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Executive Summary 

 
Alberta Sustainable Resource Development (ASRD) has recently developed the Alberta 

Bear-Smart Program (ABSP) as a province wide initiative with the goal of reducing 

human-bear conflicts. The premise of this program includes a shift from traditional 

reactive wildlife management where problem bears are relocated and/or destroyed to a 

more proactive approach that addresses the attractants that lure bears into a community 

and identifies strategies for reducing human-bear conflicts. The Bear Smart Program is a 

community driven process that is usually conducted in two phases. In the first phase the 

sources of conflict between humans and bears are identified in a preliminary bear 

hazard assessment and in phase two a human-bear management plan is produced and 

implemented.  

 

This document addresses the first phase of the Bear Smart Program for the community 

of Fort McMurray and includes the following objectives: 

 

• identify sources of human-bear conflict in and around the urban service area,   

• provide a general overview of community specific attractants (natural and un-

natural) and practices that contribute to human-bear conflict, 

•  provide recommendations to the community on initial steps to become “bear 

smart”  and 

• Identify important information and research gaps.  

 

This preliminary bear hazard assessment used an expert workshop and existing 

databases to address the following;  

 

• historic human-bear conflicts based on wildlife occurrence reports;  

• identification of sites, trails and practices considered high risk for human-bear 

conflict;  

• identification of natural and non-natural bear attractants;  

• identification of bear habitat suitability adjacent and surrounding the 

community; 

• identification of human-bear issues occurring outside of the region that may 

impact the effectiveness of Bear Smart;  

• identification of future initiatives that may increase human-bear conflict; and, 

• current Bear Aware initiatives in Fort McMurray. 

 

 

 

  

This study examined 909 historical bear occurrences. With the exception of one 

unconfirmed grizzly bear sighting south of Fort McMurray in 2005, black bears 
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constituted all of the records. The primary conflicts as reported in the occurrence records 

were natural attractants (47%) followed by a non-natural attractant, garbage (34%).  

Garbage is further broken down into residential garbage (50%) and commercial garbage 

(15%). Other non- natural attractant included golf course vegetation, cultivate plants and 

to a more limited extent bird feeders, human food and livestock. The results reflect black 

bears ability to adapt to unnatural food sources, but also suggest Fort McMurray 

supports many natural habitat patches. Natural attractants are found throughout the 

Fort McMurray area in the abundant green spaces surrounding the communities and 

along the four major rivers systems that converge in Fort McMurray. The predominant 

natural attractants include Saskatoon, chokecherry, raspberry, highbush cranberry and 

red osier dogwood bushes and also spring green-up vegetation.  

 

ASRD, Fish and Wildlife is responsible for responding to human-bears conflicts within 

the city.  Relocations or removal of bears from the population represent 40% of ASRD’s 

responses to bear occurrences.  

 

To complement the historical bear occurrence data, an expert knowledge approach was 

used to identify hotspots within Fort McMurray. Using a participatory mapping 

approach sites of potential risk, including campgrounds, playgrounds, school yards, 

event grounds, golf courses and high use trails were identified (please see included 

maps). Spatial hotspots for bear human conflict include the Fort McMurray golf course,  

Birchwood trail system, Greyling Creek Terrace, MacDonald Island, Beacon Hill, 

Abasand Heights and the community of Saprae. Most of these hotspots are located 

adjacent or within bear movement corridors and key habitat patches.   

 

Black bear habitat modeling identifies the community of Thickwood Heights and 

riparian areas within Fort McMurray along the Horse River, Clearwater River and 

Hangingstone River as key black bear habitat, primarily because of the variety of natural 

food attractants. It is possible that bears move into Fort McMurray along natural 

riparian travel routes and are then attracted to unnatural food sources within the city. 

This likely disrupts natural movement patterns and influences the duration of time 

bears are spending within the city limits thus increasing the potential for human-bear 

conflicts. As mentioned, bears involved in conflicts are usually relocated from the area 

or removed from the population. The impacts of these techniques on local and regional 

black bear populations are not well understood.  

 

Research studies focused on reducing human-bear conflicts have highlighted the 

importance of maintain existing travel routes that allow bears to filter through human 

communities. There are a number of key movement areas that would facilitate bears 

moving through the urban service area. There are two pinch-points between Timberlea 

and Dickinsfield and between the Hangingstone River as it passes behind Greyling 

Terrace and under highway 63. These two examples, of key movement corridors are also 
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high human use areas creating a high risk zone for human-bear conflict as well as acting 

as barriers to movement.   

 

There are opportunities for the community of Fort McMurray to reduce human-bear 

conflict through careful consideration of the underlying causes of the conflicts and 

through the implementation of bear smart strategies.  

 

Garbage is a significant issue in the municipality that needs to be addressed by the 

whole community including individual citizens, businesses and the municipality. The 

existing residential garbage pick up system is problematic. Currently garbage is picked 

up once a week, rotating through the urban service area and is regularly left out in waste 

bins that are not bear proof. Local businesses are provided with dumpsters that are not 

bear proof and are only emptied as necessary. The result is garbage sitting in non- bear 

proofed receptacles for considerable periods of time, increasing the risk of bears coming 

into the area and staying.  A Bear Smart community needs to address these issues 

through a combined approach of education (reducing attractants), policy changes 

(timing of garbage) and enforcement (by-laws to fine recurrent problem individuals or 

businesses.   

 

The current landfill, located in prime bear habitat along the Hangingstone River is a 

major attractant for black bears.  The land fill represents an easy food supply and likely 

habituates the bears to garbage, increasing the risk of conflict with residences in Fort 

McMurray.  The municipality has plans for developing a new landfill, in close proximity 

to the current landfill.  Bear proofing the new landfill would greatly reduce the potential 

for bears to habituate to garbage.  ASRD, Fish and Wildlife should work collaboratively 

to ensure the landfill location is appropriate (not in natural bear movement corridor- 

riparian habitat) and to promote the importance of bear proofing. 

 

Fruit trees, predominantly crab apple and choke cherry, are scattered throughout the 

urban service areas but are predominately an issue in residences and recreation areas 

adjacent to the forested areas surrounding the urban service area. Fruit trees are mainly 

an issue in August and September when fruit is ripe and starting to fall to the ground.  

Ideally, the fruit needs to be picked prior to this period, to reduce the scent and visual 

attractant. Alternatively replacing the trees with other tree species or by laws preventing 

the planting of new fruit trees in the community would also remove the underlying 

cause of the attractant and reduce potential risks to bears and humans.  

 

Bear human interactions are at an increased risk in areas where human activity is 

situated adjacent to movement corridors or key habitat patches. The risk of bear human 

conflicts would be reduced by locating new residential developments away from bear 

movement areas.  Therefore communities, planners and wildlife officers need to be 

cognizant of black bear natural movement areas and together understand where current 

and new developments may threaten the integrity of bear movement. If new 
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developments occur within natural bear movement areas there will likely be an 

increased risk of human-bear conflict, increasing incidences and the demand on Fish and 

Wildlife officers.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

A study by Spencer et al. (2007) suggested that the management responses to human–

black bear conflict could be strengthened by: “(1) adopting protocols for marking, 

monitoring, and maintaining a database for all bears captured in association with 

conflict incidents, (2) moving from reactive to proactive approaches for garbage 

management, and (3) developing comprehensive bear education programs that strive to 

make education a more dynamic and interactive process.”  There are opportunities for 

Fort McMurray to take a proactive approach to bear management through 

implementation of these strategies if the appropriate level of support is provided to 

ASRD, Fish and Wildlife and the community.  Support includes manpower and financial 

assistance to ensure Bear Smart initiatives can be implemented. To assist Fort McMurray 

in implementing a bear smart program the following recommendations are suggested. 

They are represented in three categories: (1) data/research gaps, (2) education, and (3) 

policy /coordination.  

 

DATA RESEARCH AND GAPS 
• convert all black bear occurrence databases to digital formats 

• document and understand black bear movements through the region and into 

Fort McMurray.  

• develop and implement a system to monitor and coordinate environmental 

parameters to assist in measuring the effectiveness of programs and actions 

aimed at reducing human-bear conflicts 

• improve the ENFOR database by adding a data field specific to attractants to 

ensure standardization. 

 

EDUCATION 
• develop communication materials that highlight the goals of Bear Smart and 

provide the community with specific voluntary actions to assist in reducing 

human-bear conflicts 

• develop and distribute communication materials targeted at campground and 

temporary housing users that promote sustainable bear management practices 

• develop programs to address the issues related to fruit trees (i.e. volunteer pick 

program) 

• develop education and communication materials targeted at home owners in 

residential areas that experience human-bear conflicts 

 

POLICY/COORDINATION 
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• work to establish partnerships with local municipality, community leaders and planners 

to discuss the importance maintaining natural movement corridors. 

