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Abstract: The official assessments of the European Commission tell that 
Carpathian brown bear is a vulnerable species. The man-bear relationship must 
take into account three aspects of the bears’ behavior: feeding, protection and 
aggressivity. The aim of the study is to analyze the typology of the relation 
between Ursus arctos arctos and Homo sapiens sapiens within the protected 
areas in the Harghita County (the Eastern Carpathians). The research 
methodology was the following: surveying the literature dealing with brown 
bear’s ecology and ethology; undertaking field research; running 
questionnaires; monitoring the online environment. The results show that the 
shrinkage of the brown bear’s habitat is directly proportional with forest 
shrinkage. The typology of the man-bear relationships includes commensalism, 
food competition and individual intolerance. 
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1. Introduction 

The natural ecosystems of the Earth, by their various habitats and the species they 

shelter, offer key services for the human communities (production, adjustments, 

support, cultural activities) (Adamescu et al., 2016). For our fellow citizens, the wild 

fauna of the natural ecosystems must be preserved from aesthetic, recreation, 

spiritual and systemic reasons. This attitude towards nature can be included in the 

trend called biophilia, which highlights the bond between humans and nature. 

Supposedly, it stems from the inherent tendency of the people to connect themselves 

to the natural ecosystems the way our hunter and gatherer ancestors did (Wilson, 

1984, quoted by Manea et al., 2015). In other words, in their spare time, the 
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biophillous people living in the overcrowded and polluted cities flee to the rural or 

wild areas, far from the urban turmoil, wishing to feel the direct contact with wild 

nature. In a way, this conduct is a new manifestation of the interspecific relationships, 

which have evolved for thousands years and which are a sine-qua-non attributes of 

the biosphere, without which the world would collapse. From the ecological 

standpoint, interspecific relationships underlie the integrity and the normal activity 

of terrestrial individuals and species. But often, despite this fact, out of ignorance and 

covetousness, the human communities break up the millenary connections 

established between individuals and species, thus endangering their own existence. 

Unlike the wild species, which compete for food and habitat under the influence of 

natural laws, which in their turn regulate the inputs and outputs of the ecosystems, 

the contemporary man may be considered today the most numerous mammal species 

on Earth, having the largest biogeographical area. Practically, Homo sapiens sapiens is 

the only species of the animal kingdom capable of surviving and perpetuating, 

through cultural adjustments, in various environments (Richerson et al., 1996).  

Maker of artifacts and having consumerist behavior, man succeded to unbalance 

the food chain by hindering particular species (like the brown bear) in finding the 

necessary food exclusively on the territory of their natural habitat. The direct effect of 

this dysfunctionality lies in the conflict situations arising more and more often 

between the two species, namely Homo sapiens sapiens and Ursus arctos arctos. The 

amplitude of these conflicts is directly proportional with the extension of the human 

habitat to the detriment of the one belonging to the bear. It is true that in the living 

world, on the border between the territories of two species there is a perpetual 

competition for territory and resources. Equally true is the fact that this type of 

competition obeys the ecological laws of the biosphere, which keep within the 

ecosystem the most endowed individuals. In prehistory, man was part and parcel of 

this interspecific competition. But today, the competition between modern man and 

the other living creatures on Earth has changed.  

At present, the species Homo sapiens sapiens, which has continuously improved, 

has subordinated the entire living world to its growing biological, economic and 

social needs, thus sharpening the conflict with all the other species on Earth. The 

dense human settlements may jeopardize the wild fauna, not necessarily directly, but 

through the human pressure exerted in different forms on the habitats, leading to 

topographic, hydrological and soil anthropization Marine Bio Org., 2017. This attitude 

might have its origin in the Western agrarian religions, according to which people are 

superior to animals, while God’s will was that people be able to use entirely the 

natural world to their own benefit (Snyder 1990).  
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Irrespective of how we look at this conflict, the present reality is extremely 

obviuos; the cosmopolitan Homo sapiens sapiens, “armed” with a number of artificial 

means by which he fights against his competitors, produces his subsistence means by 

extracting the natural resources from the environment. This represents an 

insurmountable ecological barrier for the large mammals, which try to regain their 

lost habitat. In the mountain habitats of Romania, one of the biggest looser of this 

conflict is the Carpathian brown bear (Ursus arctos arctos). The internationalization 

of the Carpathian brown bear issue, through the agency of written media and 

multimedia channels, justifies the interest of the researchers and civil society for 

understanding the ecology and ethology of the brown bear in its natural habitat, and 

especially in those habitats that are more or less impacted by the human communities.  

