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ABOUT THE SPECIES AT RISK COMMITTEE 

The Species at Risk Committee was established under the Species at Risk (NWT) Act. It is an independent committee 

of experts responsible for assessing the biological status of species at risk in the NWT. The Committee uses the 

assessments to make recommendations on the listing of species at risk. The Committee uses objective biological 

criteria in its assessments and does not consider socio-economic factors. Assessments are based on species status 

reports that include the best available Aboriginal traditional knowledge, community knowledge and scientific 
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ABOUT THIS REPORT 

This species status report is a comprehensive report that compiles and analyzes the best available information on the 

biological status of grizzly bears in the NWT, as well as existing and potential threats and positive influences. Full 

guidelines for the preparation of species status reports, including a description of the review process, may be found 

at www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca. 
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Assessment of Grizzly Bear 

The Northwest Territories Species at Risk Committee met in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories 

on November 15, 2016 and assessed the biological status of grizzly bears in the Northwest 

Territories. The assessment results were not released until April 2017 to facilitate the bundling of 

assessment results with two other species. The assessment was based on this approved status 

report. The assessment process and objective biological criteria used by the Species at Risk 

Committee are available at: www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca.  

 

Assessment: Special concern in the Northwest Territories 

Special concern ï May become threatened or endangered in the Northwest Territories because 

of a combination of biological characteristics and identified threats. 

Reasons for the assessment: Grizzly bear fit criterion (b) for special concern. 

(b) ï The species may become threatened if negative factors are neither reversed nor managed 

effectively. 

Main Factors: 

¶ This means that grizzly bears could become threatened or endangered because of a 

combination of biological characteristics and identified threats. 

¶ Of the overall population estimate of 4,000-5,000 grizzly bears in the Northwest 

Territories, only an estimated 2,000-3,000 are mature individuals. This is considered to 

be a small population. 

¶ There is evidence that in some areas (Gwichôin Settlement Area, Mackenzie Delta, 

Mackenzie Mountains) the number of grizzly bears is stable or increasing. However, 

density throughout the Northwest Territories is naturally low and outside the Richardson 

and southern Mackenzie mountains is very low. 

¶ Although grizzly bears are long-lived, their reproductive output is very low, making them 

less resilient to disturbance and other factors affecting their population. A female grizzly 

bear becomes sexually mature at 4-5 years, but most reproduce later (e.g., 8 years). 

Litters of 1-3 cubs are produced approximately every four years. 

¶ Limiting biological characteristics like small population, delayed age at maturity, and low 

reproduction rate make grizzly bears more vulnerable to the effects of threats. 

¶ Because the land in much of the Northwest Territories has low productivity, home ranges 

of grizzly bears include the largest ranges reported for the species. This suggests that 

grizzly bears in the Northwest Territories require a great deal of habitat to obtain the 

resources they need. Future reduction in habitat is therefore of concern. 

http://www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca/


Status of Grizzly Bear in the NWT  

Page 4 of 153

¶ Hibernation is one of the most notable aspects of grizzly bear life history. This is a key 

time for grizzly bears during which they are more vulnerable to disturbances and habitat 

changes (e.g., climate change altering timing of seasons). All grizzly bears in the 

Northwest Territories are expected to den for several months, unlike bears in southern 

North America. 

¶ Although their range is apparently expanding (e.g., Arctic Archipelago), the reasons 

behind this expansion are not well understood. 

¶ The main threats are: 

o Recent behavioural changes in grizzly bears (e.g., attraction to hunting activities) 

have been noted in the Mackenzie Mountains and there are already indications of 

increasing instances of human-grizzly bear interactions. 

o Although the current level of human-caused mortality is estimated at less than one 

percent of the total estimated population, even a small increase in human-caused 

mortality can negatively impact the population. Current and future increases in 

human-grizzly interactions, leading to human-caused mortality, may become a 

threat, causing population decline. 

o Permanent removal of suitable habitat by human activity within grizzly bear range 

remains relatively small in terms of the speciesô overall range in the Northwest 

Territories. However, because individual grizzly bears need large home ranges, 

avoidance of industrial projects, increased future resource development, and 

establishment of transportation corridors could potentially pose a significant 

threat by the removal of a larger portion of effective habitat. 

Additional Factors: 

¶ Reduced availability of barren-ground caribou as a prey resource could become a limiting 

factor for grizzly bears on the barrens. 

¶ Random natural events and changes to habitat due to climate change appear to be less 

significant threats; however, these impacts are not fully understood. In general, the 

impact of climate change on grizzly bears in the Northwest Territories is speculative. 

Positive influences to grizzly bears and their habitat: 

¶ Implementation of co-management plans in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region and 

Gwichôin Settlement Area represents a positive influence on the species. 

¶ More than 12% of the range of the species is covered by protected areas. This level of 

formal protection of grizzly bear habitat ranks among the highest afforded the species in 

North America. 
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¶ The Government of the Northwest Territoriesô Big Game Hunting Regulations prohibit 

hunters from hunting grizzly bears in dens or any grizzly bear accompanied by a cub. The 

new Wildlife Act prohibits breaking into, damaging, or destroying dens. 

Recommendations: 

¶ Comprehensive and coordinated traditional knowledge research should be conducted on 

grizzly bears within much of their range. 

¶ Re-assess the status of grizzly bears as significant new information is made available. 

¶ Create a comprehensive system to track human-caused mortality of grizzly bears 

throughout their range in the Northwest Territories.  

¶ Promote measures to prevent human-grizzly bear conflicts. 

¶ Conduct population studies of grizzly bears, particularly in the Mackenzie Mountains. 

¶ When looking at the feasibility of options for predator management for caribou, take into 

account the results of this assessment. 
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Executive Summary 

Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Description  

Grizzly bears are a large bear with a thick, 

brown, glossy coat. They have a prominent 

óhumpô on their shoulders and a distinct 

ógrizzledô appearance that comes as a result of 

coat hairs having lighter hair tips. Grizzly 

bears are feared and respected from a cultural 

standpoint and carry a great deal of spiritual 

significance for several Aboriginal groups in 

the Northwest Territories (NWT). While they 

were once traditionally harvested for their 

meat when more desirable species were not 

available, they are now mainly hunted for their 

hides. Grizzly bears are also hunted during the 

course of big game hunts in the Inuvialuit 

Settlement Region (ISR) and Gwichôin 

Settlement Area (GSA). 

The grizzly (or brown) bear of the NWT is a 

large bear with adaptations for omnivory 

(eating both plants and animals). 

Distinguishing features of grizzly bears, 

compared to other bears, include adaptations 

for digging (very long claws and large 

shoulder muscles that give the species its 

characteristic óhumpô) and a concave facial 

profile (curving inward). Colouration ranges 

from shades of light brown or cream to dark 

brown, often with guard hairs on the shoulders 

and back tipped with a lighter shade to give the 

fur a ógrizzledô appearance (and the species its 

namesake). 

Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Distribution  

In the NWT, grizzly bears are found in the 

Mackenzie Mountains, the Mackenzie Delta, 

along the northern coastline of the territory, 

and on the barrenlands up to and including the 

treeline. They can travel over long distances 

and move constantly in search of food 

resources. Population groupings (i.e., Delta 

grizzly bears, mountain grizzly bears 

[Mackenzie Mountains and Richardson 

Mountains], and barren-land grizzly bears) are 

Grizzly bears in North America are only found 

in a few small and isolated subpopulations in 

the lower 48 states, and a large population that 

is continuously distributed from western 

Alberta to coastal British Columbia and north 

to include almost all of Alaska and the Yukon, 

and east to include much of the NWT and 

mainland Nunavut. Grizzly bear range in the 

NWT includes the entire mainland except the 

Taiga Plains south of Great Bear Lake and east 
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not considered distinct, although they may be 

discussed separately because of geography 

(i.e., mountain ranges) or habitat preference. 

It has been observed that the distribution of 

grizzly bears has expanded further north, as 

well as further south, meaning that grizzly 

bears appear to be expanding their range on 

both fronts in the NWT. 

of the Mackenzie Mountains, and excluding 

the Taiga Shield to the southeast of Great 

Slave Lake. Recent observations suggest the 

species is expanding its distribution north to 

include Victoria Island, Banks Island, and 

Melville Island. 

Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Biology and Behaviour  

Females enter their dens pregnant and give 

birth in the den during the winter. They emerge 

in the spring with one, two, or three cubs. Cubs 

stay with their mother for two or three years, 

during which time they are taught to hunt and 

gather food so that they may eventually live on 

their own. Grizzly bears may live for a long 

time in the wild, with bears in the GSA known 

to live up to 30-35 years. 

Knowledge holders use coat and body 

condition to tell whether or not a bear is 

healthy. A shiny fat bear is considered to be a 

healthy animal. In general, knowledge holders 

consider grizzly bears to be a healthy animal, 

although they are susceptible to internal 

parasites and may get injured in fights with 

other bears. óOld ageô is considered to be the 

most important health issue faced by grizzly 

bears, resulting in poor/missing teeth, which 

hampers the ability of grizzly bears to obtain 

food. 

Grizzly bears den during the winter. They 

Grizzly bears in the NWT occur across a range 

of habitats, from low elevation barrens along 

the coast of the Arctic Ocean and northeast of 

the treeline to the Nunavut border, to islands of 

the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, to subarctic 

taiga and high elevation alpine habitat as found 

in the Mackenzie Mountains. The wide 

distributional range of the species reflects their 

generalist approach to habitat selection and 

omnivorous diet. Prior to denning in autumn, 

carbohydrate-rich berry crops are typically 

consumed in large quantities. 