• assess the feasibility of implementing green buffer zones between new 

developments and natural movement areas 

• encourage centralized garbage systems in new residential developments, 

through the presentation of case studies that highlight the success of reduced 

bear conflicts and reduced garbage collect costs to the municipality. 

• implement by-laws that prohibit the planting of new fruit trees and ensure fruit 

is picked for existing fruit trees 

• ensure new developments are planned such that natural bear movements are not 

hindered or create the potential for  bear-human conflict zones 

• work with the municipality to ensure that the new Municipal Landfill is bear 

proof. 

• enforce existing by-laws that restricts garbage on curbsides to the day of pick up 

only 

• evaluate all playgrounds, schools and recreation areas that are located on the 

edge of the green zones and construct fences where appropriate to provide 

barriers for bears entering high human use areas frequented by children. 

• report regularly to municipal council statistics on bear conflicts, including information 

on key attractant issues. 
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Introduction 

 

As the urban and rural footprint and associated human activity in Alberta continues to 

increase so does the potential for human-bear interactions and conflicts. Alberta 

Sustainable Resource Development (ASRD) has recently developed the Alberta Bear-

Smart Program (ABSP) as a province wide initiative with the goal of reducing human-

bear conflicts. The premise of this program includes a shift from traditional reactive 

wildlife management where problem bears are relocated and/or destroyed to a more 

proactive approach that addresses the attractants that lure bears into a community and 

identifies strategies for reducing human-bear conflicts. The successful management of 

human-bear conflicts will benefit from a multi-pronged approach where education, 

policy and enforcement issues are addressed. The ABSP requires engagement and 

coordination between local citizens, the business community, industry, and municipal 

and provincial governments. The potential benefits of a successfully implemented ABSP 

include increased human safety, reduced bear mortalities and relocations and enhanced 

habitat security for bears. 

 

Bear Smart programs have been adopted and implemented in national and provincial 

parks across Canada. Bear Smart Community Programs were initiated in British 

Columbia by the Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection (MWLAP) in 2002. The 

Bear Smart Program is a community driven process that is usually conducted in two 

phases. In the first phase the sources of conflict between humans and bears are 

identified and in phase two a human-bear management plan is produced and 

implemented. In B.C. there are many communities that are currently working towards 

implementing Bear Smart programs including Revelstoke and Whistler. 

 

To initiate this program in Alberta, ABSP launched pilot projects in the Municipality of 

Crowsnest Pass and Canmore in southwestern Alberta in 2006 that included conducting 

preliminary bear hazard assessments.  Subsequent to these initiatives, ASRD contracted 

the Miistakis Institute to conduct a Preliminary Bear Hazard Assessment in the Urban 

Service Area of Fort McMurray. The goals of the current assessment are to: 

• identify sources of human-bear conflict in and around the urban service area;   

• provide a general overview of community specific attractants (natural and un-

natural) and practices that contribute to human-bear conflict; 

• provide recommendations to the community on initial steps to become “bear 

smart;”  and, 

• identify important information and research gaps.  
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Study Area 

 

The Fort McMurray urban service area is located in the heart of the Regional 

Municipality of Wood Buffalo, roughly 380 NE km north of Edmonton. Highway 63 is 

the major transportation route into and through the city supporting roughly 37,510 

vehicles per day within the urban service area (Alberta Transportation and 

Infrastructure 2005) and connecting the subdivisions of Gregoire, Beacon Hill, 

Waterways, Abasand Heights, Grayling Terrace, Lower Townsite, Thickwood Heights 

and Timberlea. Highway 69 connects the service area with the communities of Saprae 

Creek and Draper as well as the municipal airport. Recently, the population has greatly 

increased, growing from 36,452 in 1999 to 64,441 in 2006 ( 5.6% increase in 2006).  

 

Fort McMurray is located at the confluence of four major rivers (Athabasca, Clearwater, 

Hangingstone, and Horse) and several smaller tributaries which provide significant 

wildlife travel corridors and habitat for a wide range of species including black bears 

(Ursus americanus), coyotes (Canis latrans), wolves (Canis lupus),  moose (Alces alces) and 

white-tailed deer (Odocoileus verginianus). Bear occurrences are influenced by human 

settlement and human activity within these corridors and surrounding habitat.   

 

The areas surrounding the Fort McMurray Area are predominately crown land 

supporting a wide range of recreational activity including camping, fish, hiking, 

recreational vehicle use and hunting. With the exclusion of hunting, these recreational 

activities also take place within the urban service area. The areas north of Fort 

McMurray have also been subject to extensive oil sand surface mining operations since 

1967. Most of the local economy is focused on these operations and the recent surge in 

population growth can be contributed to the expanding mines. 
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Map 1: Fort McMurray Urban Service Area 
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Methods 

 

To conduct the Preliminary Bear Hazard Assessment Miistakis adopted the approach 

outlined by Davis et al. (2002).  We also used methods detailed in an existing bear 

hazard assessment for the Resort Municipality of Whistler, British Columbia (McCory 

2004). Our approach included the following components;  

 

• review of historic human-bear conflicts based on wildlife occurrence reports;  

• identification of sites, trails and practices considered high risk for human-bear 

conflict;  

• identification of natural and non-natural bear attractants;  

• identification of bear habitat suitability adjacent and surrounding the 

community;  

• identification of human-bear issues occurring outside of the region that may 

impact the effectiveness of Bear Smart; and  

• identification of future initiatives that may increase human-bear conflict; 

• review of current Bear Aware initiatives in Fort McMurray. 

 

Bear hazard assessments have traditionally varied in intensity and level of detail 

(Maltby 2000, Wellwood 2001).  In this assessment Miistakis used a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative techniques, including a review of existing data sources and 

a local expert workshop. The majority of information used in this report was obtained 

during the one day workshop (January 16, 2008) that included ASRD, Fish and Wildlife 

Division staff.  At the workshop, participants where guided through a community-based 

mapping exercise where they were asked a series of questions about black human-bear 

conflicts in Fort McMurray.  With this approach participants were able to identify their 

responses on maps. A quantitative assessment of ASRD, Fish and Wildlife Division 

Enforcement Officer Occurrence Records (ENFOR) provided additional information on 

human-bear conflicts.   

 

 

HISTORIC BEAR CONFLICTS 
ASRD has used two major databases for storing enforcement related bear occurrences, 

AIRS and ENFOR. AIRS, a historic database, used from 1982 to 1995, was replaced by 

ENFOR in 1999. For this analysis Miistakis was provided with ENFOR records from 

within the Urban Service Area of Fort McMurray dating between April 2001 to July 

2007.  
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A number of significant issues were identified while using the ENFOR database:  

 

• ENFOR does not include a database field that specifically identifies attractants, 

therefore Miistakis extracted attractant information from the database using the 

details field of each occurrence record. 

• In some cases the details of the occurrence were vague or omitted, requiring 

Miistakis to make subjective decisions. For example, in the case of distinguishing 

natural from cultivated vegetation, we assumed that if the attractant was near a 

residential area it was cultivated, otherwise it was recorded as natural.  

 

Accurate spatial representation of ENFOR data is typically hampered by the generality 

of the location descriptions used for each record (i.e. in most cases only legal land 

descriptions are provided). However, the ENFOR dataset for Fort McMurray was 

manually updated with accurate spatial coordinates allowing a more accurate 

representation of bear occurrences. 

 

SITES OF POTENTIAL RISK 
Sites of potential risk were mapped as part of the expert opinion workshop. These sites 

included campgrounds, playgrounds, school yards, event grounds, golf courses, day use 

areas, and high use trails. These sites were identified as accurately as possible using air 

photo imagery (1 meter resolution) overlaying identifying features including roads and 

hydrology. Once a site was identified its potential for human-bear conflicts was assessed 

by identifying attractants, such as fruit trees and garbage, distance to bear habitat or 

important movement areas. 

 

NATURAL ATTRACTANTS 
At the expert opinion workshop participants mapped the main natural attractants 

within the Fort McMurray Urban Service Area. These predominately included natural 

vegetation such as berry patches that occur throughout the many creek and river valleys 

in the study area.  

 

NON-NATURAL ATTRACTANTS 
At the expert opinion workshop participants mapped the main non-natural attractants 

within the Fort McMurray Urban Service Area. These included the garbage dump, areas 

with a high concentration of fruit trees, market gardens and recreational garbage areas.  

As part of this component, garbage handling bylaws were investigated through 

conversations with the Municipality. 

 

BEAR MOVEMENT AND TRAVEL BARRIERS 
As no existing data exists on the movement of bears in and around Fort McMurray the 

expert opinion workshop participants mapped out general known bear movement areas 

and identified natural and non-natural barriers to movement.   
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BEAR HABITAT 
Important bear habitat in and around Fort McMurray was identified using existing data 

sources and through personal phone calls with bear biologists and appropriate 

government staff.  In addition local Fish and Wildlife staff were asked to identify key 

habitat patches and movement areas within Fort McMurray. 