The species Ursus arctos arctos L. (phylum Chordata, Subphylum Vertebrata, 

Mammalia Class, Eutheria Infraclass, Fissipeda Order, Superfamily Canoidea, Family 

Ursidae) (Bogoescu et al., 2008), has become over the last decade a real country 

brand, confirmed, among others, by the numerous (eco)touristic promotion sites in 

Romania. This is due to the fact that from the perspective of the chances to meet wild 

fauna species in their natural environment, the Carpathian brown bear is on top of 

the list.  

According to the official assessments of the European Commission, the Carpathian 

brown bear is a vulnerable species, because of the continuous degradation of its 

habitat following the socio-economic development of Romania (Linnell et al., 2008). 

The studies on the ecology, ethology and conflict situations between men and bears 

have drawn the attention of domestic and foreign researchers, especially because the 

brown bear (Ursus arctos arctos – the Eurasian species) has been included on the Red 

List-IUCN-a specie threatened with extinction.  

At present, the European biogeographical area of the species is very fragmented, 

and the most numerous specimens (according to the Red List of IUCN, 2016) are 

spread on the Romania’s territory, specifically in the Carpathians, where the number 

of brown bears is estimated at about 6,000 (of the approximately 8,100 encoutered in 

Europe). The encouraging factors for this species, but also for other two species of 

large carnivores, Canis lupus and Linx linx (Salvatori et al., 2002; Rozylowicz et al., 

2011), are the extension (for how long?) of forested areas, some of them having a 

high degree of naturalness (pristine or quasi pristine), on the one hand, and the low 

density of traditional human communities (Pătru Stupariu et al., 2013), on the other 

hand. According to the official data, in selected counties (e.g. Vrancea and Harghita), 

where the number of hunted bears is very high, the population increase (on paper) 

has been in some cases even 50%, i.e. four times higher than elsewhere in Europe or 
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North America  (CCMESI, 2017) . This data manipulation example might be explained 

by the promotion of a management aiming at authorizing the hunting campaigns, 

involving both Romanian and foreign citizens (Popescu et al., 2016). In Romania, the 

studies dealing with the distribution, ecology and ethology of Ursus arctos arctos are 

already notorious, as long as Romania comes first in Europe among the countries that 

shelter this species. It is worth mentioning that the “Romanian brown bear” issue 

arouses interest not only for the Romanian researchers, but also for their foreign 

colleagues. In the man-bear relationship, one has to take into account the three sides 

of the bear’s behavior: feeding, defense and aggresivity.  

The study area is centered on the alignment of community interest defined by 

Nature 2000 for the Harghita Mountains (the Central Division of the Eastern 

Carpathians), namely Piatra Șoimilor (natural reserve on the administrative territory 

of Băile Tuşnad, covered by mixed forest vegetation, broadleaf and coniferous trees, 

as well as grasslands with high floristic biodiversity; Lake Sf. Ana (geological, flora 

and fauna reserve lying in the Ciomatu Massif, Harghita County); and Tinovul [peat-

bog] Mohoş (or the Mossy Lake), which is a flora and fauna reserve, situated in the 

Cozmeni commune, Harghita County (figure 1).  

Figur

e 1.Location of  study area. 
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The presence of the brown bear in this habitat can be explained by the climate 

features, which have similarities with the boreal climate in the depressions and on 

the valley bottoms, where temperature and vegetation inversions are common. 

According to the statistical data provided by APM Harghita, the county’s forests 

shelter between 900 and 1000 bears.  

 
 

2. Research Methodology 

The aim of the study is to answer the following research question: What are the 

types of relationships between Ursus arctos arctos and Homo sapiens sapiens in the 

protected areas found in Harghita County?  

The research methodology was based on the following: reviewing the previous 

studies concerning the ecological and ethological features of the Carpathian brown 

bear; direct observations in the field made by the authors in July 2016 in the natural 

reserves Piatra Șoimilor, Lake St. Ana and Tinovul Mohoș; indirect observations made 

with cameras, which caught the presence of the bears in the built-up area of Băile 

Tușnad spa resort (lying next to the Piatra Șoimilor reserve); discussion with local 

authorities, in the Băile Tușnad spa resort; monitoring the online environment, by 

searching the keywords „bears, „bear”, „Romanian bears”, and Ursus arctos, in order 

to highlight the level of interest on this subject; defining the man-bear interspecific 

relationships; and gathering testimonials about man-bear conflict situations 

occurring in the investigated territory.  

