers traveling by bicycle typically do not have a vehicle or 
a simple means to store bear attractants when camping.   Installation of locker boxes at 
popular sites for bicycle campers would provide simple and easy to use storage of bear 
attractants.   
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Partners: 
Swan Valley Connections (SVC) 
Swan Valley Bear Ranger (Ranger) 
 
Supported by: 
Cenex CHS 
Defenders of Wildlife 
Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee 
Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation (DNRC) 
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) 
Montana’s Outdoor Legacy Foundation 
MPG Ranch 
Private Donations 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS) 
U.S. Forest Service (USFS) 
The Vital Ground Foundation 
 

March 1, 2017  
Prepared by:  Luke Lamar (SVC), Adam Lieberg (SVC), Mark Ruby (USFS) 
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