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American black bears (Ursus americanus) are legally hunted across most of their range, and this is their primary source of mortality. However, within this range, areas exist where hunting is prohibited, and such areas may serve as high-density sources of bears to buffer periods of over-hunting.  We conducted a long-term (nearly 4 decade) study of cause-specific mortality of 392 radio-collared black bears in 4 study areas within Minnesota where we expected vastly different patterns of mortality. We hypothesized that bears would die predominantly from: (1) hunting in the Chippewa National Forest, due to heavily-forested, easily-accessible public land; (2) vehicle collisions along highways flanking a narrow unhunted military reservation; (3) human-bear conflicts in an agricultural landscape with <20% forest at the northwestern periphery of the bear range; and (4) natural mortality on a peninsula surrounded by large lakes within an unhunted national park. We also implemented an experimental test during the 2 most recent decades whereby hunters were asked to voluntarily refrain from shooting collared bears, which were readily identifiable by large, colorful ear tags. This experiment was designed to better discern dominant sources of mortality in the absence of hunting.  Despite the natural differences in study sites, and our experimental protection of collared bears, hunting remained the dominant source of mortality at all sites and years.  Bears living in the 2 unhunted sites were vulnerable to hunting when they left to feed at attractive sinks, such as hunters’ baits or cornfields.  Natural mortality ranged from 22% within the national park to only 3% in the heavily-hunted national forest.  Our study showed that in Minnesota, where bears routinely make large seasonal movements in fall and where hunters use baits, there are no real sanctuaries from hunting, meaning that there are no high-density sources to mediate over-harvests.

