Best management practices to minimize impacts to polar bears

USFWS Marine Mammals Management

Polar bears are protected under the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) and were listed as a
threatened species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 2008. The MMPA and ESA both
prohibit the “take” of polar bears with limited exceptions, such as for authorized incidental take
and when necessary for human safety. Take includes disturbing, injuring, and killing polar bears.

Polar bears use sea ice, marine waters and terrestrial areas in northern and northwestern Alaska for
resting, feeding, denning, and seasonal movements. They are most likely to be encountered within
25 miles of the coastline, especially along barrier islands during July—October. Polar bears may
also be encountered farther inland, especially females during the denning period (November-
April). Be aware that polar bears also occur within human settlements such as villages, camps, and
work areas.

This document lists best management practices the Service recommends to minimize the risk of
human activities causing adverse impacts to polar bears, as well as polar bear encounter guidelines
and reporting procedures. Following as many relevant measures as possible through the
development and implementation of a polar bear avoidance and encounter plan will help protect
both human and bear safety. Adherence to measures does not, however, absolve personnel of
responsibility if they take (harass, harm, capture, or Kkill) a polar bear in violation of the Marine
Mammal Protection Act. If you have questions about any best management practices or how they
might be implemented in specific scenarios, please contact USFWS Marine Mammals
Management (MMM) at FW7_AK_Marine_Mammals@fws.gov, 907-786-3800, or 800-362-5148.
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Best practices for avoiding polar bear encounters and impacts to bears

Project siting and timing

Avoid siting projects in polar bear high-use areas to the maximum extent practicable. High-
use areas include all land within 2 km (1.2 miles) of the Chukchi and Beaufort Sea coasts.
Polar bears are most likely to be encountered along coastal movement corridors along the
Beaufort Sea coast between July and October. Polar bears may congregate near coastal
communities in September and October when remains of subsistence-harvested whales are
present. If coastal siting is unavoidable, maintain an open transit corridor for bears that is
free of human presence and activity to help avoid conflict.

Avoid establishing infrastructure in or near polar bear denning habitat (see USGS habitat
maps: https://alaska.usgs.gov/data/polarBear/denHabitat/polarBear _denHabitat allACP)
and avoid undertaking activities in or near polar bear denning habitat between November
and April.

Be vigilant for sows with cubs during the den emergence period (March—May) in inland as
well as coastal areas.

Polar bears typically rest during day and become more active during dusk, night, or dawn.
Plan activities with this in mind.

Den detection and avoidance

Aerial infrared (AIR) surveys can locate polar bear dens that can then be avoided between
November and April to prevent disturbance to denning bears. Anyone planning industrial
operations or other activities involving large human presence or equipment between
November and April and within 25 miles of the Bering, Chukchi, or Beaufort coasts
(outside of communities) should contact Marine Mammals Management to determine if
completing one or more AIR surveys is necessary to lower the risk of impacts to denning
bears.

Avoid any activities within one mile of known or suspected polar bears dens, including
dens encountered in the course of activities. Locations of known or suspected polar bear
dens can be obtained from MMM. Report any observed polar bear dens to the MMM
Regulatory Program at FW7_MMM_Reports@fws.gov as soon as possible and within 24
hours of discovery. Should occupied dens be identified within one mile of activities, cease
work in the immediate area and immediately contact MMM for guidance before proceeding
with activities. The Service will evaluate these instances on a case-by-case basis and
determine the appropriate action.

During transit off of ice roads and established tundra travel routes, personnel in potential
denning areas should constantly be on the lookout for signs of denning (e.qg., piles of snow
from den excavation, tracks) between November and April. Use vehicle-based forward
looking infrared cameras to scan for dens when possible. Personnel should avoid crossing
topographic features suitable for denning, such as riverbanks and along bluffs.
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Avoiding impacts to sows and cubs after den emergence

If a sow and cubs of the year are seen, cease operations within a 1.6 km (1 mi) exclusion
zone and notify the Service at 800-362-5148 (or 907-786-3800) and
FW7_MMM_Reports@fws.gov. Any operations in between the sow/cubs and the
shoreline must be notified, and the bears must be provided a clear and unimpeded path to
the sea ice through coordination with bear monitors.

