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Abstract

Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos) predation on American Bison (Bison bison)—particularly calves—was likely once common.
However, with the range-wide collapse of bison near the close of the 19th century, the two species no longer co-occur across
much of their current distributions. Over the past 60 years, efforts to reintroduce bison to their native range have resulted
in a few small areas where the two species once again co-occur. Yet, predation of bison by bears is apparently rare and has
not been observed outside Yellowstone National Park, where both species have existed for millennia. On 28 June 2023, we
observed an adult male Grizzly Bear protecting a buried bison calf that it had apparently killed in Yukon, Canada. This is the
first observation of apparent predation of a bison by a Grizzly Bear outside Yellowstone National Park. Our observation fur-
ther highlights how reintroduced bison are becoming integrated into local food webs, which is a key indicator of ecological
restoration.
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predator-prey interactions

American Bison (Bison bison) are among the
most formidable prey because of their large size,
great strength, group defensive behaviour, and hyper-
aggressiveness toward predators (Smith et al. 2001;
Mech et al. 2004, MacNulty et al. 2014). Gray
Wolf (Canis lupus), their primary predator, is capa-
ble of killing adults and calves when working as a
pack (Carbyn and Trottier 1987, 1988; MacNulty et
al. 2001; Smith et al. 2001; Jung 2011; Jung et al.
2023b). Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos; Varley and Gun-
ther 2002; Wyman 2002) and Coyote (Canis latrans;
Smith ez al. 2001; Sheldon et al. 2009) have also been
observed killing bison in Yellowstone National Park,
usually with a focus on calves. No other contempo-
rary carnivores are known to have killed bison.

Grizzly Bear predation of bison—particularly
calves—was likely once common. However, with
the range-wide collapse of bison near the close of the
19th century, these species no longer co-occur across
much of their current distribution in North Amer-
ica. Predation of bison by Grizzly Bears has not been
observed outside Yellowstone National Park, where

both species have existed for millennia.

Over the past 60 years, efforts to reintroduce bi-
son to their native range have resulted in a few areas
where the two species once again co-occur. South-
western Yukon is home to the Aishihik population of
reintroduced bison (Jung et al. 2015, 2023a; Boon-
stra et al. 2018), which has shared its distributional
range with resident Grizzly Bears since 1988. These
bison migrate into alpine areas during summer when
their calves are young (Jung et al. 2018), bringing
them into close proximity to resident Grizzly Bears.
Over the past 20 years, we have frequently observed
large groups of bison in alpine habitat (Jung 2020),
sometimes with Grizzly Bears within about 50-250
m of them, often seemingly hiding in tall shrubs or
in drainages. However, we had no evidence of bears
hunting or killing bison. Here, we provide the first
record of apparent predation of a bison by a Grizzly
Bear in the mountains of southwestern Yukon.

On 28 June 2023, from a helicopter, we observed
an adult male Grizzly Bear protecting a buried car-
cass in alpine tundra in southwestern Yukon, Canada.
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Approximately 2-3 km ahead of the bear and carcass,
we observed a group of ~30 bison with calves. We
suspected that the carcass was a bison, so we used the
helicopter to chase the bear away from the cache site
so that we could inspect it. We verified that the car-
cass was a small bison calf that likely weighed <30
kg. A bloody rib cage was evidence that it was freshly
dead and had recently been fed on by the bear (Figure
1). Moreover, freshly displaced vegetation and turf
showed that the carcass had been recently buried by
the bear (Figure 1). After ~10 min of observation, we
left the carcass and site as found.

We cannot confirm whether the Grizzly Bear killed
the calf or found and scavenged it. However, the most
likely scenario is that the bear predated rather than
found the calf already dead because live calves were
more common on the landscape than dead calves
and a maternal group of bison was seen nearby. Our
observation was not a surprise because we had previ-
ously observed Grizzly Bears scavenging carcasses of
winter-killed bison in this area. Moreover, during aer-
ial surveys of bison during the summer, when calves
are precocious, we had observed Grizzly Bears near
bison groups; we interpreted this as bears looking for
an opportunity to kill a young or injured bison. Griz-
zly Bears in our region often prey on neonatal Moose
(Alces americanus) calves, rather than adults (Larsen
et al. 1989).

This is the first observation of apparent preda-
tion of a bison by a Grizzly Bear outside Yellowstone
National Park in modern times. The Aishihik reintro-
duced bison numbered ~1951 adult animals in 2022
(95% CI 1688-2295; Jung et al. 2023a) and do not
appear to be strongly affected by predation (Jung
2011; Jung et al. 2023b). However, a small number
of Grizzly Bears that learn to become effective preda-
tors of bison calves could begin to limit bison popula-
tion growth. That said, the frequency of Grizzly Bear
predation of neonatal bison calves and the extent to
which they affect calf recruitment in the Aishihik pop-
ulation is unknown. Regardless, predation is a natural
process that shapes the evolutionary ecology of bison
(Laundré et al. 2001; Fortin et al. 2009) and has the
potential to influence local mammal assemblages and
food webs (Boonstra et al. 2018). Our observation
further highlights how reintroduced bison are becom-
ing integrated into local food webs, which is a key
indicator of ecological restoration (Sanderson et al.
2008; Jung et al. 2023b).
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FIGURE 1. a. An American Bison (Bison bison) calf appar-
ently killed, buried, and partly consumed by a Grizzly Bear
(Ursus arctos) in the alpine tundra of southwestern Yukon,
Canada. b. Close up of the buried calf carcass showing
the rib cage and recently displaced vegetation. Photos: R.
Drummond.
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