
 

Diverse salmon populations enable 'resource
surfing' bears to eat tons of fish
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Coho salmon, Tillamook State Forest, Oregon. Credit: Oregon Department of
Forestry

Research shows that Kodiak brown bears that sync their stream-to-
stream movements to salmon spawning patterns eat longer and more than
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bears that don't, with one bear in the study consuming greater than 2 tons
of fish in one summer.

Individual sockeye salmon populations spawn for about 40 days, but
"resource surfing" bears can fish for three times that long, biologists
have learned.

Worldwide, prolonged salmon availability is increasingly under threat
from hatchery supplementation that tends to reduce the genetic diversity
underpinning different spawning times. In addition, bears' ability to
follow salmon waves is hampered by industrial development such as
mining.

Findings were just published in Scientific Reports.

"This study is the first to link actual metrics of bear consumption to their
foraging behavior and movements," said co-author Jonathan Armstrong,
assistant professor of fisheries and wildlife in the Oregon State
University College of Agricultural Sciences.

Armstrong collaborated with corresponding author Will Deacy and
scientists from the University of Montana, Washington State University
and the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge to collar 33 female bears and
track them for a year over a 1-million-square-kilometer portion of
Kodiak Island.

At the end of those 12 months, the team recaptured 18 of the bears and
took hair samples that they measured for mercury. Salmon absorb
mercury from what they eat in the ocean, and the amount of mercury in
a bear's hair indicates how much fish it dined on—the more mercury, the
more salmon it ate.

"Salmon consumption ranged from around 300 kilograms for one bear
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up to almost 2,000 kilograms for the biggest salmon eater," said Deacy, a
postdoctoral scholar at OSU. "This study complements our other
research to show how bears depend on diverse salmon populations."

On average, the bears in the study ate more than 1,000 kilograms of
salmon apiece, and the more fishing sites a bear visited, the more time it
spent fishing. Salmon originating from different streams return from sea
to spawn at different times, making resource surfing possible.

"Results suggest that in intact watersheds with abundant salmon runs,
year to year variation in salmon numbers likely has less effect on salmon
consumption than individual variation in bear foraging behavior," Deacy
said. "A remaining challenge is to understand the drivers of that
individual variation."

  More information: William W. Deacy et al, Phenological tracking
associated with increased salmon consumption by brown bears, Scientific
Reports (2018). DOI: 10.1038/s41598-018-29425-3
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