REPORT OF THE TECHNICAL COMMISSION TO EVALUATE THE BROWN BEAR PROJECT AND THE DEATH OF A CAPTURED BEAR IN ASTURIAS, SPAIN

INTRODUCTION

The technical  commission was appointed by the Regional Government of Asturias to evaluate the ongoing brown bear radio-tracking research project in Asturias, particularly with respect to the death of the bear "Cuervo".  We were to provide recommendations concerning the need for radio-tracking in the project and specific recommendations about techniques used. 

This evaluation is relevant because the brown bear is an endangered species in Spain.  In the Cantabrian Mountains, it is found in 2 isolated populations of 50-65 bears (western population) and 17-25 bears   (eastern population).  The populations are declining, with an estimated rate of 4-5% per year in the western population (Wiegard et al. 1998.  Ecol. Monogr. in press).  A co-ordinated recovery plan for the speices has been prepared to reverse the decline and ensure the long-term survival of the species in Spain. To achieve this goal,  management authorities need scientific information.   Given this situation, there are two important risks to consider.  One is the risk to individual bears due to research activities and the other is the risk of extinction of the species if reliable information is not available to the managers.    

The committee members are:

Alberto Fernández-Arias.  Dr. in Veterinary Medicine and Specialist in Wild Animal Medicine - Consejería de Agricultura y Medio Ambiente del Gobierno de Aragón

Luis Mariano González.  Dr. in Biology and Endangered Species Co-ordinator in Spain of the Ministerio del Medio Ambiente) 

Djuro Huber.  Professor of the Veterinary Faculty of the University of Zagreb, Croatia and Project Leader of Large Carnivores with 18 years' experience studying bears 

Jon Swenson.  Dr. of Zoology and Scientific Leader of the Scandinavian Brown Bear Research Project.  Norwegian Institute of Nature Research, Trondheim, Norway. 

The Commission met on June 15-16, 1998 in Gijón.  We interviewed the project leader, Miguel Delibes, and the field leader, Javier Naves, and reviewed the necropsy report and other relevant information from the project.  Also, we interviewed the Director of the Project from the Regional Administration.  We present our conclusions and recommendations below. 

 EVALUATION OF THE PROJECT
Project Personnel

The scientific leader of the project , Miguel Delibes,  is a distinguished scientist with both an excellent record of ecological research on mammals, including many carnivore species, and an impressive record of publications in good international journals.  One could hardly have found a better scientific leader in Spain. 

The field leader, Javier Naves, has about 15 years' experience working with bears. He has been to North America twice to learn to snare bears. In addition, a bear capture specialist from Montana has been to Asturias to help him snare bears. Javier Naves will defend a Ph.D. about bears at  the University of Oviedo this year.  Therefore, he is a good choice for a field leader to work with Miguel Delibes. 

Study Objectives and Methods
We agree with the goals and design of the research.  However, we feel that the proposed number of bears to be radio-marked and the duration of the study should be increased to obtain these goals.  The study is progressing well according to plan and the data obtained are adequate, given the short time of the study.  The capture techniques correspond with the standard procedures used throughout North America in numerous brown and black bear studies. We recommend that radio-telemetry be continued because it is the most effective tool to obtain the study goals.  However,  we believe that the capture techniques should be modified, especially in the light of the circumstances surrounding the death of  "Cuervo".  The proposed modifications will be discussed below.

The Death of the Bear “Cuervo” 

The conclusion of the necropsy is that the cause of death was stress myopathy and/or Clostridium chauvei toxemia. 

Thousands of bears have been captured worldwide in scientific studies,  and most studies have experienced losses.  However, both of the suggested causes of death for "Cuervo" are extremely rare in bears.  We know that Clostridium sp. myonecrosis has caused death during the capture of one free-living black bear (Barnes and Rogers 1980 J. Wildlife Dis. 16:315-317) and two captive black bears (S. Farley pers. comm.). Biochemical evidence of muscle damage related to the capture of brown bears in foot snares has been documented, although none of those bears showed clinical signs of muscle damage, nor did they die as a result (Huber et. al. 1997; J. Wildl. Dis. 33:790-794)).      

We are not aware from the literature or from communication with our colleagues of any cases of stress (capture) myopathy causing the death of bears. Death due to capture myopathy has never been clearly demonstrated in  wild carnivores (Haigh 1992 Diseases of  Deer).  