 

3. Results  

3.1. Brown bear’s ethology in its relationship with the human communities     

The shrinkage of the brown bear’s habitat is directly proportional to the reduction 

of forest areas and the extension of human habitat. This environmental 

transformation has produced a paradigm change concerning the man-bear 

relationships, which has inevitably led to a conflict situation with negative effects for 

both species. Under the circumstances, the relationships are the following:  

a) Competition for food and habitat. This type of competition is harsher in the 

buffer area between the artificialized habitat of the human communities and the 

natural habitat of the brown bear, given that the first one is on the increase. The 

competition for food and habitat puts pressure on both species, as man competes for 

wild berries and shows individual intolerance, while bears are predators and come 

for food in the people’s households (Șerban-Parau, 1999). 
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b) Commensalism. The diminishing of the habitat’s resources corroborated with 

the foul smell exhaled by the food scraps produced by human communities have 

turned the brown bear into a commensal, which at the same time can be an 

unannounced enemy. For the people in the area, this embarrassing and stressful 

situation is a good reason for securing the urban and rural habitats at all costs. Figure 

2 shows the secure garbage containers of the Băile Tușnad residents, who gave up the 

old bins protected by wire fences with bolts, because they had become accessible to 

the bears. The feeding behavior is accompanied by exploratory habits, consisting in 

analyzing all the information that might lead to food sources. The main reason why 

the bears are attracted towards the human communities is the presence of food 

(Davis et al., 2002). 

 

  

  

Figure 2. Commensalism (Băile Tușnad). Source: Adrian Tișcovschi, 2016. 
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c) Individual intolerance relationships. These kinds of relationships occur when 

the two species meet by surprise. Such situations are increasingly frequent given that 

the forests are shrinking, while the human habitat is expanding. There are many 

examples in this respect. The bears spotted in the people’s households can be 

aggressed or even killed by the property owners. On the other hand, for most people 

a face-to-face encounter with an injured bear or with a mother bear with cubs may be 

extremely dangerous. Man-bear conflicts cannot be attributed to particular people or 

particular bears (Figure 3). However, several professional categories are more 

exposed to the risks induced by the presence of bears (Pop et al., 2013). 

Thus, Serban-Pârâu (1999) has identified six professional categories that are 

prone to have problems with the bears. 

These are the following: animal breeders (39.8%), people living in the rural 

environment, having no permanent occupation (14.9%), forestry specialists (13.4%), 

hunters (7.3%), and beaters (6.7%), as well as fruit, mushroom and wood gatherers 

(6.1%). In our view, this list should also include the inhabitants of the human 

settlements lying at the lower border of the bear’s habitat, as is common knowledge 

that near the confine between two biogeographical areas there is always an 

interspecific competition for territory and resources. In theory, the main method for 

mitigating the interspecific conflict situations is the preventive management, because 

reactive management is less efficient. At present, in Romania the pyramid is reversed, 

as reactive management is still the main action tool (Pop, 2011).  

 
 

Figure 3. Going for prey or food competition? Source:  Adrian Tișcovschi, 2016 
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The previously mentioned relationships, which have developed on such a long time, 

may lead to behavioral changes both in man and bears. Thus, after repeated contacts 

with man and after enough positive experiences, the bear may learn to accept human 

presence. This is proved by the images captured on cameras in the perimeter of the 

Lake St. Ana, Piatra Șoimilor and Mohoș Bog protected areas (Figure 4). Under the 

circumstances, the bear gradually becomes accustomed to human presence, being 

able to anticipate people’s reactions (Dolson, 2010). 

 

 
Figure 4. Unusual encounter in the Lake St. Ana natural reserve 

Source:http://www.ziuanews.ro/stiri/ursii-de-la-lacul-sfanta-ana-turistii-se-pun-n-

pericol-de-moarte-471838. Accessed 17.03.2017 

 

3.2.The level of interest of the local communities on this topic; testimonials 

about man-bear conflicts in the study area 

The discussions that we had with the representatives of the local community in 

Băile Tușnad in the summer of 2016 led to the following conclusions regarding the 

man-bear cohabitation: in the warm season, especially during the night, the bears 

“storm” the garbage sites in the spa resort in search for supplementary food, which 

gradually changes their feeding behavior, turning them into “scavanger bears”; the 

bears also appear frequently in the perimeter of the mineral springs (St. Ana Alley), 

which represent tourist attractions (Figure 4); over the past 8-10 years, people have 

also noticed (usually in summer, at dusk) mother bears with cubs, behaving 

aggressively towards people.  
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The wandering bears create panic among the local population, compelling the 

people to stay indoors after dark. Every year, the residents blame the bears for the 

damage they have caused to their households and for the animal loss. The presence 

along the Gării Street and the Oltului Street of residential flats with garbage 

containers prompt the bears to cross the bridge over the Olt River (seemingly, they 

have a permanent route). In the autumn of 2016, as a reaction to the vandalism done 

by the bears, the Town Hall of the BăileTușnad spa resort decided to replace the 

classical garbage containers, made of plastic, with secure ones, inaccessible for the 

animals (Figure 2). The project has just been implemented, so it is too early to 

estimate its rate of success.  

