KENTUCKY'S

macist Lunsford Richardson blended

menthol, eucalyptus, camphor and pe-
troleum jelly into an aromatic salve whose
vapors were designed to open the airways of
people suffering from croup and pneumonia.

Little did Richardson know that a cen-
tury later, his Vick’s VapoRub elixir would
play a role in the rebirth of Kcntucky’s miss-
ing black bear population.

It was the winter of 1996. Research-
ers from the University of Tennessee and
National Park Service had sedated and ra-
dio-collared several female bears in Great
Smoky Mountains National Park with plans
to move those bears to the Big South Fork
National River and Recreation Area, a rug-
ged 125,000-acre expanse of the Cumber-
land Plateau straddling the Kentucky-Ten-
nessee border.

The effort was part of a National
Park Service project to stock bears in
the area.
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Among the volunteers for the effort
was Mike Strunk, who would later become
Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife
Resources’ southeast regional wildlife coor-
dinator. Because of their size and age, the
cubs that accompanied those female bears
were not sedated. Volunteers like Strunk
held each cub to keep them warm while the
mother was transported about 150 highway
miles to the Big South Fork area.

“We were concerned that when the fe-
males woke up, they would reject their cubs
because of the human scent left behind by
handling them,”

Strunk said.
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“So we rubbed the cubs down with Vick’s
VapoRub. The hope was that the female
would try to remove that from the cubs, and
in the process, remove the human scent as
well. You can imagine how much Vick’s it
took to rub down three cubs.”

From 1996-97, 14 adult female bears
along with their 13 cubs were relocated to
areas around the Kentucky-Tennessee line

in the Big South Fork.
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Researchers use antennas to track the
radio collars of bears. Collars change
signals if a bear does not move in four
hours, indicating death or denning.

The stocking was part of an effort by
various state and federal government agen-
cies to leap-frog the inherently slow natural
range expansion of bears by moving animals
from the Great Smoky Mountains, Shenan-
doah National Park in Virginia and Monon-
gahela National Forest in West Virginia to
areas around Kentucky’s border.

Offspring from those stockings now re-
side primarily in eight counties in Kentucky:
McCreary, Hatlan, Bell, Letcher, Wayne,
Perry, Pike and Whitley. An undetermined
number of bears reside in the outlying areas.

By 2009, Kentucky’s bear population
had grown enough that bear hunting was
allowed for the first time in a century. Ken-
tucky Fish and Wildlife now allows Ken-
tucky residents to harvest bears within a
16-county zone in the southeastern portion
of the state.

Within that zone are four reserve areas
where bear hunting is not allowed.

Outside of these reserves, Kentucky
limits the harvest of female bears and does
not allow hunters to take cubs. These regu-
lations help ensure the persistence of bears
in Kentucky and allow continued popula-
tion growth.

While hunting is not the solution for
dealing with nuisance bears, it is one way to
sustainably slow population growth of these
animals. To date, Kentucky’s conservative
hunting quotas have not stilted the bears’
expansion deeper into the state.
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In 2008, the year before hunting opened,
female bears roamed five counties in the state,
according to Jayson Plaxico, the department’s
long-standing wildlife biologist based in Pre-
stonsburg. Plaxico estimates at least 15 coun-
ties now have female bears.

The overall number of bears in Ken-
tucky is increasing as well.

Sean Murphy, who studied Kentucky’s
bear populations for his master’s and doctor-
ate at the University of Kentucky, estimates
Kentucky’s bear population is growing at a
rate of 3 to 7 percent a year.

EXPANSION BEYOND THE BEAR ZONE

Biologists believe that 39 counties in
eastern Kentucky’s Cumberland Plateau
may now have at least a few resident bears.
'This area is roughly east of a line drawn from
Clinton County to Lewis County.

Bears also have wandered beyond the
plateau in recent years, such as 2015, when
Kentucky Fish and Wildlife received bear
reports from 45 counties. A poor mast crop
of acorns and hickory nuts that year sent the
bears roaming far in search of food.

In 2016, bears were spotted around
Danville, ‘Bardstown and Elizabethtown.
Hast suspects there were only three bears
involved, one of which crossed the Ohio
River from Kentucky into Indiana. The pas-
sage created a stir in Indiana, as it was only
the second bear seen in that state since 1871.

Biologists now say that isolated bear
sightings are possible anywhere in the state

east of Henderson County. The exception
is the urbanized northern Kentucky area
which includes Boone, Campbell and Ken-
ton counties.

