
	  

What makes bears unique? 

Black bears are omnivores, which means they can eat both plant and 
animal material.  Bear skulls have unique adaptations to help eat a wide 
range of food.  They have large canine teeth to aid in opening logs to 
look for insects, and to capture and eat prey and occasionally eat the 
remains of animals that have died.  They also have broad, flat molars to 
crush acorns, nuts and bones.  Bears have reduced premolars between 
the molars and canines, which creates an open space, a diastema.  This 
open space allows bears to easily strip leaves from branches by sliding 
the branch through its mouth.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Black bears are also unique 
because they live in a very 
diverse range of habitats.  
Black bears can be found all 
across North America in at 
from Canada to Mexico in at 
lest 40 states.  Black bears 
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live in northern Canada and Alaska where they must survive cold winters, 
but also live in Florida and the Southwestern United States where the 
climate is always warm.  
Not All Black Bears are the Same 
Since black bears live in a wide array of climates, some black bears 
have specific adaptations to best suit the climate they live in. There are 
sixteen different subspecies of American Black Bears, Ursus 
americanus, and all have similar body shape, footprint and diet, but have 
slight differences attributed to where they live.   

  
Not all black bears have black fur, but 
most of the bears east of the Great 
Plains are black.  Eastern black bears 
live in dense, dark forests, so a black 
coat may enable them to be concealed 
by their dark surroundings. In forested 
states west of the Great Plains five to 

twenty five percent of all black bears are 
brown.  In western meadows, over half of 
the black bears are cinnamon colored (subspecies Ursus americanus 
cannamomum.  Some bears that live in warmer climates have light hair 
to reduce heat stress so that they can eat in open meadows for long 
periods of time without overheating.  The lighter 
coat also may help western bears better blend into their environment, 
which largely consists of tall grasses and open meadows.   
 
There are also two rare species 
isolated by mountains that are found in 
British Columbia and Southeastern 
Alaska: the Kermode Bear (Ursus 
americanus kermodei) and the Glacier 
Bear (Ursus americanus emmonsii).  
Twenty percent of Kermode bears are 

creamy white and are colloquially 
referred to as Spirit Bears.  The Glacier 
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Bear can be bluish gray with silver tipped 
hairs.  Mountain glaciers isolated the 
Glacier Bear during the ice age, which 
caused it to form a new subspecies.  
Both bears may have their whitish color 
to better blend in with the glacial and 
mountainous environment in which they 
live.  
 
 

 
What do black bears eat? 
 
No matter where a black bear lives, its diet is very dependent on what 
food is available.  Since they are omnivores, they can eat anything from 
berries and nuts to ant larvae and carrion.  A black bear’s diet changes 
with the season: 

 
 
Spring: After the snow melts in the North, 
green plants become available for bears 
to eat.  Bears eat grasses and aspen 
leaves.  Black bears may also catch 
fawns or other small animals in this time 
of year; however black bears are not great 

predators.   
 

 
Summer: Green plants mature and 
toughen, which makes them less 
nutritious. However, ant pupae become 
and berries are abundant.  Cherries, 
blueberries and other berries ripen 
which allows bears to gain weight.  

Towards the end of summer hazelnuts, which are high in fat, ripen, so 
bears can gain a lot of weight.  
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Fall: Bears eat less in the fall to prepare 
their bodies to hibernate in the winter.  They 
may eat plants and nuts as available, but 
eat much less than they do in the summer. 
 
Winter: Northern black bears hibernate.  In 
the south, the climate is warm enough so 
that food is abundant year round, so bears 
do not need to hibernate. 

 
Hibernation 
Black bears hibernate to survive cold winters where there is reduced 
food availability.  They follow an annual cycle characterized by their 
amount of activity at each stage.   
I 

Stage 1: Normal Activity 
This stage lasts from spring to mid summer.  Bears will eat 5000 to 
8000kcal per day.  Adults have a heart rate of 80-100 beats per minute.   
I 

Stage 2: Hyperphagia-excessive eating 
This stage lasts from mid summer to early fall.  Bears can eat 15,000 to 
20,000kcal per day in order to store fat for heat and energy during 
hibernation. 
I 

Stage 3: Fall Transit ion 
Bears start to prepare for hibernation by eating less and resting more.  
They may rest up to 22 hours per day.  Their active heart rate drops to 
47 to 60 beats per minute, and their sleeping heart rate falls from 66-80 
to 22 beats per minute.   
 

Stage 4: Hibernation 
Bears have reduced metabolism for 
2 to 4 months in eastern deciduous 
forests and 5 to 8 months in 
climates farther north. In warmer 
southern areas, bears may remain 
active year round.  Bears build dens 
before hibernation takes place.  



They can dig a hole, use rock crevices or hollow trees, and place soft 
materials on the ground to lie on.  Heart rate can be irregular; it can slow 
to 6 to 10 beats per minute and sporadically increase.  Bears may use 
4000kcal per day of stored energy, but do not eat, drink, urinate or 
defecate during hibernation.   
I	   
Bears can recycle waste like urea to maintain muscle mass without 
exercise.  Urea is a waste product of protein metabolism and is usually 
excreted in urine.  Instead of secreting urea, bears in hibernation break it 
down to release nitrogen, which can combine with glycerol to make 
amino acids.  Amino acids can be combined to form proteins, and 
proteins can rebuild or maintain muscle mass and organ tissue.  Bear 
cubs are also born during the period of hibernation in dens.   
I 

Stage 5: Walking Hibernation   
2 to 3 weeks after bears leave their dens they have to transition from 
hibernation into their normal activity.  They eat and drink less and 
secrete less waste in this period of time.  By the end of this period, 
metabolism and appetite return to normal levels.    
 
Black Bears in New York 

The New York Area has three distinct regions of black bear 
populations: Adirondack, Catskill and Allegany.  The Adirondack region 
has New York’s largest black bear population at about 4,000 to 5,000 
bears.  The Catskill region has 1,500 to 2,000 bears.  The Allegany 
region only has 300-500 bears, but the population is growing.  It was 
once thought that black bears only occupied dense forests; that is no 
longer true.  Since human development has transformed black bear 
habitat to residential or commercial areas, black bears now live relatively 
close to many people in New York.  Bears are very curious animals and 
spend a great deal of time looking for food.  They also have an 
exceptional sense of smell, and can travel long distances in search of 
food.  When natural food sources are low, the smell of garbage can 
bring bears closer to humans.    

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Feeding bears garbage is unhealthy.  Bears can eat soap, insect 
repellant, food packaging or other inedible materials, which can be 
harmful to the bear.  It is important to never deliberately feed bears, and 
try to avoid feeding bears unintentionally.  To prevent unintentionally 
feeding bears, don’t leave garbage out for more than a day, and properly 
package food while camping in a tree or in bear canisters.  Feeding 
bears intentionally teaches bears that they can expect food from 
humans.  This can lead to unwanted bear-human interactions that can 
be detrimental to both.  Bears are intelligent animals; it is in everyone’s 
best interest to allow them to thrive in the forest, their natural habitat, 
and to protect forests to limit bear-human interactions.   
 
References: 
 
http://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/6960.html 

The Department of Environmental Conservation offers information 
about black bears specifically in New York State 

www.bear.org 
The North American Bear Center offers a wealth of online 
information about black bears.  They offer information on bear 
facts, show live videos of black bear dens, and offer rentals of 
“black bear boxes”, a box of materials to teach a unit on black 
bears for the price of $150.   

Wild Guide-Bears by Charles Fergus 
This book offers a lot of general information on all types of bears.  
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