 

 

Results & Discussion 

 

HISTORIC BEAR CONFLICTS 
The ENFOR database included 909 bear occurrence records for the Fort McMurray 

Urban Service Area collected between 2001 and 2007 (2007 was incomplete). With the 

exception of one unconfirmed grizzly bear sighting south of Fort McMurray in 2005, 

black bears constituted all of the records.  

 

Occurrence records were categorized into attractants, with a further break down of 

garbage.  

 

Table 1: ENFOR breakdown of attractants with additional garbage break down 

Attractant Occurrences  Attractant (Garbage 

Specific) 

Occurrences 

Unknown 518 (57%)    

Natural 186 (47.3%)  Garbage (not specified) 45 (33.6%) 

Garbage Total 133 (33.8%)  Residential Garbage 68 (50.4%) 

Campsites 30 (7.6%)  Commercial Garbage 20 (14.9%) 

Golf Course Vegetation 25 (6.3%)  Compost 1 (1%) 

Ornamental Plants 15 (3.8%)    

Human Food 6 (1.5%)    

Other 6 (1.5%)    

Pet Food 5 (1.3%)    

Livestock 5 (1.3%)    

Bird Feeding 4 (1.0%)    

Compost 1 (< 1%)    

BBQ 1 (< 1%)    

Other Feeding 1 (< 1%)    

TOTAL 909 (100%)  TOTAL 134 (100%) 
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Graph 1: A breakdown of key attractants over a seven year period 

 
 

Of the 909 occurrence records included in the analysis, the majority were recorded as 

unknown attractants (57%). The unknown category includes occurrences that were 

visual observations of bears (83%) and attractants were not attributed to these sightings. 

The other 17% of the unknown attractants were occurrences that resulted in various 

management actions and attractants were not attributed to these occurrences.  

 

Two of the main attractants include natural vegetation and garbage which represent 

81% of the total known attractants. Spencer et al. (2007) administered a bear 

management survey that included responses from 48 agencies in North America This 

survey showed that 69% of responses identified garbage as the main category of human-

bear occurrence followed by general sightings. Additionally Herrero (2003) found that 

human food conditioning of black bears is considered to be the primary cause of 

conflicts (in Alberta) and the primary factor that can be changed to reduce or prevent 

bear problems.  Of the garbage occurrences in Fort McMurray residential garbage 

represents over 50% of the records. The opinion of Fish and Wildlife staff is that 



Preliminary Bear Hazard Assessment of Fort McMurray – February 2008 

 

 

13 

ornamental plants (fruit trees) and compost are under-represented in the data 

representing a larger issue then indicated by the dataset. 

 

Map 2 displays the distribution of ENFOR occurrences records throughout the urban 

service area by legal subdivision. Maps 3a and 3b the distribution of garbage and 

ornamental plant occurrence records for the north and south halves of Fort McMurray.    

 

Bear occurrences within the urban service area make up a large portion of the total 

occurrences for the region as demonstrated in Table 2 and Graph 2. 

 

Table 2: Black bears in Fort McMurray (urban) compared to surrounding region 

Year Urban Occurrences Total Regional Occurrences 

2001 224 (54%) 413 (46%) 

2002 191 (56%) 339 (44%) 

2003 121 (57%) 214 (43%) 

2004 178 (53%) 337 (47%) 

2005 169 (48%) 350 (52%) 

2006 13 (27%) 48 (71%) 

 

Graph 2: A comparison of black bear occurrences per year in the urban service area to 

the surrounding region. 
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The decline in occurrences in 2006 can be partly explained by changes to the methods for 

entering occurrences in ENFOR. Prior to 2006, a new record was entered for each unique 

bear sighting regardless if it was the same bear. In 2006 multiple sightings of the same 

bear were entered as a single record enabling the bear’s activities to be monitored in one 

place more accurately. An approximate 70% decrease in occurrences could be expected 

based on a comparison of the number of bears handled in 2007 and 2004, however this 

does not explain the total decline in occurrences. 

 

Temporally, black bear occurrences are most common in August and September (Graph 

3. 

 

Graph 3: Black bear occurrences per month 

 
Fish and Wildlife Enforcement Officers respond to all human-bear complaints, a 

summary of the active responses are presented in Table 3.  
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Table 3: Fish and Wildlife response to occurrence reports 

Action Taken Occurrences Number of Bears 

Trap Set Not Captured 79 (30%)  

Animal Left Alone 71 (27%) 82 

Animal Relocated 60 (23%) 74 

Animal Killed 46 (17%) 64 

Animal Scared 9  (  3%) 9 

TOTAL 265 (100%) 229 

 

 

Graph 4: Responses by Fish and Wildlife to occurrence reports 

 
 

In several instances an occurrence record involved more than one bear, therefore the 

number of bears involved is greater than the number of occurrence reports. For more 

information on the process of bear management undertaken by Fish and Wildlife refer to 

ASRD Bear Matrix Protocols.  

 



Preliminary Bear Hazard Assessment of Fort McMurray – February 2008 

 

 

16 

The ENFOR data highlights some of the key sources of human-bear conflict, such as un-

natural attractants (garbage) but it also suggests that Fort McMurray has many natural 

habitat patches attracting bears into the area. This information is essential for tracking 

occurrences and monitoring the impacts of strategies aimed at reducing human-bear 

conflict. The functionality of the ENFOR data could be enhanced by adding an attractant 

field to the data entry process. This would ensure accurate recording of attractants and 

standardization of attractants across Fish and Wildlife staff and between regions.  

 

SITES OF POTENTIAL RISK 
Sites of potential risk, including campgrounds, playgrounds, school yards, event 

grounds, golf courses and high use trails were identified.  

 

Hot Spots 
Fish and Wildlife staff identified the following key hotspots (areas with a high number 

of occurrences or issues) in order of significance: 

 

1) Fort McMurray Golf Course:  

The Fort McMurray golf course is located along a prime wildlife movement corridor 

leading into the urban service area and contains many natural and non-natural 

attractants and a high level of human use. 

 

Surprisingly, very few human-bear conflicts occur here as black bears tend to spend a 

majority of their time in the summer months in the vicinity of the golf course and 

quickly become habituated to people. These bears are on average larger then in other 

areas. 

 

The greatest issue with this area is that as the fall approaches and food supplies on the 

golf course dwindle the habituated bears disperse into the nearby community of 

Thickwood Heights getting into garbage, fruit trees, composting and other natural and 

non-natural attractants creating a high potential of human-bear conflict. 

 

2) Birchwood Trail System: 

The Birchwood Trail system is located between Thickwood Heights and Timberlea, 

along Conn Creek. An extensive network of recreation trails generates a high amount of 

human use in an important bear movement corridor. 

 

Bears traveling in from the west along the Conn Creek drainage basin hit a wall of 

residential dwellings with the only available way through being down the narrow pinch 

point between Thickwood Heights and Timberlea and directly into the heart of the trail 

system. 

 

The thickly vegetated area provides bear cover and natural food sources. The adjacent 

residences also provide many non-natural foods found such as fruit trees, garbage and 
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compost. This area has a high potential of human-bear conflict as it is a high use area for 

both bears and humans. 

 

3) Greyling Terrace & Hangingstone River: 

Bears traveling down the Hangingstone River are often habituated to people at the 

Municipal Landfill before coming further into the urban service area. The communities 

of Abasand Heights and Beacon Hill create a funnel effect, forcing the bears into a 

narrower and narrower space until they run into several barriers to movement including 

a cliff along the river, the residential area of Greyling Terrace and most importantly 

Highway 63. 

 

The high volume of highway traffic traps the bears into the area, where they circle 

looking for a way across to the Clearwater River. Fruit trees, garbage and composting in 

the nearby residential areas provide plenty of non-natural attractants to hold them in the 

area and create potential human-bear conflicts.  

 

4) MacDonald Island: 

MacDonald Island is a high area of human use and important bear movement area. The 

area contains a golf course, occasional temporary housing and event grounds along with 

extensive natural fruit trees located along the river. 

 

Bears moving along or crossing the Clearwater River often end up on MacDonald Island 

where they stay to feed on natural and non-natural food sources such as garbage from 

the Golf Course and events. This area has a high potential of human-bear conflict as it is 

a high use area for both bears and humans. 

 

5) Beacon Hill: 

The residential area of Beacon Hill is adjacent to the Hangingstone River and an 

important movement area for bears that are often habituated from spending 

considerable amounts of time at the Municipal Landfill.  

 

Fruit trees, garbage and composting attract bears as they are moving through the area, 

creating a high potential for human-bear conflict. 

 

6) Abasand Heights: 

The residential area of Abasand Heights is found to the south of where the Horse River 

enters the Athabasca River. This is an important bear movement area and as bears move 

down the Horse River then can be caught in the area between the Horse River and its 

steep cliffs, the Athabasca River, and Highway 63.  