Therefore, we judge the risks of an incident similar to that of the death of "Cuervo" to be very unlikely.  However,  it is important to document the incidence of Clostridium  in the brown bears in this area.

We do not believe the death of "Cuervo" could have been avoided given his condition when he was found in the trap.  It is important to remember that the bear trapper from Montana, who has 20 years' experience in numerous bear projects, was also present at the capture of "Cuervo". 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CONTINUATION OF THE  PROJECT
 Radio-telemetry
Even though the population is small and declining, we strongly recommend that the capture and radio-tracking part of the project be continued and expanded for the following reasons:

1.  Only radio-tracking can document the important causes and relative rates of mortality.  With the reproductive rate in this population, and given "normal" mortality rates, it should be increasing at 10-15% annually.  However,  it appears to be declining at the rate of 4-5% per year.  The most probable reason for this is high mortality.  It is important that the causes of mortality be documented if they are to be stopped. 

2.    Knowledge of movements and habitat use is essential for habitat management to improve the quality of the habitat in Asturias and to conduct management that would facilitate movement of bears between the two populations.  This is essential for the survival of the bears, especially the eastern population.

3.  Intensive fieldwork provides passive protection by deterring illegal killing.  This is well documented in northern Sweden.  It also provides active protection by enabling illegally snared bears to be immobilised and released.   This happened once in June, 1997.      

4.   Once the  project has become established with marked bears in Somiedo Natural Park, we recommend expanding the research to areas with less protection (an area representing   a suspected  population  sink).

As has been recognised by the Regional Government and in the Research Project, there are risks associated with capturing bears. The risk of death varies depending on capture techniques.  Because of the terrain, vegetation and climate, only foot-snaring is an appropriate method in this area.  Based on previous experience in North America and Europe, the risk of death due to capture by foot-snare is about 2.7% (N=254) in brown bear, 0.2% in black bears (N=2500) and 0.5% for both species combined (N=3954).  We have no reason to expect that the risk of death using foot-snares in Asturias will be greater than these rates.  Below we provide recommendations to minimise this risk even further. 

Strengthening The Team
We recommend that the Bear Research Project include an experienced wildlife veterinarian as a consultant.  This veterinarian should participate in the design of the capture protocol, be available for consultation during the season and assist in the analysis of biomedical data.

A local veterinarian should also be included in the team to be available for emergencies.

Improving Capture Techniques 

Based on the experience of the members of the Commission, we recommend adding measures to further reduce the risk of injuries and losses of snared bears, as well as minimising the risk to project personnel. Implementation of these measures is likely to decrease the overall capture efficiency.

1)  site selection

-  each site should be accessible as close as possible by field vehicle.  This means that some good remote capture sites will not be used, and that some seasons make capture inappropriate due to high use by people and/or livestock. 

-  the  personnel should be able to immobilise the bear from the field vehicle using the headlights, if possible.  

2)  setting snares
- Install shock-absorbing springs (2 parallel) on the cable.

- Make the cable as short as possible.

- Attach the alarm to the swivel or the cable, but not on the loop.  This will decrease the number of "false alarms". 

3)  monitoring the sites
-  the traps should be visually inspected once a day

-  the radio control of the alarm should occur every 1 or 2 hours throughout the day

-  as soon as an alarm is detected, the crew should go to the site with all the capture equipment needed to handle the bear (even at night, if practical)

4)  handling     

-  After immobilisation, the bear should be weighed in order to adjust the administration of drugs

-  body temperature, respiration and heart rate should be measured and recorded several times during the handling. A blood sample should be taken

-  if biomedical parameters deviate from the values that were previously agreed upon, or if something considered abnormal happens,  the cooperating veterinarian  must be consulted from the capture site

-   broad spectrum, long-lasting antibiotics should be administered to all captured bears

Disease Documentation
 We recommend that serum from all available bears be surveyed for antibodies against infective agents and for toxins.  Also,  the incidence of  blackleg among domestic animals in the area should be investigated.

Because of the apparently unique circumstances surrounding the death of  "Cuervo", we recommend that the data be published in the scientific literature as a case study. 

Gijón,   June 16th   1998 

Alberto Fernández - Arias                                      Luis Mariano González

Djuro Huber                                                          Jon  Swenson  
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