Grizzly bears undergo dormancy (denning or 

hibernation) in winter, entering a den that is 

usually excavated on a slope with a southern 

aspect in late October and occupying it for as 

long as seven months (timing varies by sex and 

age). Cubs are born in dens in litters of usually 

between 1-3 offspring. Females and males will 

reach physiological maturity at approximately 

five years of age, but age at first reproduction 

can be delayed, especially in areas of poor 
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spend the summer and autumn consuming food 

and also preparing their dens for the winter. 

Grizzly bears emerge from their dens in the 

spring when the weather warms up, as early as 

March and as late as the beginning of June. 

productivity (e.g., on the barrens) where 

females may not produce a litter until eight 

years of age. Generation length (average age of 

parents of newborns) is between 10-15 years, 

and longevity between 20-30 years in the wild. 

The sex and age structure of grizzly bear 

populations are strongly influenced by 

reproductive rates and by the management 

regime to which a population is subjected. In 

the NWT, approximately half the population 

can be expected to be of breeding age. 

In general, movements (home ranges, 

directions, movement rates) are tied to age and 

sex, and habitat or feeding requirements; the 

latter may include seasonal migrations in 

elevation (as described for the Mackenzie 

Mountains) or movements related to the 

composition of habitat in the home range and 

seasonally available food sources including 

major prey species like caribou. Home ranges 

of grizzly bears in the NWT include the largest 

ranges reported for the species, particularly for 

bears inhabiting the central barrens of 

mainland NWT. Home ranges of males in the 

NWT average approximately 1,150-7,250 km
2
 

and females 250-2,100 km
2
. 

Interspecific interactions are largely 

characterized by the niche filled by the grizzly 

bear as an omnivore and predator. Disease and 

parasitism has not been noted as an important 

limiting factor for any grizzly bear population. 
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Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Population  

Knowledge holders note that trying to compare 

grizzly bear populations between different time 

periods is difficult because observations are 

affected by how and when people access the 

land. In the past, people travelled over long 

distances very slowly, and moved around 

seasonally in order to access resources. Today 

people can travel very quickly, and may not be 

on the land as frequently or use it in the same 

way. 

The Gwichôin of the NWT suggest that there 

have been three population decreases in the 

past, and a more recent period of population 

stability and increase. These population 

decreases (1940s-1960s, 1970s-1980s, and 

1980s-1990s) were thought to have taken place 

because of scarcity of food resources 

compounded by increasing access to the land 

(i.e., skidoos became common) and 

overhunting. The more recent period of 

population stability has been attributed to a 

decrease in hunting pressure coinciding with 

the implementation of a grizzly bear 

management plan in the GSA that includes 

quotas on harvesting. 

Knowledge holders in the GSA and Mackenzie 

Mountains think that if current conditions 

continue, the grizzly bear population will 

remain stable and potentially increase. 

Densities of grizzly bears are highest in the 

Richardson Mountains and Mackenzie 

Mountains. Density declines as the population 

ranges into the low Arctic tundra, with the 

lowest densities occurring north of the treeline 

along the Mackenzie River delta, in the central 

barrens of the NWT/West Kitikmeot, and in 

the Arctic Archipelago. 

Using study-specific density estimates and 

assigning them more broadly at the ecoregion 

level provides an estimated population of 

between 4,000-5,000 grizzly bears in the 

NWT. This comprises about eight percent (%) 

of the estimated North American population of 

grizzly bears and approximately 16% of the 

Canadian population of grizzly bears. 

The best available information suggests that 

there is no evidence of decline and the 

population is at the very least stable, with local 

population increases likely occurring in the 

Mackenzie Mountains, parts of the mainland 

ISR, and most certainly in the Arctic 

Archipelago (although here densities remain 

very low). 
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Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Habitat  

Grizzly bears have two primary habitat 

requirements: adequate food sources and 

suitable denning sites. Suitable denning sites 

are found on well-drained slopes, with the 

slope usually south facing. Grizzly bears also 

prefer habitats characterized by relatively open 

areas that are not too warm during the summer 

months. The exception to this is female bears, 

who may intentionally choose less desirable 

habitat in order to avoid males and keep their 

cubs safe. The outskirts of eskers on the 

barrenlands have been identified as a 

particularly desirable habitat type for grizzly 

bears. Important food sources include barren-

ground caribou, fish, and berries. 

There are no specific areas favoured by bears 

within their range as they constantly move 

about looking for food sources. Protection 

zones that are created for grizzly bears should 

be large and cover areas that hold an 

abundance of food resources. 

Habitat use in the NWT is not expected to 

differ substantially from historic times; i.e., 

there does not appear to be substantial areas of 

suitable habitat that are not occupied by the 

species. Habitat fragmentation as a barrier to 

dispersal is expected to be very low for the 

NWT. Trends in habitat availability are not 

expected to be pronounced; recent trends 

would suggest an increase in availability of 

habitat associated with new sightings of 

grizzly bears in the Arctic Archipelago. 

Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Threats and limiting factors  

The most significant factors limiting the 

grizzly bear population are development and 

human-grizzly bear interactions. When 

encounters between humans and bears occur, it 

The main threat affecting grizzly bear 

distribution and abundance in the NWT (and 

all of North America) is human-caused 

mortality. In the NWT, main sources of 
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is most often the bear that suffers loss of life. 

Knowledge holders have observed that bears 

are becoming bolder, but also that people are 

less aware of how to interact with bears. 

Development can result in a loss of denning 

habitat and potential food resources, creation 

of potential barriers that may cause 

fragmentation, noise, traffic, harassment, 

increased access, and an increase in potential 

food resources (i.e., dumps), which may lead 

to an increase in human-grizzly bear 

interactions. 

Stochastic natural events and changes to 

habitat due to climate change are less 

significant threats. The least significant threat 

is hunting pressure, which has decreased since 

the 1990s. 

human-caused mortality include licensed 

hunting, Aboriginal subsistence harvesting, 

and kills in defense of life and property. A 

small number of bears may be killed by 

accident (e.g., from collisions), or during the 

course of research, and unreported mortality, 

including illegal kills, may also exist (although 

these numbers are expected to be very low for 

the NWT). The current level of estimated 

human-caused mortality, at or near 1.0% or 

less, is likely sustainable and not a current 

threat to causing NWT-wide population 

decline.  

Threats to grizzly bears from habitat 

disturbance have been primarily studied in the 

context of mining and exploration in the 

central barrens near Lac de Gras and 

surrounding sites, and areas of oil and gas 

exploration in the Mackenzie River delta, 

mining potential in the Mackenzie Mountains, 

and the creation of future transportation 

corridors. Avoidance of industrial projects, 

increased future resource development and the 

establishment of transportation corridors could 

potentially pose a significant threat to grizzly 

bears. However, permanent removal of suitable 

habitat by human activity within grizzly bear 

range remains relatively small in terms of the 

speciesô overall range in the NWT.  

The impact of climate change on grizzly bears 

in the NWT is, for the most part, speculative, 

and identifying the influence of climate change 

on projected grizzly bear numbers (or prey and 

habitat) is not possible at this time. Potential 

risks due to disease, contaminants, and other 

factors are minor for grizzly bears in the NWT. 
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Traditional and Community Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge 

Positive Influences  

Until the implementation of co-management 

plans in the GSA and ISR, the grizzly bear 

population was considered to be in decline. 

These plans have been identified by 

knowledge holders as a positive influence with 

a large degree of impact. Climate change may 

have a positive or neutral influence (e.g., 

creation of habitat, extension of mating season) 

but the impacts on grizzly bears are not well 

understood. 

Thus far it would appear that levels of human-

caused mortality are sustainable (at or less than 

1.0% of the total NWT population), and 

several management and land claim 

agreements that take into account the 

sustainable harvest of grizzly bears are in 

place. Protected areas with very strong 

provisions offered to grizzly bears (e.g., habitat 

protection measures, regulation of 

development, special consideration of the 

impacts of creating road access, etc.) comprise 

more than 12% of the range of the species in 

the NWT (greater if excluding areas of water 

and sea ice). This level of formal protection of 

grizzly bear habitat ranks among the strongest 

afforded the species in North America. 

 

  



Status of Grizzly Bear in the NWT  

Page 15 of 153

Technical Summary 

Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

Population trends 

Generation time (average age 

of parents in the population) 

(indicate years, months, days, 

etc.). 

Information not available in the 

sources. 

10-15 years. 

Number of mature individuals 

in the NWT (or give a range of 

estimates). 

Estimates of the number of 

mature individuals are not 

available in the sources. 

Estimated between 2,000 ï 

3,000. 

Amount of change in numbers 

in the recent past; Percent 

change in total number of 

mature individuals over the 

last 10 years or 3 generations, 

whichever is longer.  

Gwichôin knowledge holders 

have observed periods of 

decline in the grizzly bear 

population in the past (1940s-

1960s, 1970s-1980s, and 1980s-

1990s) and that the grizzly bear 

population in the Gwichôin 

Settlement Area (GSA) and 

surrounding regions is now 

stable and potentially 

increasing. In the Mackenzie 

Mountains, mainland Inuvialuit 

Settlement Region (ISR), and 

Banks and Victoria islands, 

increasing numbers have been 

observed. Trend information for 

other areas in the NWT is not 

available. 

The best available information 

suggests that there is no 

evidence of decline and the 

population is at the very least 

stable, with local population 

increases likely occurring in the 

Mackenzie Mountains, parts of 

the mainland ISR, and most 

certainly in the Arctic 

Archipelago (although here 

densities remain very low). 