 

Fruit trees, garbage and composting attract bears as they are moving through the area, 

creating a high potential for human-bear conflict. 
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7) Saprae Community: 

The Saprae residential area is located at the far edge of the urban service area and as 

such is surrounded by forested lands that provide bear cover and movement areas. 

Garbage and fruit trees attract these bears into the community creating a potential of 

human-bear conflict. 

 

These Hotspots are shown in relation to bear movement areas on Map 4. 

 

Trails 
Recreational trails can be a potential bear hazard as they tend to funnel human traffic 

from settlements into the surrounding green areas along valley bottoms and riparian 

areas that are frequented by bears. During the workshop, participants identified a 

number of trails that have a high level of human activity and potential for human-bear 

conflicts. Trails of concern include: 

•  Gregoire trail, 

•  MacDonald Island trails, 

•  Borealis Park trails, 

•  Biking Corridor between Snye and Hangingstone, 

•  Lions Park trail, 

•  Fort McMurray Golf Course trails, 

•  Birchwood trails, and 

•  Timberline area trails.  

 

One of the main issues with trail use included deposits of litter along the trail. 

 

Removal of trails from key bear movement areas should be considered along with 

seasonal closures. Trailheads should be used to educate trail users on how to avoid 

human-bear conflict. 

 

Maps 5a and 5b display the trails and other recreation areas for the north and south 

halves of Fort McMurray.   High risk trails are highlighted in red. 

 

Golf Course 
Golf courses are particularly lush and provide a desirable food source for bears. These 

areas become especially attractive to bears in the spring when grasses on golf courses are 

available before other natural food sources.  Further, the fragmentation caused by 

fairways promotes growth of berry producing plants along its perimeters, a key 

attractant for bears. There are three golf courses in Fort McMurray. 

 

Miskanaw Golf Course: 

This course is located adjacent to bear movement areas, natural vegetation (berry 

patches) and golf course vegetation. There are occasional issues with club house garbage 

disposal.  
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Quarry Ridge Golf Course: 

This course is also located adjacent to bear movement areas, natural vegetation (berry 

patches) and golf course vegetation. It is located directly on an identified movement 

corridor with bears moving from the Municipal dump into the urban service area. There 

are generally few garbage issues at this golf course, except after events. 

 

Fort McMurray Golf Course: 

This course is also located adjacent to bear movement areas with abundant natural and 

golf course vegetation with berry patches including some of the thickest choke cherry 

bushes in the region. Although this site has very few people bear conflicts it is 

considered a hotspot due to the number of very large bears that stay in the area through 

out the summer months. During this time they become habituated to people and when 

food grows short in the fall they disperse into the nearby residential areas where they 

are less likely to be tolerated.   

 

Playgrounds, Schoolyards and Recreation Areas 
Many play grounds, school yards and recreation areas in the urban service area are 

potential bear hazards due to the availability of nearby natural and non-natural 

attractants. Many are adjacent to forested areas that provide security cover for bear 

movement. This situation can be particularly dangerous as small children frequent these 

areas.   

 

Areas within the heart of the community have a greatly reduced chance of human- bear 

conflicts in comparison to any area adjacent to the outside green belt that surrounds the 

urban service area.  

 

Garbage disposal and litter, lack of lack of fencing, and lack of buffer zone between 

these areas and the surrounding green belt are of concern for all sites within close 

proximity to the outside fringe of the city. 

 

These can be viewed on Maps 3a and 3b. 

 

Event Grounds 
Several sites within the Fort McMurray urban service area are used to host large events. 

This includes MacDonald Island which hosts the Blueberry Festival in August-

September and Syncrude’s staff party in June. MacDonald Island is adjacent to bear 

movement areas with abundant vegetation and berry patches increasing the level of 

concern for conflict due to large numbers of people and garbage.  
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The newly expanded Timberlea Sports Fields could be a concern in the future due to its 

proximity to bear movement areas, garbage handling is important at this site.  

 

 

Campgrounds and Day Use Areas 
There are a number of commercial and public campgrounds and day use areas located 

within the Fort McMurray urban service area. Random camping and day use is 

occurring to some extent in many of the area’s green spaces, particularly along the 

Clearwater River.  As Fort McMurray is currently experiencing a shortage of housing 

there are many forms of temporary housing that post similar problems, such as trailers 

within construction areas.  

 

Campgrounds and day use areas pose a number of potential bear hazard risks as they 

are often positioned in or adjacent to, riparian areas which are being used as movement 

corridors for bears and abundant in natural attractants such as berries. They also 

provide a number of non-natural attractant issues including garbage, poorly stored food, 

and cooking residue.  Smith et al (2007) assessed human-bear conflicts in and around 

campgrounds and noted a 70% decrease in campground occurrences when food 

resistant garbage cans were implemented.  

 

There are many heavily used fishing spots along the Clearwater and Athabasca Rivers as 

they flow through the urban service area. These locations should be considered high risk 

areas as they are located in bear movement areas and often surrounded by thick cover. 

Litter at these sites may also attract bears. 

 

These locations are displayed on Maps 5a and 5b for the north and south halves of Fort 

McMurray.     

 

NATURAL ATTRACTANTS 
Natural attractants can be found throughout the area in the abundant green spaces 

surrounding the communities and along the four major rivers systems that come 

together here. The predominant natural attractants are: 

  

• Saskatoon (Amelanchier alnifolia) 

• Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana) 

• Raspberry (Rubus idaeus) 

• Highbush Cranberry (Viburnum trilobum) 

• Red Osier Dogwood (Cornus stolonifera) 

• Spring Greenup 

 

Maps 3a and 3b display the main locations of natural attractants for the north and south 

halves of Fort McMurray.    
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NON-NATURAL ATTRACTANTS 
Using the historic information in ENFOR it was determined that garbage, garbage and 

food related to campsites, golf course vegetation and cultivated plants are the main non-

natural attractants. Other attractants include bird feeders, human food, and livestock. A 

full break down of historic attractants can be found in the Historic Bear Conflicts section. 

It is important to determine the sources of attraction because studies have shown that 

the elimination of all scent and visual attractants can significantly reduce conflicts in 

years when natural food sources are normal. This is significant as it reduces the risk to 

public safety and has the potential to reduce costs to ASRD Fish and Wildlife in 

responding to bear conflicts (Hristienko and McDonald, 2007).  

 

Maps 3a and 3b display the main locations of non-natural attractants for the north and 

south halves of Fort McMurray.    

 

Garbage Disposal 
Residential garbage in Fort McMurray is picked up at the curb once a week and the pick 

up day varies through-out the city.  The garbage is hauled to the Municipal Landfill site, 

which is located on highway 63 just south of the urban service area. There are Solid 

Waste Bylaws pertaining to garbage pickup and several of the rules could be of 

assistance such as it pertains to the cleanliness of bins, and waste storage areas. Section 

15(g), states: 

 

“ensure that all waste is placed at the appropriate collection point between 12:00 a.m. 

(midnight) and 7:30 a.m. on the designated collection day for the residential area in 

which they reside, and that waste receptacles are returned to their normal storage 

location within 12 hours after being emptied.” 

 

The type and size of garbage bin to be used is also described, but there are no 

requirements for bear proofing. Presently, garbage bins tend to vary in type throughout 

the area. The city has started to replace garbage cans within parks, playgrounds and 

other recreation areas with bear proof bins, but this has not been completed through the 

urban service area. 

 

Commercial dumpsters are emptied as needed on a dumpster by dumpster basis at the 

responsibility of the commercial enterprise. Rules under the bylaw apply to the 

cleanliness of the area and section 30 (b) states: 

 

“ensure that waste does not accumulate on or within the premises occupied by the 

commercial enterprise, unless the waste is stored in waste receptacles or mobile waste 

bins suitable for such purposes, fitted with covers suitable to prevent waste from spilling 

or being blown from the waste receptacles or mobile waste bins, and to prevent animals 

from gaining access to the waste;” 
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Recycling in Fort McMurray is done at 4 drop off sites in urban service area and another 

at the Municipal Landfill. Cardboard, mixed paper, milk jugs, aluminum, tin, and glass 

are accepted at all places, while electronic waste and oil are accepted only at the 

Municipal Landfill. 

 

While the data did not indicate that compost is a big issue, the participants of the 

expert’s workshop indicated that it was a larger issue then is being reported. The main 

source of composting issues is the discarding of yard waste onto the edge of the green 

zone from nearby residents. 

 

One of the greatest solid waste management issues as it pertains to bear hazard is the 

Municipal Landfill. The existing facility is located along the Hangingstone River, a bear 

movement area, just before it enters town. Bears coming into the area are quickly 

habituated to garbage and people at the dump, before moving further into the urban 

service area. This facility is nearing the end of its operation (expected closing date in 

2009) and a new facility will be built nearby, also along the Hangingstone River. Bear 

proofing this new facility is a vital component of reducing human-bear conflicts in the 

future. 