Attractants management

Be aware that garbage, food, deliberate feeding, animal carcasses, chemicals, petroleum
products, sewage, and grey water can attract polar bears. Polar bears are curious and may
also be attracted to novel or unfamiliar items (e.g., plastic objects, snowmachines).
Incinerate garbage and food waste at work sites as frequently as possible. Locate
incinerators outside of living areas. If incineration is not an option, store wastes as
described below and remove them from site (e.g., fly them out) as frequently as possible.
Store attractants in a manner that minimizes odors and prevents access by bears. Use bear-
resistant storage containers and waste receptacles. Containers should be approved and
certified by the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee as "bear-resistant” (see information
at http://www.igbconline.org/html/bear-resistant-products). Always store food away from
living quarters.

Maintain clean work areas and/or camps.

Clean any fuel spills or spills/leaks of other chemicals or toxic materials properly and
immediately, even if they are small.

When travelling, avoid carrying strongly scented attractants or store them in air-tight
containers to minimize odor transmission, and consume food in enclosed and secure areas
whenever possible.

Bear avoidance, detection, and deterrence protocols

Establish specific protocols to minimize the risk of encounters and maximize human and
animal safety if an encounter does occur. These should include such measures as:
e regular on-site safety discussions
e using the buddy system for activities away from buildings or outside fences
e Dbeing vigilant, traveling in groups, and making noise to avoid surprise encounters
e using bear detection tools/methods including human monitors or “bear guards”,
physical barriers, trip wire systems, alarms, and/or motion detectors/cameras
e establishing a notification system/communication plan (e.g., using radio, blow
horns, or sirens) to alert workers of a polar bear in the area and contact outside help
if needed (e.g., by satellite phone)
e designating safe area(s) to gather if a bear approaches work areas
Additional precautions should be taken on barrier islands, in river drainages, along bluff
habitat or ice leads/polynyas, near whale or other marine mammal carcasses, or in the
vicinity of fresh tracks. For example, prior to landing/docking on barrier islands or other
coastal areas, survey the area to ensure polar bears are not present.
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Prepare bear deterrence plans to implement if a polar bear approaches and must be hazed
to protect workers and property. The Service has issued Polar Bear Deterrence Guidelines
(link to notice: https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2010/10/06/2010-
25044/marine-mammal-protection-act-deterrence-guidelines) that describe passive and
preventative deterrence measures that do not require advance training. These include
tools such as loud acoustic devices, air horns, electric fencing, or using a vehicle or boat
to block an approaching bear. Bear spray is another effective preventative deterrence tool
for individuals informed in its proper use. Use of more advanced deterrence methods,
such projectiles from a firearm (e.g., pepper balls, cracker shells, bean bags, rubber
bullets) requires appropriate specialized training, and the Service may provide a Letter of
Authorization for Intentional Harassment for projects intending to use advanced
deterrence. Contact MMM for additional information on the Service’s Bear Safety and
Bear Deterrence Specialist training and intentional harassment authorization.

o If deterrence plans include use of a firearm by a Service-approved bear deterrence
specialist, make sure plans identify how rounds will be handled to prevent mixing
of lethal and less-lethal rounds.

If working near a North Slope Borough community, reach out to the North Slope Borough
Department of Wildlife Management (phone: (907) 852-0350) for information on recent
polar bear activity in the area to inform avoidance plans.

*Information and measures in the Polar Bear Encounter Guidelines section of this document

should be incorporated into encounter and deterrence protocols*

Personnel training materials and procedures

Ensure all personnel working in polar bear habitat receive appropriate safety training,
including education on site-specific protocols. Depending on individual duties and
activities, this may include Bear Safety Training from the Service or the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game.