Amount of change in numbers It is predicted that the grizzly Information not available. 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

predicted in the near future; 

Percent change in total number 

of mature individuals over the 

next 10 years or 3 generations, 

whichever is longer. 

bear population in the GSA and 

Mackenzie Mountains may 

continue to increase over the 

next decade if hunting pressure 

continues to remain low. 

Information for other areas of 

the NWT is not available. 

Amount of change happening 

now; Percent change in total 

number of mature individuals 

over any 10 year or 3 

generation period which 

includes both the past and the 

future. 

Gwichôin knowledge holders 

have observed that the grizzly 

bear population in the GSA and 

surrounding regions is now 

stable and potentially 

increasing. Likewise, numbers 

in the Mackenzie Mountains, 

mainland ISR, and Banks and 

Victoria islands, have been 

increasing. Information for 

other areas in the NWT is not 

available. 

Overall stability considering ten 

years on either side of present 

day. 

If there is a decline (in the 

number of mature individuals), 

is the decline likely to continue 

if nothing is done? 

No definitive recent decline has 

been noted, although some 

knowledge holders in the ISR 

have expressed concern for 

grizzly bears being óin dangerô. 

No decline. 

If there is a decline, are the 

causes of the decline 

reversible? 

Many of the potential threats to 

the grizzly bear population are 

man-made (i.e., human-grizzly 

bear interactions, development) 

and thus can be reversed. 

No decline. 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

If there is a decline, are the 

causes of the decline clearly 

understood? 

Threats are identified and 

understood. The cumulative 

impacts of multiple threats are 

not known. 

No decline. 

If there is a decline, have the 

causes of the decline been 

removed? 

No. Hunting pressure has been 

reduced but other threats 

remain: human-grizzly bear 

interactions, development, 

natural events, and climate 

change. 

No decline.  

If there are fluctuations or 

declines, are they within, or 

outside of, natural cycles? 

This is not known from the 

sources examined. 

Within natural cycles of density 

dependence. 

Are there extreme changes in 

the number of mature 

individuals? 

There is no evidence for 

extreme fluctuations although 

both population increases 

(population stable or increasing) 

and declines (to the point of 

órarityô) have been observed 

within the GSA. 

No. 

Distribution Trends 
  

Where is the species found in 

the NWT? Estimated extent of 

occurrence in the NWT (in 

km
2
). 

Grizzly bears in the NWT are 

found in mountainous terrain 

(i.e., the Mackenzie Mountain 

range, the Richardson 

Mountains), in the Mackenzie 

Delta, along the northern coast, 

and on the barrenlands up to 

and including the treeline. 

About 1,953,000 km
2
. 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

How much of its range is 

suitable habitat? Index of area 

of occupancy (IAO) in the 

NWT (in km
2
; based on 2 × 2 

grid). 

Grizzly bears are adept at 

moving to more suitable habitat 

when their current habitat 

becomes unfavourable (i.e., 

food sources are inadequate, 

suitable denning sites are not 

available). They are equally 

adept at moving back into their 

former habitat when conditions 

change. Their entire range thus 

serves as an ever-changing 

mosaic of suitable and un-

suitable habitat. 

About 879,000 km
2
. 

How many populations are 

there? To what degree would 

the different populations be 

likely to be impacted by a 

single threat?  Number of 

extant locations in the NWT. 

Information not available in 

sources. 

Since harvest management may 

differ throughout the NWT, the 

number of extant locations that 

are possible exceeds the 

threshold of 10.   

Is the distribution, habitat or 

habitat quality showing a 

decline that is likely to 

continue if nothing is done? Is 

there a continuing decline in 

area, extent and/or quality of 

habitat? 

The distribution of grizzly bears 

in the NWT is thought to be 

expanding, with knowledge 

holders in the ISR observing 

grizzly bears in more northerly 

locations than expected, and 

Métis knowledge holders noting 

range expansion into the North 

Slave region. There was no 

specific reference to habitat or 

habitat quality trends in the 

sources examined. 

No. 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

Is the number of populations or 

amount of occupied area 

showing a decline that is likely 

to continue if nothing is done?  

Is there a continuing decline in 

number of locations, number of 

populations, extent of 

occupancy and/or IAO? 

No. No. 

Are there extreme fluctuations 

in the range or the number of 

populations? Are there extreme 

fluctuations (>1 order of 

magnitude) in number of 

locations, extent of occupancy 

and/or IAO? 

Available information did not 

make note of extreme 

fluctuations in either range or 

number of populations. 

No. 

Are most individuals found 

within small and isolated 

populations? Is the total 

population severely fragmented 

(most individuals found within 

small and isolated 

populations)? 

No. No. 

Immigration from populations elsewhere 
 

Does the species exist 

elsewhere?  

Yes. Yes. Grizzly bears have a large 

range and are found in Asia, 

Europe, and North America. In 

Canada, they are found in other 

jurisdictions including Yukon, 

Nunavut, British Columbia, 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

Alberta, and Manitoba. 

Status of the outside 

population(s)? 

Information not available in 

sources. 

Special Concern (Western 

population, Canada [COSEWIC 

2012 status update]); est. 6,000-

7,000 bears in the Yukon; est. 

1,500 bears in Nunavut; est. 

16,000 bears in British 

Columbia; est. 30,000 bears in 

Alaska. 

Is immigration known or 

possible? 

Yes, grizzly bears are known to 

travel long distances, and thus 

immigration is possible. 

Yes.  

Would immigrants be adapted 

to survive and reproduce in the 

NWT? 

Information not available in 

sources. 

Yes. If immigration occurred, 

likely source populations would 

be from the Yukon, Nunavut, 

British Columbia, and Alaska. 

Is there enough good habitat 

for immigrants in the NWT? 

Information not available in 

sources. 

Yes. 

Is the NWT population self-

sustaining or does it depend on 

immigration for long-term 

survival? 

The NWT population is thought 

to be stable to increasing, 

indicating that it is likely self-

sustaining. 

Yes, self-sustaining. 

Threats and limiting factors 

Briefly summarize negative 

influences and indicate the 

magnitude and imminence for 

each. 

The most significant factors are 

development and human-grizzly 

bear interactions. Stochastic 

natural events and changes to 

habitat due to climate change 

Human-caused mortality at a 

rate of approximately 1.0% of 

the total NWT population per 

year (likely sustainable and not 

a current threat to causing 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

are less significant threats. The 

least significant threat is 

hunting pressure, which has 

decreased since the 1990s. 

NWT-wide population decline). 

Local avoidance of industrial 

projects, increased future 

resource development, and the 

establishment of transportation 

corridors could potentially pose 

a significant threat to grizzly 

bears. However, permanent 

removal of suitable habitat by 

human activity within grizzly 

bear range remains relatively 

small in terms of the speciesô 

overall range in the NWT. 

Positive influences 
  

Briefly summarize positive 

influences and indicate the 

magnitude and imminence for 

each. 

The sources examined 

identified existing co-

management plans as a positive 

influence with a large degree of 

impact. Climate change may 

have a positive or neutral 

influence but the impacts on 

grizzly bears are not well 

understood. 

Management tools including  

grizzly bear co-management 

plans/agreements in the ISR and 

GSA, legislation, hunting 

regulations and bylaws, and the 

Sahtú Land Use Plan variably 

provide for the establishment of 

harvest quotas and set out 

protections for dens, grizzly 

bears in dens, and grizzly bears 

accompanied by cubs.  

Protected areas with very strong 

provisions offered to grizzly 

bears (e.g., habitat protection 

measures, regulation of 

development, and special 
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Question 

TK/CK; Science 

Traditional & Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific  

Knowledge 

consideration to the impacts of 

creating road access) comprise 

more than 12% of the area of 

occupancy for the species 

(greater if excluding areas of 

water and sea ice). 
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Traditional and Community Knowledge 

component 

PREAMBLE 

Traditional knowledge within the Northwest Territories (NWT) has been passed on from 

generation to generation over centuries and through a variety of means (i.e., legends, songs, 

dances, experience) (Inuuvik Community Corporation [ICC] et al. 2006). As the traditions of the 

Aboriginal peoples of the NWT remain in practice, with many people still choosing to spend 

time on the land, this knowledge remains relevant and in circulation (ICC et al. 2006). 

Organizations within the NWT such as the Gwichôin Social and Cultural Institute, Inuvialuit 

Cultural Resource Centre, and the Tğē┐chỶ Culture and Lands Protection Department play a key 

role in gathering, recording, and publicly documenting traditional knowledge for future 

generations. Community knowledge does not imply only the knowledge of traditional 

communities in the NWT, but also the knowledge of members of the public, including outfitters, 

resident hunters and naturalists.  

Source summary and gaps/omissions 

In the Inuvik region, the Inuvialuit have some publicly available resources that document grizzly 

bear traditional knowledge, although not a focused publication dedicated to this purpose. The 

Inuvialuit Settlement Region Traditional Knowledge Report (ICC et al. 2006) proved useful for 

the purposes of this report. Additional information was supplied through the publication 

Inuvialuit and Nanuq: A Polar Bear Traditional Knowledge Study (Joint Secretariat 2015) and 

Grizzly and Black Bear Local Knowledge Summary Report: All Communities (Resources, 

Wildlife and Economic Development [RWED] 2003), which also contain traditional knowledge 

on grizzly bears. 

The Gwichôin have actively invested in documenting and publishing their traditional knowledge. 