 

Fruit Trees and other Ornamentals     
Fort McMurray has a large number of fruit trees, predominantly crab apple and choke 

cherry, that are a major attractant for bears and other wildlife.  Often these trees are 

located near potential high risk areas such as playgrounds and school yards. Trees and 

ornamentals of particular risk are those located adjacent to the green belt that surrounds 

the urban service area. There are currently no by-laws restricting the planting of new 

ornamentals or fruit trees or for the fruit to be picked by a certain date.   

 

Other Attractants 
While garbage and ornamental plants make up the majority of non-natural attractant 

issues, there are other issues that should be considered. Bird feeders, wildlife feeding, 

livestock and campsites all have caused problems in the past and will likely be an issue 

in the future unless adequately addressed. 

 

BEAR HABITAT, MOVEMENT AND TRAVEL BARRIERS 
Information on black bear habitat and movement in the Fort McMurray region is 

limited.   However, the Cumulative Environmental Management Association (CEMA) 

developed a black bear habitat model for the surrounding region (Kansas and Gollister, 

2006). The modeling, based on expert subjective assessment, identifies key habitat for 

black bears in the Fort McMurray region.   
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Map 6: CEMA HSI Model of black bear habitat in and around Fort McMurray. 

 
 

 

The habitat model identified areas within Fort McMurray, such as around the 

community of Thickwood Heights and along some of the key waterways, such as the 

Horse River, Clearwater River and Hangingstone River as key black bear habitat.  

 

These areas were also identified by Fish and Wildlife officers as key waterways flowing 

through the city that support riparian areas offering  a variety of natural food 

attractants, such as chokecherry, raspberry, cranberry and red osier dogwood. The 

natural riparian topography of the Athabasca River, Hangingstone River, Clearwater 

River and Horse River appear to be natural travel routes for black bears. Unfortunately, 

non-natural attractants within the city of Fort McMurray may encourage bears to linger 
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or possibly become resident bears (such as on the Fort McMurray Golf Course), 

increasing the potential for human-bear conflicts. Conflicts often result in management 

actions, such as relocating bears from the area or removal from the population. Other 

studies have highlighted the congruence between bear movement and human-bear 

occurrence records (McCory 2003, Donelan and Paquet 1997). 

 

ASRD biologists suggested the east west facing slopes at the convergence of the 

Athabasca River and Clearwater River may be ideal bear denning habitat. Maintaining 

key movement areas and habitat patches, including denning areas, is important to 

reduce the potential for conflicts.  

 

The potential barriers to movement in the region include Highway 63 and human 

settlements and residences in natural movement areas. Communities and residences are 

responsible for a variety of non-natural attractants, an easy food source for bears. 

Providing bears with easy food sources such as garbage or fruit trees may alter bear 

behavior, including time and frequency of feeding and deviate the bear from traditional 

habitat patches and movement areas. Communities need to be cognizant of the natural 

movement areas and understand where current and new developments may threaten 

the integrity of bear movement. New developments in natural bear movement areas are 

likely to become new high risk areas for human-bear conflict increasing incidences and 

the demand on Fish and Wildlife officers. 

 

Although highways within Fort McMurray do not seem to pose a direct mortality threat 

to black bears, there may be areas where natural movement is effected.  For example, the 

Hangingstone River crosses Highway 63, posing a potential concern for bears as traffic 

volume on this section of highway continues to increase. The average annual daily 

traffic volume near Greyling Terrace has increased by 15,000 over the last 18 years. Bears 

that avoid the highway in this area end up in the near-by residential communities of 

Beacon Hill and Abasand increasing the potential for human- bear conflict.  

 

In conclusion, black bear habitat and movement within and around Fort McMurray is 

not well understood. The city is situated along the Athabasca River and many key 

tributaries join the river within the city, creating natural riparian habitat and movement 

areas. Unfortunately, non-natural food attractants within the city likely disrupt natural 

movement patterns and influence the duration of time bears are spending within the city 

limits as well as increase the potential for human-bear conflicts. Bears involved in 

conflicts are usually relocated from the area or removed from the population. The 

impacts of these techniques on local and regional black bear populations are not well 

understood.  

 

Key bear movement areas identified in the expert workshop are displayed on Map 4. 

  

FUTURE CONCERNS 
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There are a number of new developments at various stages of implementation occurring 

within and adjacent to the urban service area that have the potential to increase human-

bear conflict through the development of trails, disposal of garbage, increase in natural 

and non-natural attractants and proximity to important bear habitat and movement 

areas. Several existing communities, such as Saprae, are also of future concern due to the 

extensive planting of young ornamental trees. 

 

A new garbage dump will be constructed near the existing dump in 2009. Proper 

construction and bear proofing will contribute significantly to reducing the number of 

bears being drawn into the urban service area as well as reducing the habituation of 

bears feeding at the dump. 

 

In the last few years the Market Garden, located along the Clearwater River in 

Waterways, has not been a problem, but historically it has been due to the growing 

fruits and vegetables in the middle of a bear movement corridor with no bear proofing 

or precautions. It is believed that a change in what is being grown could make this area a 

hot spot once more. 

 

FACTORS OUTSIDE THE COMMUNITY 
The Fort McMurray urban service area is located at the confluence of four major river 

systems that are used as bear movement areas. The river valleys also provide ample 

denning areas in close proximity of town. 

 

Bears are naturally drawn to this area and bear habituation that occurs close to Fort 

McMurray then poses a risk of human-bear conflict.  Bears accustomed to humans and 

their food will pose an increased hazard because they are less likely to be deterred from 

the community without being removed and/or destroyed. 

 

CURRENT APPROACHES TO BEAR MANAGEMENT 

 

Fish and Wildlife Bear Response Matrix 
Fish and Wildlife Officers use the Grizzly Bear Response Matrix and the Black Bear 

Response Matrix to guide their responses to bear conflicts within the Province. Fish and 

Wildlife officers are responsible for a very large area and while the population in the 

region has more then doubled there has been no increase in the number of wildlife 

officers to help deal with potential increase in bear and human conflicts. 

 

Education 
There are currently no organized or formal education processes being conducted that 

could facilitate the adoption of a Bear Smart community. Some educational brochures do 

exist on a variety of bear related topics and Fish and Wildlife Officers give educational 

talk to schools and other interested groups. 



Preliminary Bear Hazard Assessment of Fort McMurray – February 2008 

 

 

26 

 



Preliminary Bear Hazard Assessment of Fort McMurray – February 2008 

 

 

27 

Conclusions 

 

There are many sites of concern for human-bear conflicts in the Fort McMurray urban 

service area, identified as public areas with a high level of human activity. These include 

school grounds, playgrounds, campgrounds and local hiking trails close to human 

settlement. These sites have all been identified on the various maps included in the 

report. However, the community would benefit from some type of process to prioritize 

these sites for their potential for human-bear conflicts.  

 

Garbage is an issue that needs to be addressed by the whole community including 

individual citizens, businesses and the municipality. The existing residential garbage 

pick up system is problematic. Garbage is picked up once a week, rotating through the 

urban service area and is often left out in waste bins that are not bear proof. Municipal 

bylaws related to garbage disposal including the time at which garbage is supposed to 

be put out on the curb (between midnight and 7am) is not regularly enforced, nor is this 

bylaw well known within the community. Fish and Wildlife enforcement officers spend 

considerable amounts of time responding to bear issues related to garbage.  

Furthermore, local businesses are provided with dumpsters that are not bear proof and 

are only emptied as necessary, resulting in some garbage sitting in these receptacles for 

considerable amounts of time. Another significant issue includes the special events 

where garbage is accumulated in a volume that the pickup schedule cannot handle, 

resulting in garbage sitting out readily available. The Bear Smart community needs to 

address these issues through a combination of education, policy changes and 

enforcement.   

 

Fruit trees, mainly crab apple and choke cherry, are scattered throughout the urban 

service areas but are predominately an issue in residences and recreation areas adjacent 

to the green belt. The fruit trees are temporally an issue in August and September when 

the fruit is ripe and falling off the trees. This attractant could be addressed by picking 

the fruit at the opportune time or by removing and replacing fruit trees with other tree 

species. 

 

While Fort McMurray is not unique in the types of attractants found within the urban 

service area, it is unique in that it is located at the confluence of four major river systems 

and surrounded by forested lands. Bears arriving in the area by the natural movement 

corridors created by the rivers are staying to enjoy the various natural and non-natural 

attractants within and around the urban service area. 

 

Other research has shown that to reduce human-bear conflict it is important to maintain 

existing travel routes that allows bears to filter through human communities. There are a 

number of key movement areas that would facilitate bears moving through the urban 

service area. The pinch point between Timberlea and Dickinsfield and the Hanginstone 
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River as it passes behind Greyling Terrace and under highway 63 are two examples of 

key movement corridors to focus on because they represent high human use areas 

creating a high risk zone for human-bear conflict and act as barriers to movement.  Bear 

Smart communities need to be cognizant of the key areas and assess where current and 

new developments may threaten the integrity of bear movement. Additionally, new 

developments placed in movement areas have the potential to develop into new high 

risk area for conflict. This issue can be addressed by working with or supporting the 

municipality’s and other efforts that plan congruently for development and wildlife 

movement.  