Any personnel that may need to deter an approaching polar bear should receive training in
use of deterrents, including hands-on practice. Training from the Service or Service-
approved trainers is critical for individuals planning to use advanced hazing tools (e.g.,
projectiles from a firearm or approaches with vehicle).

Share or publicly post materials on bear safety and encounter protocols at work sites.
Complete on-site polar bear safety drills.

Industrial infrastructure: site design and snow and lighting management

For industrial infrastructure, ensure good visibility in all work site locations though facility
layout and lighting. All personnel areas, including entrances, should be illuminated during
working hours. Waste-management areas and pedestrian traffic areas should be particularly
well-lit.

Last update: 10/25/24 Page 4 of 9


https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2010/10/06/2010-25044/marine-mammal-protection-act-deterrence-guidelines
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2010/10/06/2010-25044/marine-mammal-protection-act-deterrence-guidelines

= Exterior doors should open outward, and there should be windows in or near exterior doors
so personnel can look for polar bears before exiting a building. To limit risk of bears
entering buildings, use oval-shaped versus handle-type knobs on exterior doors. Prevent
snow from piling up below windows if it could allow a bear to climb and enter the building
through the window. Grates on windows (in compliance with fire codes) are recommended
to limit potential entry by bears.

= Take measures to prevent snow drifts from forming around elevated structures (including
roads and pads), as they may obstruct visibility or attract bears as denning habitat.
Prevailing wind directions and resulting drift should be considered when placing barriers
or storing materials. Establish protocols to remove accumulated snow from infrastructure,
as needed, and consider the need to maintain visibility when placing snow berms.

= Minimize the potential for polar bear concealment. Arrange any objects outdoors in a way
that reduces or eliminates spaces where a polar bear could be concealed. Where practicable,
install skirting under elevated buildings, cap off stored pipes, block culverts in the winter,
surround equipment storage areas with fencing, and place gates or other barriers on
stairwells.

= Avoid creating corners and areas where bears may feel trapped or workers may become
trapped by a bear.

= Minimize outdoor storage and rearrangement of outdoor objects, which may attract curious
polar bears.

= If work and camp activities are co-located (e.g., on a pad) ensure living quarters are
centrally located.

= Use electric or other fences that exclude bears from work and living areas, but recognize
that fences are not fail-safe and awareness within or outside fences is necessary.

= If full illumination of a work site is not possible, monitoring by a bear guard using infrared
night-vision cameras or binoculars may be sufficient to detect approaching bears. Contact
MMM if you are considering infrared night-vision monitoring.

Remote field camp safety practices

= Minimize and prevent access to attractants. Store food, garbage, and other attractants in a
manner that minimizes odors and prevents access by bears. Do not allow any bears to
receive a food reward in a camp. Use containers approved and certified by the Interagency
Grizzly Bear Committee as “bear-resistant” to store food, garbage, and other attractants
(see attractant section above).

= Use an electric fence or alarm system as additional campsite protection.

= Avoid camping or lingering in bear high-use areas such as river drainages, coastal bluffs
and barrier islands, or along ice leads/polynyas. Do not camp within one mile of river
drainages with steep banks and bluffs during denning season (November-April).

= Along the Beaufort and Chukchi coasts, locate overnight camps inland. Based on known
patterns of land use by polar bears, camping just a mile or two inland will dramatically
decrease the chance a camp will be in the path of a polar bear. Be aware, however, that
camping inland or along the coast can result in an encounter with a grizzly bear, so take
bear conflict-avoidance precautions regardless of camping location.
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Watercraft operations

= Be especially vigilant for swimming polar bears when vessels are underway. If a bear is
encountered while a vessel is in transit, allow the bear to continue unhindered: reduce
speed, monitor the bear’s movement, and without making sudden changes to travel
direction, move away from the area. Avoid traveling in the same direction as the bear.
Never approach, herd, chase, or attempt to lure a bear.

= Reduce speed and avoid sudden changes in travel direction when visibility is low.

