
Black Bear Population Analyses 
2020 

By Jennifer L. Price Tack, Glenn Stauffer, and Bill Dodge 

 
Abstract 
 
Population models produced a statewide estimate of approximately 24,080 black bears in fall 
2020. A harvest of 3,650, resulting in 11,380 permits was approved by the Natural Resources 
Board (NRB) for the 2020 season. The recommendations from the bear advisory committee 
were approved except for in Zone B, where the NRB increased the quota from 650 to 750 
bears. The quota was approved at 800 bears for Zone A, 900 in Zone C, and 1,200 in Zone D.  
 
Methods 
 
Registration is required for all harvested bears. Registration is completed electronically by 
phone, computer or at a cooperating station. An upper first premolar, submitted by mail, is 
required to complete legal registration. The sex and county of kill were recorded for each bear. 
Teeth were sent to the Matson’s Lab in Milltown, MT for processing, and ages were assigned by 
counting annuli in the cementum 
 
In 2018, a new age-at-harvest population model was utilized to estimate Wisconsin’s black bear 
population and to inform management decisions (Allen et al. 2018). Zone-specific models were 
created using the most recent bear harvest and age data (Figure 1). Starting population size in 
the models was based on estimates from the tetracycline mark-recapture study conducted in 
2011 and 2012 (MacFarland 2009, Rolley et al. 2014).  
 
There was a hair snare survey conducted in 2019 that will provide indirect estimates of the black 
bear population in each of the management zones required for periodic calibration of the age-at-
harvest model. The samples have been submitted to the lab, but results are not available at this 
time. 
 
Results 
 
Teeth were collected from bears harvested in 2018.  The ages of bears taken in 2019 are not 
available at the time of this writing.  The age structure of black bears harvested during 1993-
2018 has been relatively stable (Figures 2 and 3).   
 
The age-structure of harvested black bears varied some by zone; Zone A had the greatest 
proportion of individuals in the oldest age class (10.5 years or greater) while Zone C had the 
lowest proportion of bears in the oldest age class (Figure 4).  These age-structure data were 
incorporated into the age-at-harvest models.   
 
These models predicted that just prior to the hunting season in 2020, there were 5,029 (range of 
4,027 – 6,312) black bears in Zone A; 5,002 (range of 3,702 – 6,688) black bears in Zone B;  
5,407 (range of 4,111 – 7,077) black bears in Zone C; and 8,642 (range of 6,218 – 11,563) 
black bears in Zone D.   
 
 
 
 



Discussion 
 
New population models that use age-at-harvest data provide estimates of zone-specific 
population status.  We produce a range of possible values that reflects the level certainty, and 
uncertainty, in population estimates.  These data help inform management and harvest 
decisions, such as annual quotas. The final NRB-approved quotas for the 2020 season included 
800 bears for Zone A, 750 bears in Zone B, 900 in Zone C, and 1,200 in Zone D, totaling 3,750 
bears.   
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Figure 1.  Wisconsin's Black Bear Management Zones. 
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Figure 2.  Average age of harvested female black bears in Wisconsin by zone 1985-2018. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.  Average age of harvested male black bears in Wisconsin by zone 1985-2018. 



 
 
 

  
Figure 4.  Age structure of harvested black bears (both sexes) in Wisconsin, by zone, in 2018. 
 
 
 