For example, the Gwichôin Traditional Knowledge Project has undertaken the goal of recording 

and mapping Gwichôin Eldersô knowledge, including traditional ecological knowledge (Gwichôin 

Renewable Resources Board [GRRB] 2015). In 2014, the Gwichôin Social and Cultural Institute 

(GSCI) and the GRRB released the publication Gwichôin Knowledge of Grizzly Bears, formally 

documenting current and historical traditional knowledge on grizzly bears in this region. 

Although a great deal of traditional knowledge exists about grizzly bears in the other regions, 

neither the Sahtú (Benson pers. comm. 2014; Simmons pers. comm. 2014), nor the Dehcho have 

focused or formalized traditional knowledge studies on grizzly bears, thus both of these 

administrative regions present a significant knowledge gap within this report. Information from 
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the Yukon that could have been used to supplement Sahtú and Dehcho grizzly bear knowledge is 

largely unavailable at this time (Mulders pers. comm. 2016).  There is similarly a lack of 

available documented traditional knowledge for grizzly bears in the Mackenzie Mountains. 

However, for the Mackenzie Mountains, a substantial amount of community knowledge was 

drawn from Larter and Allaireôs (2015) Mackenzie Mountain Non-resident and Non-resident 

Alien Hunter Harvest Summary 2014 report. This report included wildlife observations and 

harvesting information from non-resident and non-resident alien harvesters in the Mackenzie 

Mountains during the 2014 hunting season. It builds upon similar survey work that has taken 

place since 1995, in cooperation with the eight licensed outfitters that operate in the Mackenzie 

Mountains. 

For the Tğē┐chỶ communities of the North Slave region, grizzly bears are encountered while on the 

barrenlands, and thus traditional knowledge does exist. It is, unfortunately though, not well 

documented or readily available to researchers (Jacobsen pers. comm. 2014; Pellissey pers. 

comm. 2014). Barren-ground caribou outfitters may also hold important grizzly bear community 

knowledge, but it is unfortunately largely unavailable at this time. The Denesuline of the North 

Slave region are currently participating in a research project with the University of Calgary in 

order to formally gather and document grizzly bear traditional knowledge (Tollis pers. comm. 

2014). This project is in the information gathering stage (Tollis pers. comm. 2014; Unger pers. 

comm. 2014). Some grizzly bear traditional knowledge for the Slave Geological Province has 

been gathered under the auspices of the West Kitikmeot Slave Study, and is reflected in this 

report. During the course of the environmental assessment process for various resource 

extraction projects, the North Slave Métis Alliance (NSMA) has consolidated some of its 

traditional knowledge, along with more recent observations including knowledge related to 

grizzly bears. This information is reflected within this report. 

The Dene (De Beers Canada Inc. 2010) and Métis of the South Slave region encounter grizzly 

bears when on the land (NSMA 2012a; NSMA 2012b; NSMA 2001), although they may not be 

commonly encountered within the region itself (with the exception of the eastern portion of the 

South Slave region, which falls within grizzly bear range). Members of the Deninu Kue First 

Nation from Fort Resolution, for example, had traditional practices related to hunting grizzly 

bears (see Regional/cultural background, p.141 for more detail), and some of this is documented. 

This information is reflected within this report. 

Some researchers have pointed out that the particular type of respect afforded to grizzly bears 

(see Spiritual and cultural importance, p. 25 for more details) can mean that knowledge holders 

that are being interviewed will not talk directly about grizzly bears, or will limit what they say so 

as to avoid ótalking smartô or disrespectfully (Clark 1996; Clark and Slocombe 2009). This may 

also limit transmission of available traditional knowledge (Clark 1996). 

Most information obtained over the course of research for this report would be considered 

current. There are some references to older practices and ways of life, but the majority of 

traditional and community knowledge in this report was obtained within the last three decades 
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(1990s-2010s). 

Some Nunavut resources from the West Kitikmeot/Slave Geological Province were excluded 

because they are outside of the NWT or could not be obtained. Similarly, information in some 

resources from the Yukon (in particular resources from the North Slope) were excluded. It is 

acknowledged that these groups may have hunted within the NWT and that their particular 

terminology, as well as legends and traditional and community knowledge, may thus be 

applicable to grizzly bears in the NWT. 

Spiritual/cultural importance 

Respect
1
 for grizzly bears appears to be a pervasive theme in the NWT, with grizzly bears 

inspiring fear and representing danger. As such, there are rituals and rites surrounding grizzly 

bears, but also special ways of discussing them and showing respect. What follows is a 

discussion of the spiritual/cultural significance of grizzly bears, as well as their use by humans 

across the NWT, for those groups where information is available. 

The Inuvialuit 

Within the ISR, the grizzly bear is feared and respected. It has specific spiritual attributes and 

was hunted for subsistence in the past. A traditional Inuvialuit belief is that ñgrizzlies are smart, 

they can hear you talking about themò (Inuvik verification sessions, May 2006 in ICC et al. 

2006: 11-37). Some Inuvialuit may practice post-mortem rituals on dead bears, indicating a 

particular level of respect. For example, some Inuvialuit remove the hyoid bone from the throat 

of a grizzly bear that has been killed, a practice that is meant to ñensure that the bearôs spirit will 

not remain angry with the hunterò (Clark and Slocombe 2009: 8).
2
 Clark (1996) noted that there 

were cases in the ISR of problem bear carcasses being burned after the bears were shot, 

potentially representing a post-mortem ritual of respect. 

It is believed that grizzly bears and wolverines are óspiritual counterpartsô (ICC et al. 2006), for 

example sharing a similar gait and ólookô when running: 

                                                      

 
1
 Clark (1996) argues that Aboriginal peoplesô concept of órespectô for grizzly bears fundamentally differs from that 

of western views of órespectô. As an example, Clark (1996) groups Aboriginal practices of respect into different 

categories that encompass óliving cultureô (i.e., terminology, stories, reciprocity, and ritual), which is epitomized by 

living mutually or co-existing, rather than attempting to manage or control grizzly bears for their (and our) own 

benefit. From this perspective, grizzly bears are not thought of at the level of population unit, but considered as 

individual animals, or more specifically, ónon-human personsô. 
2
 Clark (1996) draws a tie between the Inuvialuit practice of removing the hyoid bone and the legend referred to by 

the Gwichôin in which a human woman married a bear. Through the course of the Gwichôin legend, the human 

woman turns into a bear and is shot by her human brothers with arrows (McClellan 1970). The hyoid bone may 

represent a symbolic removal of an óarrowheadô, thus appeasing the spirit of the bear (McClellan 1970; Clark 1996; 

Clark and Slocombe 2009). 
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ñéI donôt know how to say in a spiritual wayéthe wolverine and the grizzly bear they 

lookélike brother, you see a wolverine running, itôs just like watching a grizzly bear running, 

if you see a grizzly bear running from miles away itôs like seeing a wolverine running, they 

both run the sameéò (AK237
3
 in ICC et al. 2006: 11-37). 

Grizzly bears were traditionally harvested for their meat
4
 when more desirable species were 

unavailable (i.e., moose, caribou) (INU132, AK239 in ICC et al. 2006). Lard was made out of 

the fat (AK206 in ICC et al. 2006) and the fat rendered from the female breast was ñreputed to 

be good for people with allergiesò (Inuvik verification sessions, May 2006 in ICC et al. 2006: 

11- 43). The skins were taken and used to make particularly warm mattresses (Inuvik verification 

sessions, May 2006 in ICC et al. 2006).  

The Gwichôin 

The Gwichôin consider the grizzly bear to be spiritually powerful (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Some 

people will say that they ñsleep to shih (grizzly bear)ò, meaning that the grizzly bear is their 

spirit-protector (Gwichôin Elders 1997: 68). It is believed that when they sleep to it, the grizzly 

bear will tell them about the future (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Grizzly bears are spoken about as 

though they are equivalent to human beings. There are explanations for this, including a legend 

that at one time a bear had been married to a human woman (refer to Footnote 2, p. 25 for more 

information on this legend) (McClellan 1970; Clark and Slocombe 2009; GSCI and GRRB 

2014). Some Elders believe that a male grizzly bear will not bother a human woman if she says, 

ñBrother-in-law, itôs your sister-in-law here!ò (Gwichôin Elders 1997: 66). In this vein, some 

Gwichôin believe that killing a grizzly bear is the equivalent of killing a human being (Gwichôin 

Elders 1997). It is thought that in the past grizzly bears were similar to people, and that powerful 

shamans had the ability to change between human and grizzly bear form (Gwichôin Elders 1997). 

The Gwichôin warn of not disrespecting grizzly bears. This includes avoiding talking 

inappropriately (ótalking smartô) about grizzly bears whether or not they are present (Bullock 

1987; Haszard and Shaw 2000; Abraham Peterson in Lambert-Koizumi 2012). It is said that 

grizzly bears are intelligent and always listening, even during hibernation (Bullock 1987; Abe 

Steward Sr. in Lambert-Koizumi 2012). The Gwichôin believe that grizzly bears understand all 

human languages (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Mabel English explains: 

ñJust be very careful what you say about grizzly bears and have lots of respect for them when 

you handle them. Even when youôre eating, always say óThank youôò (Gwichôin 

Environmental Knowledge Project [GEKP] in Gwichôin Elders 1997: 64). 

