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Black Bear Population Objective Ranges – What You Need 

to Know 
This document supplements the Environmental Registry of Ontario (ERO) posting about 
black bear management. If you are interested in more information about the proposal or 
about the draft Black Bear Population Objective Setting and Harvest Management 
Guidelines, please check here (https://ero.ontario.ca/notice/025-0761).  

What is a population objective?  
A population objective is the expected and desired number of black bears we aim to have 
in an area. It’s given as a range – with a lower and upper limit – based on things like 
ecosystem function, social and cultural values, and economic factors (like hunting or 
tourism).  

• The lower limit of the range should describe the abundance of black bears needed 
to maintain ecosystem function, support sustainable population management and 
resilience over the long term, and allow for harvest opportunities. Managing at the 
lower end of the objective is riskier, particularly in developed landscapes, as 
unknown bear mortality factors are difficult to account for and may affect the 
population.  

• The upper limit of the range should represent the abundance of black bears that 
supports high or increased harvest while remaining within the objective range over 
the long term (i.e., 10 – 15 years), while reflecting socio-economic carrying capacity.  

Where are Black Bears found?  
Black bears are mostly found in Ontario’s forested Ontario Shield Ecozone (Figure 1) – 
called the primary black bear range. We’ve developed preliminary Population Objective 
Ranges (PORs) for wildlife zones in this primary range, based on ecological factors such as 
habitat quality, food availability, and information about current bear densities from our 
provincial monitoring program. Black bears are a long-lived, late-maturing species with 
low reproductive rates compared to other big game species. As a result, they can be slow 
to recover to over-harvest and other mortality pressure. Food availability plays a key role 
in black bear growth and reproduction and the amount of food availability varies by forest 
type across the province.  Areas where more high-energy food (such as berries and nuts) 

https://ero.ontario.ca/notice/025-0761
https://www.ontario.ca/page/black-bear-ontario


2 
 

is available typically leads to more rapid population growth than areas with less food. 

Figure 1. Map of Ontario displaying the Ecozones of Ontario, Forest Regions of Canada, 
and the area of the province where preliminary Population Objective Ranges have been 
developed.  
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How were these ranges created?  
We grouped wildlife zones (groupings of ecologically similar Wildlife Management Units) 
across the province by habitat type and forest productivity (informed by ‘Ecozones’ across 
Ontario). Then we estimated how many black bears each zone can support using black 
bear density estimates (bears per square kilometer) and the amount of black bear habitat 
in each zone.  

To account for large differences in habitat productivity across Ontario, we used 
information about forest and habitat types through forest regions and ecozones to group 
wildlife zones into large areas where habitat productivity is expected to be similar (Figure 
2). Areas with similar habitat productivity therefore have the same black bear density 
ranges, which are used to help develop preliminary Population Objective Ranges.  

Figure 2. Visualization of forest region-based black bear density ranges, which consider 
ecological factors, land classification schemes, and management scales (Forest Regions of 
Canada, Ecozones of Ontario, Black Bear Ecological Zones, Wildlife Management Units 
(WMUs), wildlife zones and density estimates).  
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Areas without population objectives 
We haven’t set objectives for:  

• The Hudson Bay Lowlands (see Figure 1), where there are sparse forests, wetlands, 
and tundra extending to the Hudson Bay coast. Black bears occur at low densities 
there and are lightly harvested.   

• The Mixedwood Plains (see Figure 1), where black bears live in areas where suitable 
forest habitat remains in the fragmented landscape but are largely absent from parts 
with large cities and intensive agriculture. In this area, black bear populations rely on 
immigration from the primary black bear range. Reliable estimates of black bear 
abundance are not currently available in this area.    

One exception is the Saugeen (Bruce) Peninsula, which has a small, isolated black bear 
population. We proposed an objective in this area using information from ongoing 
monitoring (see page 7 for more information).  

Why your feedback matters 
This document offers information about black bear populations in your area - where you 
may live, work, or spend time outdoors.  

While ecological information provides a strong foundation for the preliminary Population 
Objective Ranges, we want to hear about:  

• Social values (e.g., coexistence considerations, biodiversity) 
• Cultural values (e.g. Indigenous knowledge, hunting values)  
• Economic impacts (e.g. hunting, tourism, farming or property concerns)  

With public input, we will develop final Population Objective Ranges that use information 
provided on these additional values. If approved, the final ranges will be reviewed 
periodically in the future to ensure they are achievable and leading to desired outcomes.   

As you review the preliminary Population Objective Range for your area, consider the 
current bear population estimate and whether the lower and upper objective range 
reflect your experience and knowledge with bears in your area. Your input – especially 
when it includes local, measurable, and/or experience-based insight – can help refine 
these objectives to better reflect the values and realities of each zone.  
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How to use this document 
1. Find your area 

Look for the wildlife zone(s) where you live, work, or spend time outdoors.  