 

The issues relating to human-bear conflict should be addressed through a combination 

of approaches including education (with the goal of achieving voluntary behavioral 

changes), policy (legislation that reduces source attractants) and enforcement (to ensure 

compliance of the legislation). Given the high number of artificial attractants in the Fort 

McMurray urban service area, the implementation of a Bear Smart program has the 

potential to greatly reduce human-bear incidences.  Ideally, this will also result in a 

reduction of the need for Fish and Wildlife enforcement responses and in bear mortality.  
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Recommendations 

 

This section outlines recommendations to assist in the initiation of an Alberta Bear Smart 

Program (ABSP) in the Fort McMurray Urban Service Area. It does not outline specific 

strategies for their implementation but highlights key areas to assist ABSP in initiating 

sustainable bear management. The recommendations have been broken down into three 

categories; data/research gaps, education, and policy/Coordination 

 

DATA RESEARCH AND GAPS 
Throughout the process of compiling information for the Preliminary Bear Hazard 

Assessment, the following data/research gaps were identified: 

 

• ASRD has a number of historic datasets, such as the 1985-1987 Urban Bear 

Program that are not currently in a digital format. It would be beneficial to 

convert these databases to a digital format so that this information can be used 

for future research.   

• The functionality of the ENFOR database could be enhanced by adding an 

attractant field to the data entry process. This would ensure accurate recording of 

attractants and standardization of attractants across Fish and Wildlife staff and 

between regions. 

• There is very little understanding of regional black bear population dynamics in 

the region. In particular the impact on the regional black bear population 

resulting from relocations or removing bears from the population due to human-

bear conflicts in Fort McMurray is largely unknown. Develop a research program 

to understand the population dynamics and movement of black bears through 

the region.  

• Detailed documentation of natural black bear movement through the city of Fort 

McMurray and region would greatly assist ASRD Fish and Wildlife’s ability to 

contribute to city planning processes and to highlight the potential for increased 

human-bear conflict if developments occur in prime bear habitat or movement 

areas. 

• Develop, monitor and coordinate a number of environmental parameters, such 

as harvest rates, food availability (phenology), management numbers of bears, 

habitat level changes, ecology survival rates and weather pattern would greatly 

assist the community in measuring the effectiveness of programs and actions 

aimed at reducing human-bear conflicts. For example, monitoring the 

effectiveness of an education campaign might be measured by the reduction in 

the number of human-bear occurrence reports. This must be considered in 

relation to other environmental parameters that influence the number and 

behaviors of bears in the area (Gore et al, 2006).  
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• It would be beneficial to explore the feasibility of some form of wildlife crossing 

structure where the Hangingstone River flows under Highway 63 that would 

separate the trail users and bears to the benefit of both. 

• Enable ASRD Fish and Wildlife to explore the feasibility of aversive conditioning 

techniques, this is an areas that will be a research focus in coming years as 

agencies   

 

EDUCATION 
• Communication materials that highlight the goals of the Bear Smart Program and 

provide the community with specific voluntary actions to assist in reducing 

human-bear conflict need to be developed. These should include suggestions on 

how to reduce attractants around homes and throughout the community. 

• Communications materials targeted at campground and temporary housing 

users that promote sustainable bear management practices need to be developed 

and distributed. These materials need to include instructions for food storage 

and disposal as well as information on how to respond to bear sightings.  

• There is a need to keep abreast of on-going research involving bear movement 

and promote actions to maintain identified movement areas.  

• Programs need to be developed that address the fruit tree issue within the 

region. Some bear smart communities have setup a volunteer pick program with 

the resulting fruit made into products that can be distributed through the food 

bank and a nursery swap where you can replace your existing attractant plants 

for others. Focusing on home owners that live along the edge of the green zone 

would greatly increase the effectiveness of these programs. 

• As a large percentage of human-bear conflicts occur at the edge of residential 

developments and the surrounding green zone, an education program designed 

for these home owners would be beneficial. 

 

POLICY/COORDINATION 
Successful examples of reducing conflict with bears, such as in Canmore, Alberta, and 

Juneau, Alaska, as well as at several national parks in Canada and the USA indicate 

there may be opportunities for Fort McMurray to reduce human-bear conflicts.  The 

successful models focused investment on animal-resistant waste management systems 

and enforcement of garbage and anti-feeding ordinances (Hristienko and McDonald 

2007). 

 

ASRD, Fish and Wildlife should explore with the Municipality a variety of methods of 

making the community more Bear Smart. These include: 

• work to establish partnerships with local municipality, community leaders and planners 

to discuss the importance maintaining natural movement corridors. 

• assess the feasibility of implementing green buffer zones between new 

developments and natural movement areas 
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• encourage centralized garbage systems in new residential developments, 

through the presentation of case studies that highlight the success of reduced 

bear conflicts and reduced garbage collect costs to the municipality. 

• Implement by-laws that prohibit the planting of new fruit trees and ensure fruit 

is picked for existing fruit trees 

• Ensure new developments are planned such that natural bear movements are not 

hindered or create the potential for human-bear conflict zones. 

• Work with the municipality to ensure that the new Municipal Landfill is bear 

proof. 

• Enforce existing by-laws that restricts garbage on curbsides to the day of pick up 

only. 

• Evaluate all playgrounds, schools and recreation areas that are located on the 

edge of the green zones and construct fences where appropriate to provide 

barriers for bears entering high human use areas often frequented by children. 

• report regularly to municipal council statistics on bear conflicts, including information 

on key attractant issues. 
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Appendix 

 
BEAR HAZARD ASSESSMENT MINUTES 

FORT MCMURRAY 

JANUARY 16, 2007 

 

 

ASRD Attendance: 

Doug Slatnik 

Trevor Sellin 

Trevor Miller 

Randy Flath 

Jim Songhurst 

Todd Powell 

Cameron Rowan 

 

Miistakis: 

Ken Sanderson 

Tracy Lee 

 

INTRODUCTIONS 

Ken reviews the meeting objectives and agenda 

Randy reviews design and regulatory changes for the city 

 

ATTRACTANTS DISCUSSION 

ASRD Fish and Wildlife staff were asked to list key bear attractants within Fort 

McMurray (FortM) 

 

• Fruit Trees (Spring and Fall) 

o Usually old decaying fruit on ornamental trees (last years fruit) crab 

apple and choke cherry. 

o New berry crops within residential areas in Fall. 

• Nurseries along Clearwater 

• Garbage dump  

• Bird seed 

• Bait piles 

• Market gardens 

• Fast food chains 

• Natural attractants (cranberries) along five rivers systems in the area. Natural 

vegetation include: Chokecherry, raspberry, cranberry, red osier dogwood 

 

Notes: 

Bears use seasonal corridors that run through FortM (attractant within the city then 

act as holding mechanisms).  

 

ASRD BEAR PROGRAMS 

Urban Bear Program (1985- 1987) (report available on program) 

• Urban bear program was an attempt to capture the bears before coming into 

town (through the use of interception sights) 

• The bears were either tagged, removed from the population or moved (edge 

of the town limits) 
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• The sights were selected along the major water systems 

• Findings- 

o bear population cycles, peaks and crash 

o repeat captures usually sows returning with cubs- relocated multiple 

times 

o Bears translocated less than 50k returned to FrotM, over 100k less 

than 3% return. Magic number for translocations was: 100K 

o Seasonal variation: captures in summer mostly adult sows and cubs, 

in spring adult males 

• Sites marked on the map with light green x) 

o Confed site (1) 

o Abasand (2) 

o Thickwood Golf Course (3) 

o Clearwater 

• Age structure information on bears should be available (teeth), contact Bruce 

Treko (Todd will follow up to see if there is a report). 

• Market gardens along the river, Gregware area an issue, pulled sites because 

of problems with humans  

• Urban bear conflicts (Clearwater), older town people used to addressing 

issues their own way. 

 

RESEARCH: 

There is limited research occurring on bears in the region.  

• Sophie C. from U of Alberta may have information on the distance the bears 

travel regionally.  

 

Notes: 

• Importance of south-facing slopes in the spring along the Athabasca and 

Clearwater, are we seeing bears moving into the areas for denning?  

• In talking with the elders and trappers this natural area has never being a 

problem but there are good south facing slopes which clear up faster of snow 

freeing up vegetation. 

 

ENFOR DATA REVIEW 

Ken presents the ENFOR data to ASRD staff. Does the ENFOR data truly represent 

the case in Fort McMurray?  

 

Comments: 

• Does this include our bear card data- not complied in a form that can be 

analyzed? Complaint call locations (date of activity- based on garbage pick-

up- check the set schedule) 

• It appears that natural attractants are a large issue. Natural attractant 

common and could be anywhere along the river, in town or around town. 

