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The Northwestern Ontario Sportsmen’s Alliance is a non-profit organization representing 
roughly 5000 anglers, hunters, trappers and outdoor users/stakeholder groups, affiliate 
organizations and social media followers. Our organization advocates for wise use and sound 
conservation of our province’s wildlife and crown land resources. We support strong, science-
based wildlife management policies and regulations governing our hunting, fishing and trapping 
heritage activities. 

The comments provided here-in, as they apply to the “Proposal to update the province’s black 
bear management approach,” are the result of consultations with hunters, tourist operators, 
cottagers, farmers and property owners who live and work primarily in the Northwest Region. 
We wish to acknowledge and thank MNR for hosting an online meeting with key members and 
affiliates of the Northwestern Ontario Sportsmen’s Alliance during the summer of 2025, 
whereby the MNR’s 
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Policy Branch representative Shannon Fera gave a welcomed presentation outlining the MNR’s 
intended direction on changes to bear harvest management in the province. At that time, we 
provided her with additional feedback, comments and questions pertaining to the impending bear
management proposal. 



In general, we support the concept of updating the black bear harvest management framework, 
by ensuring sound provisions in the guidelines to be able to respond to trends in black bear 
population changes, when/where necessary. We however wish to qualify this level of support by 
stating unequivocally that any changes to update black bear harvest management guidelines will 
be effective only if the black bear population monitoring and data collection is
highly accurate. At this point in time, from the information we have been shown regarding 
the Barbed Wire Hair Trap Analysis (BWHTA) surveys, and the resultant population estimates, 
we cannot conclude that the data is highly accurate, nor will it provide the hunting 
stakeholder or the general public with a great sense of confidence if this policy framework 
moves forward as drafted. We will provide our rationale for this along with questions that the 
MNR should provide answers and clarity for.

Population Monitoring and estimation:       
It is evident from the documentation contained in the ERO proposal that population objective 
ranges will form the foundation for which the rest of the guidelines in the policy will be based 
upon. From the population ranges and subsequent population estimates for each WMU, harvest 
management direction will be applied to attempt to manipulate black bear populations in each 
WMU. However, it is also recognized that under this framework, there is virtually no other tool 
or mechanism that will be applied for the purpose of managing/maintaining black bear 
population sustainability. Therefore, the accuracy of the population estimates derived from the 
BWHTA and the corresponding POR’s must reflect a high degree of accuracy, both in terms of 
what the actual black bear population is for each WMU, as well as what the practical POR 
should be for each WMU, depending on various factors, other than simply the ecological 
carrying capacity for each WMU.  

In all previous discussions regarding black bear population estimates associated with the 
BWHTA, various MNR staff/science staff have acknowledged that while the BWHTA is what 
they consider to be the “gold standard” of black bear population 
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estimation, they also admit on record that because of the unreliable nature of the data collection 
methodology, black bear populations are generally underestimated for each 
WMU/Zone. In fact, page 4 of the 2009 document titled “Enhanced Black Bear Management 
Framework” states, “…It is difficult to estimate black bear population size and trends.”  The 
application of the “precautionary principle” as it pertains to the scientific estimation of black 
bear populations would seem rooted in this finding. Yet, while safely protecting the overall 
integrity of black bear populations province wide by using the “precautionary principle”, it does 
not necessarily provide for the maximum benefits that might be provided for hunting, and this 
policy principle will inherently remove existing hunting opportunities where these opportunities 
have been afforded for the past 45 years, largely with little to no impact on black bear 
sustainability whatsoever (except maybe on the Bruce Peninsula…more on that later). 