= Vessels should maintain the maximum distance possible from polar bears. Under no
circumstances, other than an emergency, should any vessel deliberately approach within
an 805-m (0.5-mile) radius of polar bears observed on land or ice.

= For vessel operations in polar bear habitat, ensure the vessel crew has access to a
deterrence tool for polar bears (e.g., bear spray, cracker shells or other projectiles) as a
safety measure in case the vessel becomes stuck in sea ice or otherwise loses mobility.

Aircraft operations (including unmanned systems/drones):

= Pilots of all aircraft types (fixed wing, helicopters, and drones) should fly at the maximum
distance possible from concentrations of polar bears. While operating in polar bear habitat,
aircraft should maintain an altitude of 1500 ft (457 m) above ground level when
operationally possible; drones that must operate at lower altitudes should maintain the
highest altitude operationally possible. Under no circumstances, other than an emergency,
should aircraft operate at an altitude lower than 1500 ft within 0.5 mi (805 m) of polar
bears observed on ice or land.

=  When weather conditions do not allow a 1500 ft flying altitude, such as during severe
storms or when cloud cover is low, aircraft may be operated below this altitude. However,
when lower flight is necessary, the operator should avoid areas of known concentrations of
polar bears and should take precautions to avoid flying directly over or within 0.5 miles
(805 m) of these areas. Operators should stay aware of bear congregation sites near their
work areas through communication with the Service and regional and local bodies (e.g.,
the North Slope Borough Department of Wildlife Management, community councils). Note
that Barter Island and Cross Island are consistent bear concentration areas.

= Aircraft should avoid performing any evasive and sudden maneuvers, especially when
traveling at lower altitudes. Avoid circling, turning, or hovering aircraft within 0.5 mi (805
m) of polar bears or in known polar bear concentration areas.

= |f a polar bear is spotted within a landing zone or work area while an aircraft is in flight,
aircraft operators should travel away from the site, and if flying at a lower altitude, slowly
increase altitude to 1500 ft (or a level that is safest and viable given current traveling
conditions). Except in emergency situations, do not land aircraft within 0.5 mile of a polar
bear.

= |f a polar bear is observed while an aircraft is temporarily grounded, personnel should
board the aircraft and leave the area. The pilot should also avoid flying over the polar bear.

= Do not operate aircraft in such a way as to separate individual members of a group of polar
bears from each other.
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= USFWS MMM may provide more specific guidance for particular types of aircraft or
operations (e.g., for specific uses of drones). Contact MMM with questions at
FW7_AK_Marine_Mammals@fws.gov or 907-786-3800.

Polar bear encounter guidelines

The general strategy for minimizing human-bear conflicts is to: 1) be prepared; 2) avoid
encounters; and 3) know how to respond if an encounter occurs. Preparation and avoidance
measures—which include avoiding high-use areas, minimizing attractants, developing a human-
bear safety plan, preventing surprise encounters, carrying deterrents and practicing using them—
are all described above. Guidelines for encounters are listed in this section. These encounter
guidelines are based on up-to-date, expert assessment of polar bear incidents and practices that
minimize negative outcomes.

Note that polar bears react differently to human presence depending on a variety of biological and
environmental factors, as well as their previous experience with humans. Hungry (skinny) bears
can be particularly dangerous.

If a polar bear is encountered:

e Prepare deterrent(s). Do not run from or approach polar bears. If the bear is unaware of
human presence, allow it to continue what it was doing before it was encountered. Move
to safe shelter (e.g. vehicle or building) if available and wait until it is safe to proceed.

e Group up. If no safe shelter is available, group up with others and stand positioned to allow
for safe deployment of deterrents (e.g. firearm, pistol launcher, bear spray) — until the bear
leaves.

e Observe bear behavior. Polar bears that stop what they are doing to turn their head or sniff
the air in your direction have likely become aware of your presence. These animals may
exhibit various behaviors:

> Curious polar bears typically move slowly, stopping frequently to sniff the air,
moving their heads around to catch a scent, or holding their heads high with ears
forward. They may also stand up.