• In regard to human conflict it’s the fruit trees mainly (orchards along the 

river).The ENFOR does not match the notion that fruit trees are a big issue. 

ASRD notes that generally causes were often not written down. 

• Large number of unknowns could also have been sightings.  

• Compost was a major issue, just not identified in ENFOR 

• Garbage has always been a big issue for us. 

• This may assist us in redesigning the garbage pick-up- key point in tracking 

the dates would be us tracking the issue to provide identifying garbage as an 

issue. 
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• The attractants that hold bear in the area is the garbage system, should be 

high in ENFOR 

• There are 32km of trail with lots of garbage littered on them acts as an 

attractant (mostly motorized).  Behind arbitral 

• Bird Feeding: newer citizens of FortM want wildlife in their backyards-increase 

in bird feeding issues.  

• Oats and Barley feeding for deer also an issue.  

• Livestock mentioned in ENFOR, may have been the horses (stables) Tower 

Road and Rodeo Grounds, Livestock at the Saprey Creek (airport) is where 

the livestock but not always documented as the cause.  

• In the brochures we provide, bird feeders, compost, human food are the 

focus.   

• In recent years does this break down seem to make sense, ranking seems 

consistent with Trevor experience, all the issues stressed as low are low in my 

experience- bird feeding spring time rare.  

• Maybe able to work together with Fire Smart to address the natural issue 

around the town. 

• If you took natural, golf course, garbage and unknown- the garbage is maybe 

low, should be same as natural one 

• Human food and BBQ combined: again is this just garbage or should be 

separate 

• Vegetation along the roadways- what are they seeding the banks with- 

plowed and left to re-vegetation. In the fire guard they used natural clover 

along edge 

 

Suggestions for ENFOR database 

• Add a drop down of attractants or make sure it is added to the description of 

the notes. Important for providing evidence of key problems (ie garbage) and 

moving forward with partners to address these problems (ie city).  

 

Suggestions assessing ENFOR data: 

• Pull out the years into a graph (see cycle?) 

• Pull out age categories (A (M or F), SA, C), Is there a target group that is 

giving you an issue?  

• Split garbage into commercial and residential in reporting 

• Pull out attractants by year 

• Unknown ENFOR records: pull out sightings, then natural vegetation, the 

catalyst that brings them across that barrier is the garbage and ornamental 

trees and shrubs. 

• Campsites: split garbage and human food, maybe split this out 

• Could add in actions taken based on year (relocation or removed from 

population) 

 

 

SPATIAL MAPPING 

Map 1 

 

Garbage Dump (GD): Landfill marked in Blue,  

Road kills are picked up by a highway contractor: dump into the trees anywhere, no 

guidelines, but outside of the city limits. If within the city limits goes to the landfill 

and is buried.  

 

Schools (S):  
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Map 1: Schools Issues 

Kenyo College None 

Greely Road School None 

Moberly Hall Private school Of note is the highly used OHV use behind this 

area. 

Walking trail (garbage on the trail) has had a few 

occurrences.  

Not a hotspot, but only a few occurrences. 

The playground here not an issue. No fruit trees - 

but some Saskatoon’s along here (marked BP 1) 

Beacon Hill School and 

Goodsheppard Community 

School 

None 

But of note is numerous sightings along Beacon Hill 

adjacent travel corridor (Hanging Stone Creek) 

Fort McMurray Islamic 

School 

None 

Detox Centre None 

Composite High School None 

Dr. Clark School: None 

Clearwater School None 

  

 

 

Random Camping (RC):  

• RC1: Now been deforested so random camping will be reduced. But 

traditionally bear issues here. 

•  Of note: All along the Clearwater is unauthorized camping. 

• Abasand- behind community random camping common 

 

HOTSPOT: Grailing Terrance, near Hanging Stone Creek: bears coming into 

backyard, travel corridor, cover adjacent and garbage an issue.  

 

Parks: P 

• Jay Howard Pew: (P1): 

o  located where Hanging Stone meets Clearwater, 

o  garbage issues here, 

o  adjacent to cover and travel areas. 

o  High use berry patches. Includes a waterpark, 

o  Future concern is the new residential development planning to occur 

near berry patch.  

o Issues mainly along the river mainly sightings.   

 

Campground: CG 

• (CG1) Centennial: going to be removed for re-development 

• Rotary Campground (CG2): Main issues are garbage, adjacent to cover and 

movement area (natural vegetation).  

• Golden Eagle Resort (CG3): minor issue, travel corridor along creek (Saline 

Creek). 

• Old Drive in Theater- Everyready (CG4): minor issues 

 

Residential Development 

• Saprey Creek community: garbage issues and natural food. Future Concern: 

Past present and future fruit trees. 
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• Draper Residential Area: no issues 

• Market Gardens: An old HOTSPOT due to fruit trees big issue, but not 

recently an issue. Why not a hotspot anymore: used to be a strawberries 

issue and no precautions. Maybe they have changed their practices (no 

fences). Also natural attractants around the area. Maybe they are not growing 

strawberries there anymore.  Adjacent to travel corridors, Draper Road also 

acts as a barrier and keeps them on the river side.   

 

Event Grounds 

• MacDonald Island: garbage and litter, late August and Sept- Blueberry 

Festival. Bears hang out on the golf course, but add in the midway and then 

there are conflicts with garbage.  

• Syncrude Summer Staff parties (June): four days of Lobster Fest (8,000-

10,000 people), human garage is an issue. Dumpsters were removed the next 

day but so much bears were coming in.  

 

Recreational Fields 

• Ball Diamonds or soccer fields in Mac Island and at all the schools.  

 

Playgrounds: (PG) 

• Most have no issues 

• Lions Park:  playground equipment, no fences, adjacent to thick cover, and 

garbage (litter), cross the highway 63 (there is an underpass here now). 

There are cement barriers on the H63- making the dash across difficult. 

Hotspot of movement across H63 (H1) Highway Crossing HOTSPOT 

• Simmons and Lucas Park (Abasand): Playground, no fence, adjacent to cover 

and movement areas, garbage issues from residential on the deck adjacent. 

And natural berry patches adjacent, south facing slopes. 

• Borealis Park: Use to access residential, adjacent to travel corridor, no fence 

on playground, lots of litter. 

• Saprey Creek playground (PG1)- no issues 

 

Golf Course: 

• Miskanaw Golf Course: Issue, natural vegetation and gold course, movement 

corridor, garbage issues (club house), littered with berry patches. Temporary 

construction camps (they barrier fenced the camp and garbage management 

was good).  

• Quary Ridge Golf Course: Adjacent to corridor, adjacent natural vegetation- 

berry patches along the edge. Many sightings. No garbage issues. Proximity 

to dump. After a golf tournament there garbage cans would fill up with beer 

cans (Event related)- make sure they cleaned up right away. 

 

Fishing Hotspots: (F)  

• Litter is Common to have high traffic areas by the river (Example F6) 

Boat Ramps: (BR)  

Septic Dump Spot (ST1): no issues 

Ski Hill: no issues 

Day-use Areas: no issues 

 

Trail System: 

Hotspots: 

• Gregwire Trail  

• High use and Conflict: Mac Island Trail and Borealis Park Trails 
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• Biking Corridor (TR1): between Snye to Hangingstone (use and Corridor) 

• Lions Park Trail (TR2): high use 

 

 

Garbage spots Industrial: IG 

• McDonalds, Tim Hortens, Wendy’s,  

 

Recreational garbage (RG1) 

• Issue with jetboats leaving garbage at boat launch sites (overflowing the 

bins) 

• more of an impact than industrial Garbage (RG)  

• RG 2: Conflict related to the garbage, along the river.    

• RG3: Beacon Hill, on garbage pick up days 

• RG: Saprey Creek, yearly problem. 

 

Fruit Trees (FT): marked on map 

 

Bird Feeding 

Saprey Creek an issue with Bird Feeding 

 

Airport: no garbage issues 

 

Hotspots:  

H1: Greyling Creek Terrace 

H2: Mac Island plus the Sny 100m fringe 

H3: Beacon Hill 

H4: Abasand 

H5: Saprey Community 

 

Garbage Dump: Open pit access, no fencing, poor maintenance. No containment at 

this sight. This pit needs to be moved, as it occurs in a major movement area right 

at the junction of two river systems.   

 

PRIOIRTY ISSUE: Future Issues There is a new regional landfill (dump) being 

built just across the Hanging stone River (2009 plans) They have a infrastructure 

plan. ASRD needs to look into who this dump will service and the plans.  