If the BWHTA data is to be the only data used to calculate population densities, and if MNR 
acknowledges that this method is balanced by “underestimating” bear populations, then we 



recommend that the MNR adopt additional tools for population trend monitoring, to strive for 
more accuracy in the data. Tools such as camera trap technology, radio telemetry and hunter 
information/reporting should also be heavily factored into the population trend estimation 
formula. In this regard, at the Annual General Meeting of the Northwestern Ontario 
Sportsmen’s Alliance, our membership recently voted unanimously in favour
of supporting mandatory tooth submission by resident black bear hunters as
part of the mandatory reporting framework. This was in response to information 
provided by MNR researchers who have explained that tooth samples by bear hunters provides 
them with an additional layer of reliable population estimating data, therefore we support the 
mandatory collection of that data from hunters who successfully harvest a black bear during the 
spring or fall hunt.     

Disagreement with the figures for the POR’s and WMU total 
populations: 
Concerning the POR’s listed in the supplemental PDF contained in the ERO posting, we have 
calculated that from the estimated total population for each WMU, the provincial total population
of black bears is 79,862 black bears. Although there is a plus/minus variable associated with 
each WMU’s population estimate, if we are to take the overall face value total to be 79,862 
bears, then why do various other 
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references in MNR literature, research papers etc. continue to reference the provincial population
total at 100,000 or more black bears? The difference in this number needs to be reconciled with 
far more clarity. If the 79,862 figure is accurate, then where are the remaining 20,000 bears 
hiding? If the overall figure is truly closer to 100,000 bears (as we would be more inclined to 
agree) then this needs to be reconciled and highlighted and shown in the totals estimated for each
WMU. Also, when all the upper limit range values are added together, they total 104,445 black 
bears. So, the question therefore is, are we theoretically generally closer to that 100,000 total 
bear figure currently, before the BWHTA artificially underestimated and thus lowered the 
provincial total figure? Or can we comfortably and conservatively suggest that perhaps we’re 
somewhere in the middle of the two values, at roughly 90,000 bears provincially? These are fair 
questions that require some reconciliation of the numbers, and we expect further discussion on 
because the overall math really will matter when it comes time to apply harvest management 
formulas to determine tag quotas, especially for the Tourism Industry.    

In the current draft form, the POR’s and corresponding population estimates (which MNR admits
are underestimated) WILL result in the loss of hunting opportunities in many WMU’s, if this 
draft policy were implemented today. This is simply unacceptable, given that in the absence of 
this policy framework over the past 45 plus years, bears have remained on the provincial 
landscape in healthy numbers, hunting opportunities have been sustained and the tourism 
industry has not sounded any alarm bells over concerns that this resource is not thriving. 
Certainly, in human inhabited rural northern Ontario, especially during poor berry seasons, few 
would argue that we simply do not have enough bears roaming through human inhabited areas. 
So, these POR’s and total population estimates need to be re-examined specifically by the Big 



Game Management Advisory Committee (BGMAC) and we would expect recommendations to 
be provided to the Minister from BGMAC in this regard.   

Additional black bear management considerations:
Given that MNR has acknowledged an underestimation in the formulation of bear populations by
WMU, we feel strongly that MNR is, by virtue of this policy, designing a framework that is 
simply meant to “grow the bear population” in WMU’s with 
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population estimates that are below the lower limit of the POR. Bear populations that are, 
according to “point estimates” shown to be slightly below the established POR’s do not 
necessarily imply declining populations. These populations may very well be exactly where they 
are meant to be to remain sustainable at those levels, for various reasons. Further more, 
additional “point estimates” from BWHTA will provide some trend data that currently is lacking 
in the BWHTA timeline. Other factors need to be considered, and these factors need to be clearly
identified and managed concurrent to other measures meant to maintain bear population 
sustainability. In other words, just because a WMU or Zone has a historical propensity for 
ecologically favouring higher black bear densities, does not necessarily mean that it should be 
managed with the objective of striving for those higher densities, as a broadbrush provincially 
applied rule. And there are many reasons why: 

Climate Change:
MNR has identified that Climate Change exists and it is factored into the language of this 
proposal and has also been highlighted in the 2009 document as a concern that must be 
considered because Climate Change can have negative consequences for black bear habitat 
availability. If this is true and if we are to adopt management policy to respond to the effects of 
Climate Change on bear populations, then we need to acknowledge that trying to push bear 
populations to their historical maximum ecological carrying capacity, is simply unrealistic. No 
where in the documentation does there appear to be any consideration for dialing back the lofty 
expectations associated with the upper range POR’s, when MNR has no revealed strategy to 
mitigate Climate Change impacts upon bear habitat. This is scientifically, a contradictory policy, 
therefore.