Murphy expects bear densities to swell
in the Daniel Boone National Forest in
the coming decades, with female bears be-
ing seen on a regular basis. “Bears from the
Big South Fork are already in the Stearns
Ranger District,” he said. “We’ve had male
bears from the Big South Fork popping up
in Pulaski and Laurel counties. Bears are
also expanding from the eastern population
into Clay, Perry and Leslie counties.”

Strunk noted bears are already using
the branches and main stems of the Rock-
castle and Cumberland rivers as travel corri-
dors into Pulaski, Wayne, Laurel and Whit-
ley counties.

“Every year, we typically have one to
three bears hit on I-75 in Whitley County,”
Strunk said. “A few years back, we had a
research bear show up at the Corbin hospi-
tal. It had spent its whole life in the Beaver
Creek Wildlife Management Area. One
day, it just decided to go east. I'm not sure
why — I guess it just liked the smell of some-
thing there.” :

In 2006, the U.S. Forest Service issued
new bear-related food storage requirements
for the Stearns Ranger District, a 171,000-
acre area in four counties of southeastern
Kentucky. The requirements included new
rules for storing food inside vehicles, using
bear-resistant containers and hanging food
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Biologists used culvert traps to capture nuisance bears raiding garbage cans at Kingdom
Come State Park in Harlan County. Bear-resistant cans later solved the problem.
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Above: Biologists and volunteers load an immobilized female bear onto a UTV for
relocation into the Big South Fork. Right: Biologists Jayson Plaxico (shown) and Becky
Littleton documented successful bear reproduction in the area in 1999.

young male black bear took up summer resi-
dence in this 14,000-acre, privately-owned
forest.

Bernheim officials embraced the occur-
rence, using it to tout their habitat work and
educate the public about bears.

TWO POPULATIONS TO MEET

Experts agree that Kentucky’s bear
populations will likely grow significantly
along the state’s border with Tennessee in
coming years as the two distinct populations
— one centered around the Letcher-Harlan-
Bell counties area and the other at Big South
Fork National River and Recreation Area —
converge in prime unoccupied habitat.

“We expect expansion will likely oc-
cur first along the southern border of the
state,” Hast said. “There’s excellent habitat
through there and bear populations are al-
ready growing that direction in Tennessee.”

Murphy’s  data-driven  colonization
models also predict the two bear popula-
tions will converge in the coming years.
“The most likely place for the two bear pop-
ulations to intermix is in Tennessee, just to
the southeast of Big South Fork,” he said.
“Bears in the eastern population will be
coming down Cumberland and Pine Moun-
tains, following the natural linear corridor.”
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Cumberland Mountain is ‘a continu-
ous ridge that extends 131 miles from Nor-
ton, Virginia, to Caryville, Tennessee. Pine
Mountain forms a parallel 125-mile ridge
which begins near Jellico, Tennessee, and
continues to Elkhorn City in Kentucky.

Steven Dobey, Kentucky Fish and
Wildlife’s former bear program coordinator,
noted the area near Big South Fork in Ten-
nessee also supports enough bears that an
archery-only season now exists there. “That
population is part of the group that will be
moving east,” he said.

HOW DID BEARS GET HERE?

Unregulated hunting and habitat de-
struction eliminated bears from Kentucky
by the early 20th Century. As the forests
grew back, habitat conditions improved to
the point where bears could thrive in Ken-
tucky once again. But the nearest bears were
remnant populations far away.

Murphy'’s research showed efforts to re-
store bears to vacated areas began more than
40 years ago.

From 1970-1984, the Virginia Depart-
ment of Game and Inland Fisheries relocat-
ed 300 bears from the Shenandoah National
Park to the George Washington National
Forest near the Virginia-West Virginia
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border.

A second effort followed from 1987-
1992, as 221 bears were captured at Shenan-
doah National Park and relocated to the
Mount Rogers National Recreation Area,
located in the southwestern part of Virginia.

In the 1980s and 1990s, the West Vir-
ginia Division of Natural Resources re-
located an unknown number of problem
bears from east-central West Virginia to an
area near the state’s southern border with
Kentucky.

From 1990-97, Virginia biologists re-
leased 55 bears from Shenandoah National
Park to areas near the Kentucky border.
As part of his master’s research, Hast set
up barbed wire “hair snares” across known
bear areas. Using genetic testing on bear fur
snagged by the barbs, Hast, Murphy and
other University of Kentucky researchers
determined bears in the eastern Kentucky
population are descendants of the previous
relocations along the Kentucky border from
Virginia and West Virginia.

Similar bear hair sampling in the Big
South Fork revealed these bears had the
same ancestry as the population in the Great
Smoky Mountains in Tennessee, where the
original 14 females and their 13 cubs were
sourced from.
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