 

Future Concerns:  

 

Residential Developments (get from the municipality forecasting on new 

communities) 

Keano Industrial Site a new residential development  

 

 

MAP 2 (THICKWOOD, TIMBERLY) 

 

Schools 

St. Paul Elementary School:  

 

Thickwood Heights: Adjacent to cover and movement areas, has fencing 

St. Patrick: No issues 
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Birchwood (called Frank Spragin High School on map): Adjacent to cover, Trail Head 

Park: part of Frank Spragin, issues with litter, playground- no issues, near the high 

school is a Recreational Fields (RF1) all open and non-fenced 

Westwood: Adjacent to small travel corridor and litter 

 

Timberly Sports Field: Adjacent to cover and very heavily used (human traffic) 

 

No garbage dumps 

 

Playgrounds: 

PG1: adjacent to cover and movement, unfenced,  

Dog-off leash area (DP1): Heavily used composting site (dumping area),  

Recreational Field (RF1): adjacent to cover, litter 

DP2: no fencing,  

PG2; no fenced, adjacent to cover, litter 

 

Hotspot: Fort McMurray Golf Course: Natural vegetation, fruit trees. Bear oasis and 

travel corridor. 15 bears this year, usually large adult male bears stay in this area. 

Thickest chokecherries patches in the region (at the end of golf course), likely 

enhanced by the fertilizer on golf course. Also on river travel corridor.  We have not 

had human-bear conflicts, but the issues migrate out of there, because they become 

habituated and move out into residential areas. The bears tend to move out when 

food sources are limited on the golf course into surrounding communities. It is a 

public course, there has been no issue with conflict, except habituation. 

 

Travel Corridor Con Creek identified 

 

Industrial Steel Bins for Dumpsters (RG5): public comes and dumps residential 

garbage 

 

Campgrounds:  

CG1: Tower Road, private campground, garbage issues 

 

Random Camping: None, industrial guys with RV’s parking on opened up locations, 

attracting bears, act as security for their company’s industrial sites (TC1 temporary 

camping). Domestic garbage issues, coolers outside 

 

Day-use Areas:  

DU1: Open space, high human walking use 

 

Event Grounds: Recreational Fields: Timberly Sports Field, 10-15 sporting fields 

(brand new, potential problems for the future) 

 

Fishing Sports: F 

Water Treatment Plant: 

F1: Litter issue 

 

Trails: 

High use trails: T1: Conflict, natural vegetation and high human use, from golf 

course. 

T2: (Birchwood trails) gong show, high human use and Con Creek travel corridor, 

natural vegetation, litter, composting and bird feed along the residential edge.  

T3: Timberline Area, fruit trees and residential garbage 
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C: Compost 

 

Residential  

RG Residential Garbage (RG) 

 

City industrial Storage (no issue) 

 

Hotspots:  

H1: Fort McMurray Golf Course, includes the fall-out moving into residential 

areas.  

H2: Birchwood Trail system 

H3: Greyling, MacDonald Island 

H4: Beacon Hill 

H5: Absand 

H6: Saprey community 

 

Natural Habitat Patches outside of the city:  

HP1: long and 1.5 km from top to bottom, large area of natural habitat  

Other dumping areas: Tower Road (domestic and larger furniture) 

Carcasses: distributed along roads outside of town and one area identified as a 

carcass.  

Keyano: illegal dumping site, just off of the rotary, little more controlled now a days. 

 

Denning site (D), residential black bears hanging out, but may be denning. 

 

DU2: Uncontrolled day use, old salt mine site 

 

General notes: 

No mauling, but have come close. If it has caused a conflict it was removed. 

Was a plan to spray and get ride of shrubbery, but the drift from the helicopter was a 

concern.  

 

Bear Movement Corridors 

• CEMA corridor work (HIS modeling) 

• Returns from translocation bears can help us understand movement 

• Could be a hotspot for dens with convergence of two east west river 

systems,  

• Key waterways from movement: Hangingstone River (marked as 

movement), Clearwater River, Con Creek forks (birchwood and golf course), 

Horse River/Creek,  

 

Map2: 

Hangingstone movement Corridor: have to cross the highway,  

Con Creek movement Corridor:  

 

Map1: Clearwater movement Corridor 

 

Barriers: Come cliffs identified and residential communities  

 

No mortality within the city, very rare issue. 
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Municipality: worked with them to upgrade garbage cans, but no coordination with 

ASRD on wildlife conflict areas.  

 

Regional Issues 

• Confluence of 2 East West river systems providing great spring and fall food 

source, also great denning habitat.  

• Anywhere there is a plant they have bears.  

• Problem effort to Fort McMurray North of the Athabasca River 

 

 

Research 

• Dataset prior to ENFOR, could we access this and run number of events per 

year to test the theory that there are cyclical populations cycles with the 

bears (Quinton should be able to run this) 

• Lots of tagged bears information (1992-until today), not sure if this has been 

stored digitally, there should also be information on returns from 

translocations. Should be as occurrences on ENFOR. TAIP (Treated Animal 

Incident Program: once retuned and destroyed it is removed from the system. 

Can you search by a tag number in ENFOR (seizure) 

• No private studies in the area on bears 

• Future Research: Todd questions Is Fort McMurray a bear sink in the area? 

Maybe need a few radio collars to find out regional impact. Better 

understanding of where they are all coming from in relation to the rest of the 

region. Collar a few old males and old females see where they are moving 

(Oct and Nov). Might cause conflict because after we collar them we have to 

move them outside the city limits.  

• I would like to know where the bears are coming from that are on the golf 

course. We can’t have them running around town if they are collared they 

should be removed.  

• Possibly of caching them on the way into town. How many would you need 

(10 would need to be collared to start to figure out what is happening).  

• CEMA HIS model to understand the regional movement opportunities (CD 

provided to Ken). 

• On some of the released bears, we have had tags returned from areas very 

far away.  

• To get better data it would be ideal to get them on the outskirts of the city, 

use the old intercept sites.  

• Maybe use Bear Smart funding to match other funds to get this research 

going.  

• At the dump we have taken the habitual bears out of the dump (no teeth or 

has an injury and are weak).   

 

 

Fire Smart programs 

• Not much been done with Fire Smart 

• Have built fire guards around town 

• There is prescribed burning occurring 

• They are in communication with ASRD Public Lands 

 

Strategies and Policies 
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• Provincial Bear Decision Matrix: Is there an opportunity to hard release some 

of the bears if we want to collar them. Different conditions require different 

action- depending on the behavior they exhibit.  

• Current bear management system in Fort McMurray- bear proof bins in 

recreational areas (commercial dumpster), not individual garbage residential 

site.  

• Are there by-laws about when you put out your garbage (Check the by-laws) 

• A typical garbage pick-up is from the front yards 

• Are there policies that should be implemented: Natural attractant and man 

made attractants (residential)- there needs to be a bigger spatial buffer. All 

our problems are due to no spatial barriers between prime habitat and 

residential or other high human use area.  40-50 m is a good barrier. We 

need to be involved in urban planning process. If you could allocate additional 

land for the purpose of a barrier then fine, but not from the municipal land 

which is valuable for development. Cover is important for their travel through 

the corridors. Need to have a maintained buffer.  

• Problem with the transient nature of the human population for education 

• Priorities: Barrier management, garbage management (residential) 

and then vegetation management  

• The bears are occurring along the edge of the communities buffering green 

zones. All complaints are on the edge of the green zone.  

• Priority: The dump has got to be fenced  

• Priority: Community sites for garbage a good idea where you walk your 

garbage to dumpster but the issue here is that people might not want to walk 

their garbage to dumpsters. Maybe this would be good for new community 

developments- also a cost saving for municipality.  Maybe a bylaw for only 

putting garbage out on pick up days for older communities.  

• Priority: by-law on fruit tress not been picked, bird feed at specific period of 

times. This is maybe to much. 

• Karelean Bear Dogs: Amount of man power required to use bear dogs 

within this spread out city. 

• What about assisting the bears moving across the road at key locations to 

stop them from wandering up and down the highway edge instead of moving 

thought the area.  

• Research to monitor the underpasses with remote cameras.  

• Community groups or conservation groups that might be able to assist in bear 

smart initiatives. 

• Bear awareness materials could be developed under Bear Smart program 

(there are pamphlets out) 

• Alberta fish and game lack resources.  

• Scout groups may be an option for picking fruit campaign.  

• ie: no environmental groups, no hunter education course in Fort McMurray 

has not happened in over 10 years. 

• Complaints in town vs plants (captures one in town (30-30 captures) and rest 

are industrial.  

• Response to human complaints is a high priority but we are short resources.  

• Currently everything is delivered through the officers, we have limited public 

support, but some support from industry.  

• No precedent to have somebody identified and resources to address these 

issues.  

• We also don’t have a lot of human-bear problems.  

• Mauling outside of town, never in town.  
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• Bear programs in schools has occurred in the past, but the transient nature of 

the community is an issue for education.   

 

Barriers to implementing strategies 

ASRD went to the town with ideas like providing buffer zones, there may be 

opportunity.  

Operational level within ASRD: There are years when we are taxed to the limits (for 

2005 and 2007) 

 

 General Notes about final reporting: 

• Make sure unknowns are on the map with a different color identifier 

• Plot the ENOF in different colors per year.  
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