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Interactions between brown bears and humans in Scandinavia
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Abstract We have analyzed 114 meetings between brown bears (Ursus arctos) and personnel in bear research
projects in Sweden and Norway, reviewed the Scandinavian literature, 1750-1962, regarding people injured and
killed by bears, and analyzed instances of human injuries relating to bear attacks during the more recent period,
1976-1995. The last time people were killed by bears was in 1902 in Sweden and in 1906 in Norway. However,
most meetings between bears and humans result in the bear leaving. We observed no direct attacks, but bluff charges
occurred in 4% of the meetings. Blowing and growling were app;arcntly warning behaviors associated with the
presence of cubs or carcasses. Seven people have been injured in Scandinavia in the past 20 years; 6 were hunters,
and in five cases the bear was wounded or possibly wounded. We conclude that the most dangerous situation is
when a bear is wounded. In addition, we identified several situations that contributed to increased levels of aggres-
siveness among bears. They are, in decreasing importance: the presence of cubs, proximity to a carcass, proximity
10 a den, and the presence of a dog. Our results showed that the Scandinavian brown bear is not particularly danger-
ous. A relatively high proportion of wounded bears may have contributed to the apparently higher levels of fatalities

in the last century.
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INTRODUCTION

The brown bear (Ursus arctos) is a powerful carni-
vore that has hurt and killed people (Herrero 1985).
In Scandinavia the brown bear population is both in-
creasing rapidly and spreading, and many people at
the periphery of the bear’s range are uneasy about hav-
ing this new, unknown, and potentially dangerous car-
nivore in their midst (Swenson et al. 1998).

Because some people are afraid of meeting wild
bears (Norling et al. 1981, Dahle et al. 1987), it is
important to document just how dangerous bears are

and to determine exactly which situations are most
dangerous. Here we address these questions using
current and historical information from Sweden and
Norway. Similar studies and reviews have been made
before, especially in North America (Herrero 1985)
and Russia (Chestin 1992), but we feel it is important
to report data from Scandinavia for two reasons: 1)
people relate better to information from their own area,
and 2) brown bear aggressiveness appears to vary geo-
graphically (Shevchenko 1990, Bibikov 1990, Vaisfeld
and Pazhetnov 1992, Chestin 1993, Swenson et al.
1996). Here we present the results of a study that has

* Present address: Department of Biology and Wildlife Conservaion, Agricultural University of Norway, Postbox 5014, N-1432 As,

Norway



Biosphere Conservation 2 (1), 1999

previously only been reported in more detail in an
unpublished report in Norwegian (Swenson et al.
1996).

METHODS

Twenty-seven people, who have worked on bear
research projects in Scandinavia, were interviewed
about their encounters with bears. The original ques-
tionnaire was rather detailed (Swenson et al. 1996),
but here we report only on the answers to the follow-
ing six questions: 1) What was the bear’s behavior af-
ter discovering that a person was present? 2) Did you
regard the bear to be aggressive? 3) Did the bear vo-
calize or stand on its hind legs? 4) Did the bear leave
the area after discovering you? 5) Were dependent
young bears (referred to as “cubs”), a carcass, or a
dog present? .6) If a bluff charge occurred, at what
distance did it start and stop?

In all, 114 encounters with bears were described.
It is important to point out that, as the people inter-
viewed were used to working with bears, and as many
of the bears were radio-marked, the interviewees were
able to approach the bears much more closely without
being discovered than is normal during bear - human
encounters. In addition, as the interviews were con-
ducted sometime after the bear meetings, often sev-
eral years later, the least dramatic encounters were
probably under-represented, having been forgotten.

All available information about people killed or
injured by brown bears in Scandinavia, during the pe-
riod 1750-1962, was summarized from five sources

(Zetterberg 1951, Haglund 1964, Elsrud 1977, Hohle
1977, Myrberget 1978).

‘We were interested in the activity of the person and
the presence of factors that may have influenced the
probability of injury. Information for the last 20 years,
1976-1995, was also summarized based on a report
by @stmoe (1995) and a review of hunting magazines
and newspapers. All reports were accepted as true.

We tested for differences in frequencies using a X
test, with a correction for continuity when a 2 x 2 con-
tingency table was used.

RESULTS

Analyses of encounters with brown bears

In 80% of the 114 encounters with brown bears,
the bears were not judged to be aggressive by research
personnel, and in 60% of the cases the bear(s) simply
left, avoiding human interaction (Table 1). No cases
of direct attack or physical contact were recorded, but
bluff charges were made towards people in 4% of the
encounters. Observers reported their impressions that
bears were acting in a threatening manner in 21% of
the encounters. Of the 24 cases regarded as aggres-
sive encounters, 83% involved cubs, carcasses, and/
or dogs. When such factors were not present, bears
were only recorded as acting aggressively in 8% of
the meetings (Table 2).

Bears were judged to be threatening in 44% of 18
encounters when young were present, compared with
27% when a dog was present (N = 20), and 27% when
a carcass was present (N = 33). In five of the 24 (21%)

Table 1. The behavior of brown bears after detection by people.

Behavior n %
Leaves 68 60
Stays without seeming threatening 10 9
Approaches a person without appearing threatening 12 11
Seems threatening but is not a.ggressive 15 13
Attacks a dog 4
Charges a person 5 4
Attacks a person and makes contact 0 0

Total

114 101

