                                                      

 
3
 In ICC et al. (2006), all interviews are coded but not identified by person to ensure anonymity of respondents.  

4
 TO36 in ICC et al. (2006: 11-43): ñBrown bears, black and grizzly bears ï the ones eating willows ï you could 

smell them [cooking]. The ones that eat berries, boy theyôre good meat and Iôve hunted all these.ò 
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The amount of respect afforded to grizzly bears may mean that some scientific practices, such as 

collaring, marking, or tagging bears, are considered disrespectful to the animal (Clark 1996; 

Gwichôin Elders 1997). 

Gwichôin respect grizzly bears by leaving them alone when they are encountered, unless they are 

being bothersome, and by being properly prepared when hunting them (GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

Hunting preparation includes having the appropriate tools, using good practice when butchering 

and disposing of waste, and not stepping over the bear or its parts (GSCI and GRRB 2014). The 

Gwichôin traditionally used all parts of the animal, including all of the meat
5
: 

ñéyou just canôt shoot a bear and leave it. You just canôt shoot a bear and just take the skin 

and leave the meat. You got to take everything, [thatôs] what people did in the past, if they 

wanted a bear they get it, and they use it, use it up the whole thingò (Robert Alexie Sr. in 

GSCI and GRRB 2014: 43). 

In the past, killing a grizzly bear was considered a great event. People would sing and chant in 

honour of the bear and a special ceremonial feast was held in which women could not attend: 

ñA boy became a full-grown man only after he killed a shih (grizzly bear), preferably a big 

one with long, heavy claws. He wore the claws as a symbol of his manhood and strengthò 

(Gwichôin Elders 1997: 67). 

Grizzly bears were hunted by groups of men, though women did sometimes take part in a hunt 

(Gwichôin Elders 1997). The hunt was conducted with great respect, knowing that it could be 

dangerous. Hunters would say a prayer and ask to be protected, and they did not talk about the 

grizzly bear or the plans for the hunt
6
, believing that the grizzly bear must ócomeô to the hunters 

in order to be hunted (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Single large animals without cubs were chosen for 

the hunt, and denning bears were not hunted (Bullock 1987). 

For meat purposes, younger bears may have been preferred over older animals (John Norbert in 

GSCI and GRRB 2014), and the meat of grizzly bears killed in the spring was not considered as 

                                                      

 
5
 There is concern that today when grizzly bears are hunted, sometimes the skins are taken but the carcass is left on 

the land (Woody Elias and Freddy Furlong in GSCI and GRRB 2014). Sometimes bears may be hunted for specific 

organs or body parts such as the gall bladder (William Teya, GEKP 1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB 2014). 
6
 Bullock (1987: 5) recorded traditional folklore suggesting that speaking about hunting a grizzly bear would result 

in bad luck for the hunt (i.e., have bad consequences): ñ[A Gwichôin] belief involved hunting in the late fall. If you 

(or the hunting group) have located an occupied den, say nothing to anyone about it. If silence is broken the bear 

will become sick overnight losing all summer fat and when you return the next day for the kill, it will be in poor 

shape.ò 
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good
7
 (Mabel English, GEKP 1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB 2014). Grizzly bears hunted in the 

fall
8
, before hibernation, were considered to yield the best meat:  

ñétheyôre really fat and theyôre eating fresh stuff in the fall, so [just] about anything is good 

eatingélike fresh berriesò (Eddy McLeod in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 45). 

Grizzly bears were hunted for meat only when there was no other food source
9
 (Bullock 1987; 

Haszard and Shaw 2000), or if it was a problem bear (Gwichôin Elders 1997; GSCI and GRRB 

2014). One bear yielded meat that ñlasted a long timeò and two bears ñenough for the entire 

yearò (Gwichôin Elders 1997: 67). Grizzly bear meat is not eaten today (GSCI and GRRB 2014), 

although it is used as dog food (Noel Andre in GSCI and GRRB 2014).  

In the past, the meat was divided up and some of it was given away (Elizabeth Greenland, GEKP 

1996-97 and Robert Alexie Sr. both in GSCI and GRRB 2014). Some people did not eat it, 

thinking that such an act brought misfortune (Gwichôin Elders 1997). The meat was boiled and 

fried, and the ribs were roasted in the fire (Gwichôin Elders 1997). ñThe feet were considered a 

delicacyò (Eddy McLeod in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 45). The fat ñwas rendered into lard and was 

considered the most valuable part of the animal
10
ò (Robert Alexie Sr. in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 

45). Grizzly bear guts were used to store the rendered grizzly bear fat (Bella Alexie, COPE Story 

in GSCI and GRRB 2014), and in the summer both the meat and fat were dried
11

 and smoked 

(Elizabeth Greenland, GEKP 1996-97 in Gwichôin Elders 1997: 68). The lard was appreciated 

because it had no aftertaste, and was used to make bannock (Gwichôin Elders 1997). If the 

intestines were not used, they, and the bones were properly disposed of, perhaps by burning them 

(Elizabeth Greenland, GEKP 1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB 2014). An unnamed Aklavik hunter 

noted ñthe practice of carving fish hooks from the canine teeth of brown bear[s]ò (Bullock 1987: 

7). 

                                                      

 
7
 Mabel English, GEKP 1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB (2014: 45): ñSomebody was telling me that her husband shot 

grizzly in the spring time and they cut the meat and they start to fry it, it was so awful smell. But you see, there I 

learned something, because when the bear is in the den, you knowébecause it donôt wake up and, you know, the 

urine and everything goes into the body ah. So that is why it smells really bad.ò 
8
 Bullock (1987) notes that bears were traditionally hunted in late fall. 

9
 Abe Peterson in GSCI and GRRB (2014: 44): ñBecause itôs hard to get caribou sometimes, and [so] they kill a nice 

fat grizzly bear, big grizzly bear, itôs good meat [when you] smoke itéclean you know [itôs] a clean animal, just kill 

a ground squirrel and eat roots and caribou meat, fish.ò 
10

 ñ[It] can be used for cooking andéis as nice as lard ï doughnuts and bannock fried in the fat are particularly niceò 

(Abe Peterson in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 45). 
11

 ñI know the meat they dry it, they dry it and that is the only way we could have it for a while. We donôt have 

freezers, so we have to dry it and then if we want to cook it, we have to put it in water and soak it and then boil it. 

That is the way we used to keep our meat unless we have an ice house, you know we made a big pit in the ground. 

That is the only way. Even nowéThey boil it and they can fry it, and you can roast it to fire, ribs, and theyôre good. 

You know that is when youôre hungry you kill it, you got no food you can kill itò (Elizabeth Greenland, GEKP 

1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 44-45). 
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Grizzly bear fat has medicinal value for the Gwichôin as an ointment, and is rubbed directly on 

the skin for various maladies ranging from sore throat, rheumatism and arthritis, to hair loss 

(Gwichôin Elders 1997; GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

In the past grizzly bear skins
12

 were used ñto make clothing
13

, mattresses, rugs or mats, sleigh 

packs, and other items
14
ò (Antoine Andre and William Teya, GEKP 1996-97; Alfred Semple, 

Gwichôin knowledge study on Dall sheep, grizzly bear, and wolf interactions [DSGBW] 2006-11 

all in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 44). They were not sold as no one would purchase them (Gwichôin 

Elders 1997). In modern times
15

 the hide is tanned and sold (Bullock 1987), kept, or given away 

(RWED 2003), or made into traditional items such as mitts, parka trimmings, and mukluks 

(Gwichôin Elders 1997). 

The Sahtú 

For the people of the Sahtú ï the Sahtúgotôēne ï all parts of the environment, living or not, are 

considered interconnected; it is the responsibility of the Sahtúgotôēne to sustain this 

interconnectedness (Stevenson 2007).  Although few documented sources are available, grizzly 

bears figure prominently in the history of the region. For instance, the name Grizzly Bear 

Mountain came from the story of a Dene shaman and his encounter with a grizzly bear (Hanks 

1996). These kinds of shamanic stories are often the source of Dene laws (George Blondin pers. 

comm. 1996 in Hanks 1996). In the stories of the Sahtú, human and grizzly bear transformations 

are fairly common and the distinction between bear and man is difficult to make (Hanks 1996). 

As noted by Hanks (1996), ñA fight with a medicine bear may actually be a duel with another 

shaman.ò  

The Dehcho 

In the Dehcho, grizzly bears are considered powerful, culturally significant animals that must 

always be treated with respect. It is important to never speak ill of them. In the past, grizzly bear 

hunters would ñprop up the grizzly bearôs head with a tree to show respectò, with the head facing 

east while the animal was being skinned (Allaire pers. comm. 2016). 

                                                      

 
12

 Preparation of the skins involved a lengthy process of drying, smoking, tanning, and additional preparation for use 

as a specific item(s) prior to sewing (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Sometimes skins were considered too poor to be used 

(Antoine Andrew and William Teya, GEKP 1996-97; Alfred Semple, DSGBW 2006-11 all in GSCI and GRRB 

2014). 
13

 ñéthey use young bear skin for kidsô parky or something like that. Itôs not so long hair and not so thickò (Gabe 

Andrew, GEKP 1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 44). 
14

 Sometimes the fur was removed to create a strong leather that was used to make dog harnesses and traces 

(Thomas Mitchell, GEKP 1996-97 in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 44). 
15

 Bullock (1987: 2) noted that the trend of hunters showing ñan increased interest in shooting grizzly bears, 

primarily for the resale of tanned hidesò took place within a decade (i.e., between 1977-1987). 
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The Akaitcho 

For the Denesuline of Ğutsel Kôe, grizzly bears are highly respected, being thought of as 

spiritually powerful and sharing characteristics with humans
16

 (LKDFN 2001, 2015). They are 

simultaneously seen as being both dangerous and nurturing (LKDFN 2001)
17

. They are 

considered a ókey speciesô of the Denesuline landscape
18

, with changes in the behaviour of 

grizzly bears considered to be indicative of wide changes in the ecosystem (LKDFN 2001). 