2. Review the zone information 
• Figure 3 shows a map of the estimated black bear density across the province 

based on provincial monitoring.  
• Appendix A shows each wildlife zone’s preliminary Population Objective Range and 

the current black bear population estimate for comparison. 
• Appendix B shows the population estimate as compared to the preliminary 

Population Objective Range. These ranges are not final, but they can give you a 
starting point to understand the current state and provide useful feedback.  
 

3. Consider your experience  

Are there local factors, based on your experience, that the ministry should consider when 
setting a Population Objective Range for the area? For instance, you might reflect on 
trends in sightings, habitat conditions, or values.    

4. Share your feedback 

Use the digital form (https://s.alchemer-ca.com/s3/72475162b61b), or the ERO 
(https://ero.ontario.ca/notice/025-0761) to tell us: 

• which wildlife zone you are commenting on; 
• what your relationship to the wildlife zone is (e.g., do you live in the zone, work, spend 

time outdoors, etc.);  
• what your level of support or opposition is for the preliminary Population Objective 

Range and how you suggest the Population Objective Range change, and why; 
• any specific local factors should be considered; and 
• any other general information about the ERO proposal.  

 

 
 
 

https://s.alchemer-ca.com/s3/72475162b61b)
https://ero.ontario.ca/notice/025-0761
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Province-wide overview 
The map below shows the estimated density of black bears in each wildlife zone from the 
data collected through the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) provincial bear 
monitoring program from 2017 through 2024. After sampling in all zones in the primary 
range from 2017-2022, the ministry began regular monitoring by sampling three zones 
per year in 2023. 

 

Figure 3. Map of Ontario displaying the estimated density of black bears (per 100km2) in 
each wildlife zone. 
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Special Note: Saugeen (Bruce) Peninsula - Wildlife Zone 
29  
Wildlife zone 29 includes WMUs 82A, 82B, 82C, 83A and 84 across the Saugeen (Bruce) 
Peninsula. It is the only zone in southern Ontario’s Mixedwood Plains where we’ve 
developed a preliminary Population Objective Range.  

This area has good black bear habitat, but it is becoming more fragmented, especially in 
the southern part of this area. Black bears here are isolated from other populations in 
Ontario, meaning new black bears don’t naturally move into this area. They are also 
genetically unique.  

Due to this isolation and limited habitat, the black bear population is small and at risk of 
disappearing. To help protect it, we have set a preliminary Population Objective Range of 
400 to 600 black bears. The lower limit (400 bears) corresponds to a density of 30 
bears/100km2, which is higher than in other zones. This lower limit is set to reduce the risk 
of losing this population and to address the unique isolation challenges of the area.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Table providing the lower and upper preliminary Population Objective 
Ranges (POR) and recent population estimate for black bear in Ontario by Wildlife 
Management Units (WMUs) and wildlife zones. 

WMUs Wildlife 
Zone 

Preliminary 
POR (lower) 

Preliminary 
POR (upper) 

Recent Population 
Estimate  

(± standard error) 

1C 3 2150 5400 2759 (± 701) 
2, 3, 4 5 3600 5750 4735 (± 352) 

16A, 16B, 16C 6 3900 6250 5607(± 468) 
17, 18A, 18B 7 3500 5600 3814 (± 363) 

24, 26, 27 8 3600 5750 2622 (± 202) 
6, 7A, 7B 9 1900 3300 3424 (± 293) 

10 10 450 750 535 (± 145) 
5, 8, 9A, 9B 11 3650 6400 5061 (± 378) 

11A, 11B, 11C, 12A, 12B 12 3150 5500 2619 (± 222) 
15A, 15B 13 2850 4600 3059 (± 316) 

13 14 2100 3650 1659 (± 245) 
14, 19, 20, 21A 15 2900 4650 5364 (± 399) 

21B, 22, 33 16 3100 4950 3170 (± 276) 
23, 30 17 2700 4350 4082 (± 377) 

29, 31, 32 18 3300 5300 3580 (± 257) 
28 19 1550 2650 1992 (± 225) 

35, 38 20 2350 3800 2179 (± 211) 
39, 41 21 2350 4050 3912 (± 394) 

40 22 1500 2600 1380 (± 246) 
34 23 300 550 211 (± 50) 

36, 37, 42 24 2650 4500 3215 (± 357) 
46, 47, 49, 53A, 53B, 56 25 2450 5550 6071 (± 669) 
48, 50, 51, 54, 55A, 55B 26 2900 6550 4437 (± 415) 
57, 58, 60, 61, 62, 63A 27 2600 5850 4105 (± 527) 
82A, 82B, 82C, 83A, 84 29 400 600 270 (± 80) 
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Appendix B: A map displaying each wildlife zone where we’ve developed a preliminary 
Population Objective Range and whether the current black bear population estimate is 
within, above, or below that range. These ranges are not final – the feedback collected 
through public consultation will be used to develop the final ranges. You can use this map 
to help guide your feedback on the objective ranges for the zone(s) that matter most to 
you. 

 