The 2009 document lists several “black bear management objectives.”  Of these, Objective 2 
states that MNR management policy will “…. provide the quality and quantity of black bear 
habitat necessary to sustain bear populations on the landscape.” Further, on page 8-9 of the 2009 
document it states that Objective 2 will include several “habitat assessments” for black bears. 
However, in the current ERO document, this is not referenced or mentioned and as our 
organization has several members sitting on FMP LCC’s we can confidently affirm that black 
bear habitat management as part of the FMP process is not mentioned, at all. Clearly, the 
necessity of providing adequate and healthy black bear habitat should include a 
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discussion surrounding the use of herbicide treatments for the purpose of 
reforestation site prep/prescriptions and how the use of herbicide treatment continues to erode 
food and habitat availability for black bears, if we are to continue to have serious discussions and
a plan for black bear population sustainability other than to simply assume that harvest 
management guidelines will provide an adequate tool to manage for healthy black bear 
populations in Ontario.      

Moose Management Concerns:
As mentioned earlier in this response document, we feel there are numerous other concerns that 
must be considered when black bear population management is being considered and where 
POR’s are being established. In much of black bear range, moose habitat prevails. And in many 
of these WMU’s, MNR has not yet achieved its moose management POR objectives. So, we 
have potentially conflicting big game population management goals that require further 
discussion. Clearly, the science and literature relating to black bear predation on moose calves 
(as much as 50 percent of newborn calf mortality attributed to bear predation) is conclusive and 
irrefutable. With reams of documentation that references the impact of bear predation on moose 
calves, we can only expect that managing black bear populations in relation to the management 
for moose population objectives should be occurring in synchronization rather each in its own 
vacuum. MNR seems to tend to conduct harvest management of all big game species, while 
ignoring the tremendous impacts of predation and other natural mortality factors. We are often 
told, repeatedly in fact, that human hunting harvest is the only factor that MNR managers can 
control. But here we are, with an opportunity to more closely manage a primary predator species 
of moose, by striving for somewhat lower bear population densities in WMU’s where moose 
populations have not yet recovered to align with MNR’s established POR’s for moose. WMU’s 
like 13, 11a/11b, 12a/12b, 24, 26, 27, 34, 35, 38, 40 … while identified as potentially below POR
for black bear population, these WMU’s certainly cannot be considered recovered with 
increasing moose populations. Therefore, maintaining black bears slightly below the established 
POR’s for the same WMU’s is strongly supported by the Northwestern Ontario Sportsmen’s 
Alliance. In fact, for these WMU’s we would question the validity of the black bear population 
estimates as currently listed in the ERO supplemental PDF as we suspect they are far too low 
(again, citing MNR’s contention of widely underestimating bear densities as per the 
precautionary principle).  
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Perspectives on hunter harvest trend over time:
Oddly, one piece of the black bear harvest management puzzle is missing from the ERO 
document and supplemental information. That is, the hunter harvest trend over time graph/data, 
which shows that our current harvest trend has not achieved or exceeded the peak harvest era of 
the pre-spring hunt cancellation years. While it is agreed that resident hunter interest and license 
sales have increased since the cancellation to spring bear hunt re-introduction period 
(information provided by OFAH), what has not happened is a closely related increase in bear 
harvest proportionate to license sales. Yes, harvest has slowly edged up from the 1999 
cancellation year, as we would expect and hope, but it has not threatened to reach the levels of 
harvest that reflect the pre-cancellation period where peak harvest was upwards of 8000-9000 
bears (between 1986-1999). Current annual harvest has peaked and is hovering 



around 5000-6000 bears. This is not an alarming figure when compared to historical 
harvest values, by any means. In fact, when compared to other North American jurisdictions with
far smaller bear populations, it can be argued that Ontario is under-harvesting black bears (for 
perspective, Alberta with 40,000 bears and recent studies estimating a legal harvest as high as 
12,000 bears annually, and Wisconsin with a population of 25,000 bears and an annual harvest of
approx. 4000 bears).   