Further discussion of this is included in Diet and feeding behaviour, p. 46 and Grizzly bear ï 

human interactions, p. 55. Grizzly bear was a source of meat for the Denesuline (De Beers 

Canada Inc. 2010), but at least in Ğutsel Kôe, donôt appear to be harvested  much anymore 

(LKDFN 2015). 

Traditionally, members of the Deninu Kue First Nation from Fort Resolution would travel 

together on the land when they hunted, helping one another and hunting for óeverythingô as they 

went, including grizzly bears (De Beers Canada Inc. 2010). Bears would have been harvested 

using traps, which were set in the late summer and throughout the fall, coinciding with the 

ripening of berries (Fort Resolution Elders 1987). Harvested bears were used primarily for 

medicine (the fat can be used to heal people); their meat is not eaten (LKDFN 2015). 

SPECIES OVERVIEW 

Names and classification 

Common Name (English) Grizzly bear 

Common Name ï Other: Barren-ground bears, timber bears (LKDFN 2015) 

Common Name ï French: Ours grizzli 

Scientific Name Ursus arctos 

Chipewyan Dl®ze ï grizzly bear (Chipewyan, Ğutsel Kôe dialect) (South Slave 

Divisional Education Council [SSDEC] 2014) 

                                                      

 
16

 One individual indicated that grizzly bears are considered similar to ña person that once livedò while others noted 

that people could communicate with grizzly bears using the Denesuline language (LKDFN 2015). 
17

 This is illustrated in a story told by the Denesuline in which a bear with powerful medicine finds a young man in 

the fall and coaxes him into his den to hibernate during the winter ï the bear was so spiritually powerful that the 

young man was said not to be able to refuse the bear (Jim Fatt in LKDFN 2001). In the end, the presence of the 

young man caused the bear to be killed and eaten, leaving the young man with an intimate knowledge of where 

bears hibernate and which were in ógood shapeô (i.e., fat) for eating (Jim Fatt in LKDFN 2001). 
18

 The Denesuline refer to this landscape as Katthinene ï meaning óthe area at the end of the (Great Slave) lakeô, and 

refers to the area of Denesuline Nene (Chipewyan Land), which is described as being rich in resources (LKDFN 

2001). 
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Sas ï bear (Chipewyan, Deninu Kue dialect) (SSDEC 2012) 

Gwichôin Shih (Teetlôēt Gwēchôēn dialect) (GSCI and GRRB 2014) 

Sheh (Gwēchya Gwēchôēn dialect) (GSCI and GRRB 2014) 

Atsanh (Teetlôēt Gwēchôēn dialect) - ice-covered bear; bears that go 

into water in the fall and allow the water to freeze, providing a 

protective layer of ice (Gwichôin Language Centre 2005; GSCI 

and GRRB 2014)  

Inuvialuktun 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aklaq ï a (one) grizzly bear (Uummarmiut dialect) (ICC et al. 

2006; WMAC (North Slope) and Aklavik Hunters and Trappers 

Committee [HTC] 2008) 

Aklak ï two grizzly bears (Siglitun and Uummarmiut dialects) 

(ICC et al. 2006; WMAC (North Slope) and Aklavik HTC 2008) 

Aklat ï three or more grizzly bears (Siglitun and Uummarmiut 

dialects (ICC et al. 2006; WMAC (North Slope) and Aklavik HTC 

2008) 

Akhaq (Kangiryuarmiutun dialect) (Joint Secretariat 

2015) 

Aghak ï brown bear (Inuinnaqtun dialect) (Inuvialuit Joint 

Secretariat and Species at Risk Secretariat 2011) 

Akğak ï brown bear (Siglitun dialect) (Inuvialuit Joint Secretariat 

and Species at Risk Secretariat 2011) 

Sahtú Sahcho (Sh¼hta or ShēӢhta Gotôē┐ne, D®lǱne Gotôē┐ne), sahsho 

(Kô§sho Gotôē┐ne) ï grizzly usually found in their area ( ehdzo 

Gotôē┐ne Gotsôe┐Ӣ N§kedē (Sahtú Renewable Resources Board) 

[SRRB] and Species at Risk Secretariat [SARS] 2013) 

Gokwôē┐ sahcho k§yelủ (D®lǱne Gotôē┐ne), gokwôē┐Ӣ sahcho k§reğủ 

(Sh¼hta or ShēӢhta Gotôē┐ne), gowôē┐Ӣ sahsho k§yelủ (Kô§sho Gotôē┐ne) 

ï a larger grizzly that has started to come into the Sahtú (SRRB 

and SARS 2013)  

Gokwôē┐┐ sahcho k§yelủ k§lủ (D®lǱne Gotôē┐ne), gokwôē┐ sahcho k§relủ 

k§lủ (Sh¼hta or ShēӢhta Gotôē┐ne), gowôē┐ sahsho k§yelủ k§lủ (Kô§sho 

Gotôē┐ne) ï an even larger grizzly that sometimes has sand on its 

forearms because it drags cubs out of their den (SRRB and SARS 

2013) 

South Slavey Sahcho ï grizzly bear (K§tğôodehche dialect) (SSDEC 2009)  
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Tğē┐chỶ Sah dekôoo ï brown bear/grizzly bear (Tğē┐chỶ Community 

Services Agency [TCSA] 2006) 

Sahcho ï big bear/grizzly bear (TCSA 2006) 

Sahtso ï big bear/grizzly bear (TCSA 2006) 

Description 

Grizzly bears are large bears with a thick, brown, glossy coat. Their coat colour can vary from 

light blond with a silver or cream-yellow sheen, to dark brown, to a rare cinnamon colour 

(Gwichôin Elders 1997; GSCI and GRRB 2014). They have a prominent óhumpô on their 

shoulders, and their fur has a distinct ógrizzledô appearance as a result of coat hairs having lighter 

silver or blond hair tips. In June, grizzly bears shed their coats, temporarily lending them a 

shaggy, dull, and ógreyô appearance (Gwichôin Elders 1997; GSCI and GRRB 2014). By the fall, 

they have grown a new coat. This new coat may have a different colour than the previous one 

(GSCI and GRRB 2014). It is also possible for grizzly bears to shed before winter, growing a 

new coat throughout the winter before they emerge in the spring (GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

Throughout the spring, summer, and autumn, their coat may exhibit bald patches earned through 

rubbing or fighting (GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

Grizzly bears have a distinctive gait or walk (GSCI and GRRB 2014) that is sometimes 

compared to the gait of wolverines (Community Corporations of Aklavik, Inuvik and 

Tuktoyaktuk 2006). They leave behind large and deep tracks, with prints clearly showing toe 

nails (GSCI and GRRB 2014). Grizzly bears dig in the soil with these large claws, which are 

sometimes up to 5-8 centimeters (cm) long (Gwichôin Elders 1997; GSCI and GRRB 2014; 

LKDFN 2015). They move quickly for their size (reaching speeds up to 90 km/hr; LKDFN 

2015), which can range from 5-8 feet (1.5-2.4 meters) in length (GSCI and GRRB 2014). Grizzly 

bears can weigh up to 450 kilograms (kg), and measure 1.2-1.5 meters at the shoulder. Standing 

on its hind legs, a grizzly bear can reach as tall as 3.4-3.7 meters in height. Male grizzly bears 

have a larger and stouter appearance as compared to female grizzly bears (Gwichôin Elders 1997; 

GSCI and GRRB 2014). Ğutsel Kôe Dene describe grizzly bears as óhugeô, but still smaller than 

polar bears (LKDFN 2015). 

The Gwichôin distinguish different sizes of grizzly bears based on their preferred habitat: bears in 

the Mackenzie Delta and northern Yukon are said to be smaller than those found in the 

mountains, Alaska, and around Dawson (GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

Grizzly bears are known to have an excellent sense of smell but poor eyesight (GSCI and GRRB 

2014). Their sense of smell is considered to be stronger ówithin their own territoryô and some 

individuals have commented that grizzly bears are particularly sensitive to the smell of cooked 

food (LKDFN 2015). 
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Distribution 

Grizzly bears have a large range and are found in Asia, Europe, and North America (Committee 

on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada [COSEWIC] 2012). In Canada, they are found 

in the NWT, Yukon, Nunavut, British Columbia, Alberta, and Manitoba (COSEWIC 2012). 

 
Figure 1. Grizzly bear distribution across the NWT (hatched lines represent areas of increased presence). Map 

courtesy B. Fournier, Environment and Natural Resources (ENR).   

NWT distribution 

Grizzly bears inhabit mountainous terrain (i.e., the Mackenzie Mountain range, the Richardson 

Mountains), the Mackenzie Delta, along the coast, and the barrenlands up to and including the 

treeline (Figure 1, above). This distribution extends across the mid-northern portion of the 

territory (to the coast), as well as the mountainous regions of the NWT. Population groups  (i.e., 

Delta grizzly bears, mountain grizzly bears [Mackenzie Mountains and Richardson Mountains], 

barren-land grizzly bears) are not considered distinct, although they may be discussed separately 

because of geography (i.e., very long distances, mountain ranges) or habitat preference 
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(COSEWIC 2012). 

