THE NORTH CASCADES GRIZZLY

By Jim Murphy
The following article was written for the Trailhead News in 2007, but never published.
During the BCHW board meeting on September 22, 2007, at the Cle Elum Ranger District, directors and officers listened to a presentation by Will Patric and Joe Scott of Conservation Northwest.  Conservation Northwest is pressuring the USFWS to move ahead with a NEPA process in support of recovery.  They want to begin a process of discussion with BCHW and are hopeful of our support.

Before Europeans arrived, more than 50,000 grizzly bears lived in the lower 48 states.  Over the last 100-years, grizzly bears have been eliminated from 98% of their original habitat in the contiguous United States.  Commercial trapping, habitat loss, and hunting have been the leading cause of grizzly bear declines.  Grizzly bears now survive largely in remote wilderness areas, living on less than 2% of their former range and numbering approximately 1,100 bears.
Today’s grizzlies exist in only five areas within the continental US:  The Greater Yellowstone area, Northern Continental Divide, Cabinet-Yaak Mountains, Selkirk Mountains, and in the North Cascades.  The USFWS estimates that the North Cascade population could be as low as five animals, and biologists estimate another 5 to 20 in the Canadian North Cascades.  The North Cascades ecosystem is the westernmost of the recovery zones.  The North Cascades population is critical to the future of the species in our region.  Scientists agree that these bears face certain extinction if action isn't taken soon to recover them.

The US Fish and Wildlife Service has begun a process to recover the grizzly bear, listed as endangered in 1975.  The North Cascades Recovery Chapter, which outlines necessary steps for recovery was completed in 1997. But the plan has not been implemented.

Conservation Northwest agrees with the agency officials who oversee grizzly recovery that implementation should be guided by the National Environmental Policy Act. The NEPA would allow the USFWS service to identify a range of alternatives for grizzly recovery including the augmentation of North Cascades bears with individuals from healthier populations, and consider public comment on those options.  Conservation Northwest has always supported a very public, stakeholder process for grizzly bear recovery.  They believe the government must obey the law and start the process if these bears are to avoid extinction.

Extinction is a quiet process that occurs in a remote valley with no fanfare or announcement.  “A magnificent part of the natural heritage of the Pacific Northwest is quietly and tragically disappearing while the federal government waits for a sign from God to implement its recovery plan,” said Joe Scott, Director of International Programs at Conservation Northwest. “All we want is for these bears to have a fighting chance, nothing more, nothing less.”
What would recovery look like for us?  It would include augmentation with 4 or 5 bears from a compatible area in Canada.  A gradual increase to 25 bears in the North Cascades during our lifetime would be considered successful.
In The early 1990’s BCHW adopted a position that although not opposed to natural recovery it opposed any augmentation of bears from another area.  The question for BCHW members; is it time to give the grizzly bears in the North Cascades a fighting chance to recover or will we let them go extinct?  Let your director know how you feel about this issue.