Black bear management for the Bruce Peninsula:
The issues identified by MNR regarding black bear decline on the Bruce Peninsula deserve more
scrutiny. We agree, it is likely that the peninsular geographic nature, along with the 
fragmented/human developed landscape is influencing black bear population recruitment on the 
WMUs of the Bruce Peninsula. Human population expansion of Bruce County/Grey County is 
over 8 percent since 2016 and likely continues to increase. These factors, more than hunting 
pressure, are what likely accounts for the challenging conditions for black bears on this piece of 
geography. It is misleading for MNR to attempt to frame hunter management as the solution to 
maintain sustainable populations here. Furthermore, if this is the current landscape condition on 
the Bruce/Grey Peninsula, then why has MNR illustrated the Bruce Peninsula as having potential
to host the highest density of black bears in Ontario at 30-45 bears/100km2 (on page 3 of the 
supplemental PDF titled Black Bear Preliminary Population Ranges). This is a most misleading 
graphic, implying that 30-
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45 bears/100km2 should be the current black bear population condition on this landscape. We 
know that is not a realistic objective, given the human development on this geography. So, the 
question therefore is, why would MNR give the non-hunting public the impression that such a 
high density is achievable, if we simply manage hunting more restrictively there? Clearly, the 
PORs that have been illustrated for the Bruce are far too high as they will not likely ever be 
achieved. The resultant management direction, if this policy goes ahead as drafted, would simply
remove bear hunting opportunities as a management tool, and in place black bears will instead be
managed by farmers and landowners on their own terms, as nuisance/vermin wildlife. This is not
an acceptable outcome for the black bear population on the Bruce, as it deserves to be regarded 
and continue to be managed as a valued wildlife/big game resource there. It would be more 
advisable to continue to allow black bear hunting opportunities, to try to meet hunter demand in 
these WMU’s, with the understanding that hunters will enjoy a likely different quality of bear 
hunting experience on the Bruce, than they would elsewhere in the province.                      

Summary:
The Northwestern Ontario Sportsmen’s Alliance would like to point out some glaring concerns 
with respect to MNR’s seeming trend towards working to “protect” large game species, versus 
management of these species for wise use. There is a clear shift in the agency’s use of 
terminology that references “conservation” and management policy that does not imply 
“protection” of species that simply do not require “protection”. The use of the term “protection” 
continues to be more frequently used in MNR’s policy/social media and public relations 
communication and we feel this is misleading and will draw criticism and opposition from 



groups and NGO’s that do not recognize or support the wise use and conservation of sustainably 
managed large game populations that can neither be stock piled, nor do they require to be 
“protected”.   

The regulatory changes proposed in this ERO for the purpose of extending protections to sows 
and cubs during the fall hunting season, are rooted in this “protectionist” ideology and little 
more. MNR fails to present any data or documented evidence within the proposal to suggest that 
these additional protections will address any real problem that has been identified by research or 
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enforcement. The measures therefore are little more than an effort in appeasement of anti-
hunting rhetoric in a thin attempt to balance any real concerns for black bear sustainability on a 
provincial scale. Unless MNR can produce tangible evidence to support such regulatory 
measures, they should not arbitrarily be offering them up as an anecdotal gesture of wildlife 
“protection”, especially if they will be difficult to enforce and track. This is a slippery slope. 
Further, this regulatory measure imposes potential problems for the trapping industry, forcing a 
discussion later that will target trapping methods that cannot effectively rule out the trapping of 
sows/cubs in the fall time. MNR staff should have considered this beforehand.          