Inuvialuit Settlement Region 

Grizzly bears are found throughout the ISR
19

, especially the Richardson Mountains and 

Mackenzie Delta (RWED 2003; ICC et al. 2006), with some range expansion occurring on the 

Arctic islands (see Trends and Fluctuations, p. 61, for further details). It should be noted that 

Aklavik means ñplace where someone harvested a grizzly bearò (ICC et al. 2006: 5-8). Figure 2 

(p. 35) shows grizzly bear kills between 2009-2014 in the Inuvik region, broken down by type of 

kill (i.e., subsistence, sport, problem bear, and illegal kill).  

In RWED (2003), 224 knowledge holders in Tuktoyaktuk, Aklavik, Fort McPherson, Inuvik, and 

Paulatuk were asked whether or not they had observed grizzly bears or grizzly bear signs on the 

land between the years 1950-2000. Of those interviewees that had observed grizzly bears, the 

majority of the sightings were ñmade in the Mackenzie Delta, along the north coast towards 

Herschel Island, on Richards Island and the Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula, in the Husky Lake area, and 

along the coast of Darnley Bayò (RWED 2003: 10). Paulatukôs Community Conservation Plan 

(Community of Paulatuk et al. 2008) identifies important grizzly bear harvesting areas that still 

retain their use; for example, the Parry Peninsula, west to the mouth of the Horton River, south 

along the west side of the Horton River, south to the west side of Simpson Lake at the ISR 

boundary, east to the Horton River, north to the Hornaday River, and east along the coastal zone 

to the ISR boundary. In the western ISR, documented Inuvialuit observations of grizzly bears are 

concentrated in the eastern Mackenzie Delta area, nears Hans Bay and Beluga Bay (ICC et al. 

2006). Den locations can be found all over the mainland ISR, but Inuvialuit in the western ISR 

make note of some areas in particular: coast of Beluga Bay, around Camp Farewell, Richards 

Island, Parsons Lake, west of Sitidgi Lake, Sleepy Mountain, Strokes Point, Fish Hole, and 

inland from Shingle Point (RWED 2003; ICC et al. 2006) (see Appendix A, p. 145, for more 

information on grizzly bear observations in the western ISR). 

 

                                                      

 
19

 TO20 in ICC et al. (2006: 11-40): ñI still harvest grizzly  bear and polar bear. Grizzly bearé is in the whole ISR.ò 
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Figure 2. Distribution of harvest/kill locations of grizzly bear in the ISR between 2009-10 and 2013-14. Lettered 

areas on the map represent: A ï Ivvavik National Park; B - Yukon North Slope; C ï Aklavik; D ï Aklavik-Inuvik; E 

ï Inuvik; F ï Tuktoyaktuk-West; G ï Tuktoyaktuk-East; and H ï Paulatuk. Reproduced from Environment and 

Natural Resources [ENR] (2014b), with permission. 

Gwichôin Settlement Area 

Gwichôin Words About The Land (Gwichôin Elders 1997: 66) notes that ñmost of the 

timeé[grizzly bears] are spread throughout the countryò, though they may ñgather in a good part 

of the countryò where food is particularly abundant. The GSCI and GRRB (2014) note that 

grizzly bears can be found throughout the Richardson Mountains and Mackenzie Delta, though it 

is thought that there are more grizzly bears in the Richardson Mountains (Lambert-Koizumi 

2012; Eddie Greenland, Eddy McLeod, and Walter Alexie in GSCI and GRRB 2014; John 

Carmichael, DSGBW 2006-11 in GSCI and GRRB 2014). See Appendix A (p. 148) for details on 

recorded grizzly bear locations by the Gwichôin of the GSA.  

In general, grizzly bears in the GSA are observed predominantly in the area between the 

Richardson Mountains and the Mackenzie River, in particular from Bear Creek and Rat River in 

the south to Aklavik in the north (Bullock 1987; Gwichôin Elders 1997; Haszard and Shaw 2000; 

Lambert-Koizumi 2012; GSCI and GRRB 2014). Figure 3 (p. 36) shows grizzly bear kills 

between 2011-2014 in the Inuvik region, broken down by type of kill (i.e., problem bear and 

subsistence). Please note overlap in symbols for problem bears (pink triangles) ï there were six 
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problem bears killed between 2011-2014; five north of the Mackenzie River (Inuvik) and one in 

the Mackenzie Mountains.  

 
Figure 3. Distribution of reported grizzly bear harvest and kill locations in the GSA between July 2011-June 2014. 

Lettered areas on the map represent: A ï Richardson Mountains North; B ï Richardson Mountains South; C ï north 

of the Mackenzie River; D ï south of the Mackenzie River; and E ï Mackenzie Mountains. Please note overlap in 

symbols for bears killed as the result of grizzly bear-human interactions (pink triangles) ï there were six bears killed 

between 2011-2014; five north of the Mackenzie River (Inuvik) and one in the Mackenzie Mountains. Reproduced 

from ENR (2014a), with permission. 



Status of Grizzly Bear in the NWT ï Traditional and Community Knowledge 

Page 37 of 153

Eastern Sahtú Settlement Area 

Berger (1977) noted that grizzly bears inhabit the Mackenzie Valley (defined by the natural 

travel corridor that is the Mackenzie River and including the NWT portion of the Mackenzie 

drainage basin, which is to say, all of the western NWT) in varying densities. East of the 

Mackenzie Mountains, grizzly bears are found throughout the Sahtú Settlement Area (Auld and 

Kershaw 2005; Sahtú Land Use Planning Board [SLUPB] 2013). According to Auld and 

Kershaw (2005) there are ófewô grizzly bears in this area, compared to the Mackenzie Mountains 

where they are ócommonô. 

Mackenzie Mountains 

A relatively high density of grizzly bears is known to occur in the Mackenzie Mountain barrens 

(Popko and Veitch 2006 pers. comm. in Wilson and Haas 2012) and in the Naatsôihchôoh area 

(around the headwaters of the South Nahanni River; SLUPB 2013). In the Dehcho portion of the 

Mackenzie Mountains, there is a relatively high density of grizzly bears in the Greater Nahanni 

area (Dehcho Regional Wildlife Workshop 2008 in Wilson and Haas 2012). An additional area 

in the Backbone Ranges of the Mackenzie Mountains was mapped as a high use area for grizzly 

bears, at a workshop that included biologists and community harvesters (Dehcho Wildlife 

Workshop Group 2006 unpubl. data in Wilson and Haas 2012; Wiebe 2003).  

Slave Geological Province 

The 300,000 square kilometer (km
2
) West Kitikmeot/Slave area, stretching from the north and 

east arms of Great Slave Lake to the arctic coast, is known grizzly bear range
20

 (West Kitikmeot 

Slave Study Society [WKSSS] 2001). The Denesuline of Ğutsel Kôe particularly note the region 

of land surrounding Aylmer Lake as being ñrich in wildlife, with many sandy eskers providing 

habitat for grizzly bears, wolves, and other tundra mammalsò (LKDFN 2003: 26; Ğutsel Kôe 

Dene Community Members 2005: 10). Most Ğutsel Kôe Dene First Nation (LKDFN) 

observations of grizzly bears have been north of Ğutsel Kôe (e.g., Lockhart River), but grizzly 

bears have also been observed east of the community near McLeod Bay, Fort Reliance, and as 

far as Whitefish Lake (LKDFN 2015). 

Other 

Traditional and community knowledge also suggests grizzly bears may have occurred in the 

Cameron Hills (southern Dehcho region) in the past, and perhaps as recently as the late 1990s 

(Allaire pers. comm. 2016 and Hordal pers. comm. 2016). 

                                                      

 
20

 The NWT portion of the West Kitikmeot, largely composed of the Taiga Shield ecozone, finishes at the NWT-

Nunavut border. 
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Search effort 

Inuvialuit, Gwichôin, and Denesuline knowledge holders have an in-depth understanding of 

where grizzly bears can be found. This knowledge has been communicated from generation to 

generation
21

 and is recorded. While other Aboriginal groups most certainly have this 

information, the sources examined reveal that it is not recorded to the same extent (see Source 

summary and gaps/omissions, p. 23).  

Denesuline (Ğutsel Kôe) observations of grizzly bears have often been during hunting trips, in 

camps, or while travelling for other reasons (including, more recently, from helicopters while 

conducting wildlife surveys) (LKDFN 2015). In the ISR and GSA, hunters use boats and 

skidoos, following ice roads and trails, to hunt grizzly bears. There may be designated trails 

specifically for this purpose
22

, or grizzly bears may be hunted incidentally when other species are 

being harvested
23,24,25

. INU133 (ICC et al. 2006) mentioned grizzly bears are hunted because 

they have dens near to human camps. Clark and Slocombe (2011) noted that economic factors 

such as the cost of gas or the price of hides affected how far and how frequently land users were 

travelling on the land, as well as whether or not they were willing to hunt grizzly bears. 

In traditional Inuvialuit óseasonalô land use, grizzly bears were/are hunted in the spring (ICC et 

al. 2006). The majority of grizzly bear harvests still occur in the spring (April and May), 

although grizzly bear hunts are also known to take place from spring through to October (ICC et 

al. 2006). Knowledge holders note that in the past, grizzly bears were hunted all year long by the 

Inuvialuit, even when they were denning (ICC et al. 2006). This required specific knowledge and 

techniques (ICC et al. 2006). 

It is mentioned several times in the Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project (Milton MR Freeman 

1976) that in the past, grizzly bears on the barrenlands were so scarce that they were hunted only 

incidentally. Finding tracks or signs of a bear was such a rare occurrence that when signs were 

spotted they were followed, even for very long distances, and even when it was difficult. 