> A threatened or agitated polar bear may huff, snap its jaws together, stare at you
(or the object of threat) and lower its head to below shoulder level, pressing its ears
back and swaying from side to side.

> A predatory bear may sneak up on an object it considers prey. It may also approach
in a straight line at constant speed without exhibiting curious or threatened
behavior.
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If a polar bear approaches you or your camp:

e Defend your group/camp. Any bear that approaches within range of your deterrents should
be deterred. Stand your ground; do not run. Defend your group or camp, increasing the
intensity of your deterrence efforts as necessary. Start with the least aggressive options,
such as using noisemakers, yelling or clapping, or deploying air horns. Recent work has
found bear spray to be an effective deterrent against polar bears, even under high wind
scenarios. With wise use of deterrents, your group may be able to de-escalate the incident
by keeping bears from making contact with site items, and by eventually increasing
distance between you and the bear. Be aware that lethal take of polar bears is permissible
if such taking is imminently necessary in defense of human life. Defense of life kills must
be reported to the Service within 48 hours.

o If bear makes physical contact, fight back. If deterrence/lethal efforts have failed and a
polar bear attacks (makes physical contact), do not “play dead”. Fight back using any
deterrents available, aiming fists or objects at the bear’s nose and face.

If defense of life becomes necessary:

= Defense of life kills are only allowed in self-defense or to save the life of a person in
immediate danger. All defense-of-life kills of polar bears must be reported to the Service
within 48 hours. Report to USFWS Marine Mammals Management (email
FW7_MMM_Reports@fws.gov and/or call 1-800-362-5148). Events in the Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge may alternatively be reported by calling the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge Manager at 1-800-362-4546 or by calling (907) 883-9409 and speaking to a law
enforcement officer. If you send an email or leave a message, provide your name, contact
info, and location so you can be reached to provide additional information about the
incident.

= You will be required to document the circumstances leading up to, and immediately
surrounding, the death of the bear, including documentation of the preventative methods
you used to de-escalate the conflict in advance of killing the bear.

= The shooter may be required to transfer the carcass (including hide and skull) to a law
enforcement officer or designated local representative. The shooter is responsible for the
carcass once the bear is killed (it cannot be abandoned).

= The shooter may not keep any parts of the animal unless authorized by the US Fish and
Wildlife Service.

Reporting

The Service requests that any polar bears sighted during activities are reported to
FW7 MMM _Reports@fws.gov. Reports are mandatory if polar bears are harassed or harmed in
an incident, and all sighting reports are helpful. Any injury or death of a bear related to human
activities must be reported as soon as possible and no later than 48 hours after occurrence, as
described in the defense of life section above. Please include as much of the following information
as possible in reports:
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= Date, time, and location of the polar bear observation
= Number of individual polar bears by sex and age, if possible
= Observer name and contact information
= Weather, visibility, and ice conditions at the time of the polar bear observation
= Estimated closest point of approach for the polar bear from personnel and
facilities/equipment
= Project activity at time of the polar bear observation and possible attractants if present
= Polar bear behavior
= Description of the encounter with the polar bear. A full written description, including the
duration of encounter and all actions taken to minimize harassment or harm to the bear, is
required when a human-bear interaction occurs.
= In cases involving aircraft or vessels:
a. Aircraft or vessel heading
b. Aircraft or vessel speed
c. Aircraft altitude
d. Initial behaviors of the polar bear before responding to the aircraft or vessel
e. A description of any apparent reactions from the polar bear to the aircraft or vessel
= Ifinjured, distressed, or dead polar bears are observed that not associated with project
activities (e.g., found outside the project area, previously wounded polar bears, or
carcasses), please report this information to the Service as soon as possible at 1-800-362-
5148 and FW7_MMM_Reports@fws.gov. The following website has instructions for
reporting found polar bear remains: https://www.fws.gov/polar-bear-dead. Photographs,
video, location information, or any other available documentation is very helpful for all
reports.
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