Bears

Spying on Salmon

About as far as you can get from the African sun is the wet, er, west coast of Canada, in northern British Columbia. What do you do when you want to know what salmon see? You dress up as a bear. Well, sort of.


Graduate students are usually on a tight budget. So, when Dan Klinka at the University of Victoria wanted to see how spawning salmon reacted to bears fishing at a stream, he threw a big piece of fabric over himself and waded into the cold water. Looking exactly like a bear didn’t matter, the colour did- Klinka studies kermode bears, the white black bears found on the B.C. coast.


The bears are found mostly on two islands, Gribell and Princess Royal. Building on the studies of his graduate advisor at Uvic, Tom Reimchen, Klinka wanted to see if the white bears had a fishing advantage: are salmon less likely to see a bears white silhouette against the sky, or a black silhouette? If white is harder to see, that could give the kermode bear a fishing advantage leading to more food- and more white bears as their colouring would be favoured in the gene pool.


Klinka began his study in 1999. First, he found a fishing site with a high proportion of white bears. For three years, from August to October, he and an assistant lived in tents. He pulled on green hip waders every day, cloaked himself in either white ("white bear Klinka") or black ("Black bear Klinka"), then stood in a cold stream, day or night for hours, in the rain, and watched.


"it was probably the most exhausting thing I've ever done in my life," Klinka says. "we were getting up t all hours of the night to test the idea that the salmon react to a bear's colour.


Luckily, the resident bears hardly reacted to Klinka. "that was definitely one of the highlights of the research," Klinka says. "I didn't make any attempt to hide my presence. I didn’t need to, they were most interested in the fish." And the fish were interested in not getting eaten.


While the streams Klinka studied lacked a high enough number of salmon for a strong study, he did observe interesting behaviour. During the day, compared to Black Bear Klinka, almost twice as many salmon swam through the marked area near White Bear Klinka. Maybe the white bear melted into the overcast sky? At night, however, Klinka Bear, White or Black, noticed no real difference.


Scientists, wildlife scientists--they're so into it. Literally.

Rain Barrel Bears

Denis Coupland had an idea: was it the colour of the bear against the sky or the brightness of the stream that mattered to salmon on the lookout for fish-munching bears?


Coupland, a graduate student at Uvic, followed up Tom Reimchen's and Dan Klinka's research on kermode bears. But he decided to figure out what salmon reacted to underwater.


To find out if he was right, Coupland followed the other researcher's footsteps to British Columbia's northern west coast to measure the brightness of streams. But he also used bear decoys at Goldstream River near Victoria the last couple of years. While no kermode bears accessed. Not that it was a piece of cake. "oh it rained, it snowed we had floods." Coupland says, confirming Klinka's weather observations. "it can get wet and wild out there."


Coupland's low-tech decoys used white or black plastic rain barrels for the body and white or black PVC pipes for legs. No head was required. "when you're looking at it from a salmon's point of view, they're looking to the side as they move, they would look up, but I would say most of their version is looking at what's in the stream," he explains. But to make sure, Coupland mixed it up: black legs with white body on top, white legs with black body on top, full white, or black decoys. Then he, or an assistant, would perch on a nearby ladder for, oh, eight hours, and watch.


And yes, it seems as if the white kermode bear might be more camouflaged than the black- from a salmon's perspective. 