                                                      

 
21

 One hunter who had learned to hunt from his father commented that: ñ[Now] Iôm the one leading the skidoos, 

going for grizzly bears, polar bearséIôm the one thatôs breaking trail toéYukon North Slopeéto the coast because 

I know the way.ò (AK236 in ICC et al. 2006: 11-34) 
22

 TO06 in ICC et al. (2006: 11-42): ñMy trail is my old trap line trail to hunt grizzlies.ò 
23

 TO109 in ICC et al. (2006: 11-42): ñWolves and wolverine too, while we look for grizzly, right from Holmes 

Creek to Parsons Lake.ò 
24

 TO53 in ICC et al. (2006: 11-42): ñGrizzlies are also sometimes hunted by boat, at the same time as hunting seals 

or picking berries.ò 
25

 PIN 19, Aklavik in Joint Secretariat (2015: 30): ñIf I go to the coastéIôm going to be hunting the polar bears, 

doing my hunt on the ice, and Iôve also got a grizzly bear tag.ò Knowledge holders in Joint Secretariat (2015) are 

assigned unique Participant Identification Numbers (i.e., PIN 19) instead of being identified by name, thereby 

preserving anonymity. 
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ñAs soon as we see bear tracks we would follow them, even in deep snow. Sometimes we donôt 

catch up to the grizzly bears but [a] lot of times we do catch up to them. [Old time hunters] 

would follow them using snowshoes and [a] dog teamò (INU110 in ICC et al. 2006: 11-42). 

Biology and behaviour 

Habitat requirements  

Grizzly bears prefer certain kinds of habitat. They prefer areas that are óopenô, have abundant 

food resources, and are not too warm during the summer months. The Mackenzie Delta, for 

example, is considered less suitable habitat than the Richardson Mountains because there are 

more mosquitos in the summer (Gwichôin Elders 1997), more brush (i.e., it is not as óopenô), and 

there may not be as many food resources available. Females with cubs may choose brushier areas 

however, to provide cover for the cubs that more open areas cannot (Lambert-Koizumi 2012). 

Shade and the particular habitat created by eskers on the barrenlands appear to be important in 

the summer, as is noted by a Denesuline knowledge holder: 

ñThose little bushes, Tôa bathe (bog birch), that is where the bears stay in the summer, in the 

shade. Thatôs why it is said to never go downhill of eskers quickly because bears might be 

thereò (LE, LKDFN 2001a: 17 in De Beers Canada Inc. 2010: 5-51). 

In addition to providing shade and shelter, eskers are also noted for supporting ña varied plant 

life, [which] attracts animals such as caribou and grizzly bear[s].ò (De Beers Canada Inc. 2010: 

5-69). 

Food resources 

Whether or not food is abundant and available is a major factor driving grizzly bear habitat 

selection (Lambert-Koizumi 2012). If an area is abundant in important food sources, such as 

berries, roots, caribou, or ground squirrels, it will be attractive to grizzly bears (Lambert-

Koizumi 2012; LKDFN 2015). Inuvialuit knowledge holders note a relationship between 

increases in the number of grizzly bears in an area corresponding to an increase in the population 

of animal food species
26

 (ICC et al. 2006). 

Gwichôin Elders call the Richardson Mountains óbear countryô (Gwichôin Elders 1997), because 

they have abundant and numerous food resources and the potential for early thaw in the spring 

(with early snow melt in the mountains and the wind clearing snow). This early thaw and 

exposure can help bears find vegetation with relative ease. Aside from abundant roots and 

                                                      

 
26

 TO07 (ICC et al. 2006) notes: ñThere are more brown bears [in the Tuktuuyaqtuuq area] because there are more 

caribou.ò 
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berries, ground squirrels thrive in the Richardson Mountains, and there is fishing and fast water, 

which grizzly bears can use to hunt prey (more details are included in Diet and feeding 

behaviour, p. 46) (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Large flat areas with an abundance of berries are 

sometimes frequented by several bears at the same time (i.e., Black Mountain) (Abe Stewart, 

DSGBW 2006-11 in GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

More details can be found in Diet and feeding behaviour, p. 46. 

Denning 

Berger (1977) noted that knowledge holders had talked about certain critical habitat 

characteristics necessary near denning sites. These sites were typically ñfound on high well-

drained slopesò (Berger 1977: 100). Den building requires loose substrate suitable for digging, 

and a favourable slope orientation. Bears may try to build their dens near a water source, such as 

a creek or near the gravel beach of a lake (GSCI and GRRB 2014). South facing slopes, small 

hills, and steep lake banks are ideal den locations (GSCI and GRRB 2014; Nirlungayuk 2011). 

Bears have been known to create temporary warm spring sleeping locations as well, excavating 

spaces in the snow and lining them with grass (Woody Elias, DSGBW 2006-11 in GSCI and 

GRRB 2014). Trees and vegetation mats near den locations may provide bedding material and 

materials to block the door of a den (McLoughlin pers. comm. 2014
27

), with willows being cited 

as bedding material in Nunavut (Nirlungayuk 2011). Dens may be of a size to allow grizzly bears 

to move around in them during the winter if needed, and may even be high enough for the bear to 

stand up in (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Dens built in flatter areas can resemble a hill, or they may be 

dug more deeply in the ground (Gwichôin Elders 1997). Grizzly bears may also use caves for 

denning (Gwichôin Elders 1997; Nirlungayuk 2011). 

The Denesuline of Ğutsel Kôe suggest that grizzly bears do not build their dens directly on 

eskers, but rather near eskers where conditions are more ideal:  

ñThe grizzly bears, from what I have seen, never have their dens on the eskers. They have 

their dens on the outskirts of the eskers where there are these small patches of hilly sand. And 

another thing too is that they donôt make their dens on the south side, only on the west side 

where the wind blowsò (LD, LKDFN 2001a: 27 in De Beers Canada Inc. 2010: 5-51). 

Movements 

Grizzly bears move widely across their habitat for a number of reasons, including searching for 

food resources, in order to follow favourable climate (e.g., cooler temperatures during the 

summer months) or conditions (e.g., fewer mosquitos) (Ernest Vittrekwa in GSCI and GRRB 

2014), and to ñreturn to good denning territoryò (GSCI and GRRB 2014: 32). They have the 

                                                      

 
27

 As relayed to Dr. McLoughlin by a knowledge holder during fieldwork conducted in the Bathurst Inlet area. 
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ability to travel by walking great distances without stopping (George Niditchie in GSCI and 

GRRB 2014), although they will stop during these movements if they come across an area with 

abundant food, such as a caribou herd (Mary Kendi, DSGBW 2006-11 in GSCI and GRRB 

2014). They are noted to be excellent swimmers (unnamed Aklavik hunter and Eddy McLeod in 

GSCI and GRRB 2014; LKDFN 2015; Nirlungayuk 2011), and adept at manoeuvring in the 

mountains, including scaling steeper slopes. 

Grizzly bears are known to follow caribou herds; for example, the Porcupine caribou herd as it 

migrates (GSCI and GRRB 2014). Grizzly bears will hunt caribou for themselves and will also 

scavenge from other kills, including human kills (more details in Grizzly bear ï human 

interactions, p. 55) (Lambert-Koizumi 2012). Although following caribou herds could be 

considered seasonal movement, it is not considered migratory behaviour (GSCI and GRRB 

2014). Knowledge holders note that it is mostly males following game (GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

It is possible that some bears follow the herd full-time (George Niditchie in GSCI and GRRB 

2014). 

Gwichôin Settlement Area 

Gwichôin knowledge holders note that ñbears are widely dispersed over the Gwichôin Settlement 

Area and that individual bears travel widelyò (Eddie Greenland in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 27). 

Grizzly bear movements within the GSA may be categorized as seasonal, with bears moving 

ñbetween the Mackenzie Delta and the [Richardson] mountains, especially during high waterò 

(Mabel Kendi, DSGBW 2006-11 and unnamed Aklavik hunter in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 32). 

They travel north during the spring and summer toward the ocean (Eddie Greenland in GSCI and 

GRRB 2014) where a host of conditions, such as cooler temperatures, fewer biting pests (Ernest 

Vittrekwa in GSCI and GRRB 2014), and more abundant food (Walter Alexie in GSCI and 

GRRB 2014) may be found. Bears may spend the spring in the Black Mountain area where food 

is plentiful (i.e., vegetation and ground squirrels) (Freddie Greenland and John Carmichael, 

DSGBW 2006-11 in GSCI and GRRB 2014), and return in the fall to den in the same area where 

there are sheep (Dale Semple, DSGBW 2006-11, and Eddie Greenland and Ernest Vittrekwa all 

in GSCI and GRRB 2014). They may travel southwest towards the Rat River watershed from the 

Black Mountain area in the spring and late summer in order to take advantage of the Dolly 

Varden char run (Dale Semple, DSGBW 2006-11 in GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

The same bear may be seen multiple times over the years in one location in the Richardson 

Mountains (Abe Peterson in GSCI and GRRB 2014), presumably because resources are so 

readily available and there is no need for mountain bears to go very far (Abe Peterson, Ernest 

Vittrekwa, and George Niditchie all in GSCI and GRRB 2014). 

Grizzly bears travelling in the Richardson Mountains do not seem to follow trails but ñtravel all 

over the placeò (Eddie Greenland in GSCI and GRRB 2014: 32). It is noted that bears do have 

routes that they follow between abundant food resources (Woody Elias in GSCI and GRRB 
























































































































































































