There is a supplemental “supporting” research document in the ERO titled “Experimental test of 
the efficacy of hunting for controlling human-wildlife conflict” which cites MNR’s research in 
the years after the re-introduction of the spring bear hunt pilot in select WMU’s. It would seem, 
MNR is including the document in a manner to proclaim that hunting bears (in the current 
management regimen) will not reduce their numbers enough to reduce nuisance complaints or 
dangerous encounters, and that problem bear activity has a direct correlation to food availability 
and nothing more. And to this we would agree! As we currently manage bears for sustainable 
use, and not to reduce their populations to prevent such nuisance incidences from being 
prevalent, so we would agree that the only thing that the research paper proves is that Ontario 
CAN offer spring/fall bear hunting without negatively impacting the sustainability of black bears
in the province. And that if we should strive to reduce nuisance bear encounters in areas where 
the public feels this is necessary, then we SHOULD strive for lower PORs in these urban centers 
in Districts where human tolerance for high bear densities is NOT supported, and we should do 
so by offering additional regulated hunting opportunities. It is therefore also questionable that 
this proposed management framework proposes that the solution to correct for declining bear 
populations is to respond with measures to reduce hunting opportunities, because as we have 
heard from MNR many times previously, “…that is the only tool they have in the box” for doing 
so.  

In the broader ERO document, there is prominent use of the term “perception” as it applies to 
human viewpoints and opinions related to concerns about bear 
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population increases, bears moving towards city centers during poor berry years, property 
damage and human safety. Use of the term “perception” would imply that the people living in 
bear country don’t really know anything about bears, but rather they only know what they 
believe they know. This is offensive to a lot of people who live and work in bear country. Case 
in point: a woman in the town of Nipigon was almost killed by a bear in her home this past fall. 
NOSA was in contact with the family immediately after the incident. Not one MNR official or 
enforcement person visited this family to investigate. Not one. The woman sustained a head 
injury requiring 30 staples to put her scalp back to cover her skull. I think she has a very clear 
“perception” of the reality of what a dangerous bear encounter can entail.  MNR has clearly 
shifted its management philosophy away from serving the clients/people living near and working
on Crown land, utilizing the resources that MNR is attempting to manage. This desperately needs
to change. 

MNR should be reminded of the liability and responsibility they own with respect to managing 
black bear populations. The concept of “living compatibly” with black bears, sounds very heart 
warming and simple, however it is also fair to recognize that black bears are unpredictable, and 
they do have potential to become a danger to humans and livestock/pets. To push the “learn to 
live with bears” narrative is irresponsible and it holds no place in a proposal that is solely meant 
to manage and regulate legal black bear harvest. To offer this ideology in this manner, is to offer 
ammunition to those NGO’s that do not recognize the value of conservation through hunting. 
MNR is not an animal welfare or protection agency, but rather they are a resource management 
agency that is expected to work to that end. All too often from user/stakeholders, we hear that 
they feel MNR does not value or recognize the benefits of hunting tourism, license sales or the 
revenue derived from these activities that benefit wildlife monitoring, research, enforcement and 
management, directly. This is a disappointing realization, if it is true. Most certainly the resource
will be the ultimate loser if it is the case. We hope that it is not.   

The Northwestern Ontario Sportsmen’s Alliance looks forward to continuing to participate in the
black bear management process cooperatively with MNR. There is much work yet to be done in 
this regard, and we hope that adequate time and resources will be afforded to making sure this 
new black bear management policy 
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will continue to maintain black bear population sustainability, while ensuring that wise 
use/conservation providing and expanding hunting opportunities will simultaneously preserve 
the socio-economic benefits that bear hunting provides to the province of Ontario.       

Best regards,



John Kaplanis
Executive Director
Northwestern Ontario Sportsmen’s Alliance 
kaplanis@tbaytel.net
www.teamnosa.com

cc. NOSA Board of Directors
      Minister of Natural Resources, Mike Harris Jr 
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