
Bears and climate change

The brown bear exhibits 
facultative hibernation, in other 
words, individuals only hibernate 
if not doing so means they 
incur a greater adaptive cost. 
This hibernation appears to be 
conditioned principally as much by 
the availability of food resources 
as by meteorological conditions 
and while the response differs for 
each individual, it appears that 
temperature has a greater effect on 
hibernation than food availability. 
Global warming is tending to push 
bears towards hibernating for less 
time or not at all.

The information available on the 
effects of climate change on the 
distribution and productivity of 
plant species of interest as food 
sources for the Iberian bears, 
indicates likely decreases in 
some important species such as 
European beech or the bilberry, 
although others such as sweet 
chestnut or Mediterranean oak 
species may actually be favoured 
under certain circumstances. 
Considering the uncertainties 

existing, the lack of information 
about other trees and shrubs of 
importance to bears, the non-linear 
effects of global climate change 
and the capacity for adaptation 
of the species, it is foreseeable 
that our bears will be able to find 
sufficient trophic resources in the 
expected climate scenarios.

The lower tendency to hibernate as 
a consequence of climate change, 
or that these hibernation periods 
are shorter, may provoke, among 
other effects, a greater risk of 
negative interactions and conflicts 
between bears and human during 
the winter period.

The activities relating to wildlife 
observation and ecotourism have 
continued to grow over the past 
decade, both in the Pyrenees as 
in the Cantabrian Mountains. More 
people spending more time in the 
forests and mountains in areas with 
growing bear populations suppose 
an increased risk of negative 
interactions between humans  
and bears. 
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A greater degree of interaction 
between hunting activities and active 
bears in winter can also be expected 
and for which reason it is important 
to work with the hunters and involve 
them to minimise possible risks. It is 
fundamental to manage the human 
factor as the principal threat to the 
conservation of bear population, 
with the consequent need for an 
adequate regulation and ordination 
of the different human activities in 
bear areas.

The predictions point towards 
an increase in days with high 
temperatures and of drought periods 
and a decrease in rainfall, which 
will considerably raise the risk of 
forest fires and of their magnitude, 

although in those areas occupied by 
brown bears in northern Iberia, the 
majority of the fires are provoked 
by man and their causality is not 
strictly climate related. Forest fires 
place areas of particular importance 
for bears at risk, such as feeding and 
refuge areas.

All of these factors combined 
suggest that the vulnerability of the 
species will change in the future, 
together with a foreseeable increase 
in conflictive situations. To what 
point all of these changes will have 
an important impact on the breeding 
success and survival of the bears is a 
question needing to be addressed.
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