
Backpacker Magazine's Guide to Bear Country
Behavior: Staying Safe and Avoiding Conflict
in Wilderness Areas
Venturing into bear country can be an exhilarating experience, but it's
essential to approach these encounters with knowledge and respect for the
animals. Backpacker Magazine provides comprehensive guidelines for
navigating bear country responsibly, minimizing risks, and ensuring a safe
and enjoyable wilderness journey.

Bear Behavior and Communication

Bears are generally shy and avoid human contact. However, certain
situations, such as surprise encounters, protecting cubs, or food availability,
can trigger defensive behaviors. Recognizing and understanding bear
communication cues is crucial for avoiding conflicts:
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Huffing: A warning noise that indicates a bear is uncomfortable and
wants you to leave.

Growling: A more aggressive vocalization that signals a bear is
threatened and prepared to defend itself.

Teeth Display: An unmistakable sign of aggression where a bear
bares its teeth and growls simultaneously.

Standing Upright: Bears may stand on their hind legs to get a better
view of a perceived threat.

Charging: A rare but potentially dangerous response that typically
occurs when a bear feels cornered or its cubs are threatened.

Bear Country Precautions

Preparation is key to minimizing the likelihood of bear encounters. Follow
these precautions to enhance your safety and reduce potential conflicts:

Make Noise: Especially in dense vegetation, announce your presence
by talking, singing, or clapping. This helps alert bears to your presence
and gives them time to move away.

Travel in Groups: Bears are less likely to approach a group of people
than a lone individual.

Carry Bear Spray: This effective deterrent can stop a charging bear.
Keep it accessible on your waist or pack strap.

Secure Your Food: Store food and garbage in bear-resistant canisters
or containers. Never leave food unattended.



Avoid Resting Near Animal Carcasses: These attract bears and can
put you at risk.

Be Aware of Your Surroundings: Pay attention to tracks, droppings,
and other signs of bear presence. Use binoculars to scan ahead.

Encountering a Bear

If you encounter a bear, remain calm and assess the situation. Your
response should be based on the bear's behavior:

Black Bear: Generally less aggressive than grizzlies, black bears are
more likely to climb trees. If encountering a black bear, make yourself
look as large as possible, wave your arms, and make loud noises.
Slowly back away without turning your back on the bear.

Grizzly Bear: More dangerous than black bears, grizzlies tend to
stand their ground. Avoid making direct eye contact, and do not run or
approach the bear. Slowly back away, giving the bear plenty of space.
If the bear follows you, use your bear spray.

Additional Tips

Follow these additional tips to further enhance your safety in bear country:

Dress Appropriately: Wear bright colors or carry a bell on your pack
to increase visibility.

Be Alert: Stay aware of your surroundings and pay attention to
changes in the environment.

Respect Wildlife: Never approach or feed bears. Observe them from
a distance, and always give them the right of way.



Report Bear Encounters: Notify park rangers or wildlife officials if you
encounter bears, especially if they display aggressive behavior.

By following these guidelines and exercising caution, you can minimize the
risks associated with bear encounters and enjoy a memorable and safe
wilderness experience. Remember that bears are wild animals and deserve
our respect and understanding. By adhering to proper bear country
behavior, we can coexist peacefully with these magnificent creatures and
create a harmonious balance in our shared wilderness.
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