 

3.3. Multidimesional assessement (context) of man-bear relationships based 

on monitoring the online environment  

Searching the online environment by using keywords like “bears”, “bear”, 

“Romanian bears” and Ursus arctos allowed us to have access to an impressive 

number of sites, which proves that the level of interest of the human communities for 

the “bear” phenomenon is high, although the points of view are different. The above-

mentioned keywords returned the following results: “bears” – 101,000 links, “bear”- 

1,630,000 links; “Romanian bear” – 13,200,000 links. The topics of interest are 

especially the man-bear conflicts occurring in the local communities of the Harghita 

County, but mostly within the Piatra Șoimilor (Băile Tușnad), Lake St. Ana and 

Mlaștina (bog) Mohoș protected areas. 

 

Table1. A brief synthesis of the opinions on man-bear relationships/conflicts in the 

study area 

 

Date of 

accessing 

Online source Main ideas and comments 

 

May 27, 

2012 

http://www.gandul.info/stiri/

ce-probleme-creeaza-ursii-in-

baile-tusnad-unul-dintre-

pagubiti-tatal-fostului-

ministru-korodi-10497505 

“The bears in Băile Tuşnad are a threat not 

only for the locals, but also for the tourists, 

in as much as they advance as far as the 

railway station, the central walks and the 

park” 

August 6, 

2013 

https://www.antena3.ro/actu

alitate/orasul-unde-ursii-

ataca-frigiderele-oamenilor-

295999.html 

“In Tuşnad ... the bears feel at home. Every 

night they come down to walk in the streets 

and to ransack through garbage”; “The 

friendship between man and this animal 

has created many problems for the Tuşnad 
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residents. People complain that many 

tourists make friends with the bears in the 

area and ignore the danger they expose 

themselves”. 

August 7, 

2013 

https://www.antena3.ro/actu

alitate/locuitorii-din-baile-

tusnad-terorizati-de-ursi-

oamenii-se-baricadeaza-in-

case-din-cauza-animalelor-

299915.html 

“When darkness falls, after 7 p.m., the bears 

pop up. They destroy everything just to 

please themselves. A dog was teared in the 

street”; “Many locals are afraid to go out or 

to raise animals in their households”.  

July 13, 

2015 

https://republica.ro/braconaj

ul-excesiv-i-a-lasat-orfani-

ursii-din-padurile-romanesti-

sunt-in-realitate-mult-mai-

putini-decat 

“Every year, many bears remain orphans in 

the Romania’s forests because of poaching, 

forest improvement works (…) or various 

accidents. The hunters and the authorities 

consider that we have too many bears or 

that their number exceeds the forest bio-

capacity, while most of the news about 

bears confirms their claims”; “The 

authorities have no way of knowing the 

exact number of bears (…) judging by the 

traces they leave (!!!)…the bear still 

remains a species controlled rather by the 

hunters’ interests than by the general long-

term concerns”. 

 http://romaniateiubesc.stirile

protv.ro/emisiuni/2013/omul

-e-singur-vinovat-pentru-

conflictele-cu-uriasul-salbatic-

depinde-doar-de-noi-daca-

securea-razboiului-poate-fi-

ingropata.html 

”...the man alone is guilty by the conflicts 

with the wild giant”; “Romania is still the 

country with the largest pristine woods in 

Europe, so not the space is the issue, but 

our conduct towards NATURE, the treasure 

that Western Europe has already lost”; “The 

Austrians protect the bear by strictly 

prohibiting its hunting. Unfortunately, 

however, the bears suffer from poaching”. 

 http://revistasinteza.ro/ursul-

brun-motor-al-dezvoltarii-

economiei-locale/ 

 

“…We have too many bears, and the bear is 

a dangerous animal, which attacks people 

and households, so the solution is hunting”; 

“Therefore, (…) the solution might be its 

killing, but only if we don’t mind destroying 

the natural balance of our forests”. 
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 http://tvhappy.ro/video/ante

na-1/stiri/urii-gunoieri-de-

langa-lacul-sfanta-ana-

prietenii-turitilor-

id45461.html 

„Two bear cubs delight the tourists who 

come to visit Lake Sfânta Ana, in Harghita 

County. They are always hungry and 

cunning. They give the impression of being 

friendly with everyone who goes there, but 

if they smell good food, they steal very 

skillfully the tourists’ bags, to the 

astonishment of the owners”.     

 http://www.revista-

satul.ro/cu-bicicletele-la-

bixad-lacul-sfanta-ana-tinovul-

mohos-si-balvanyos-baile-/ 

“… we were told that in Tuşnad were about 

100 bears. With so many guest houses and 

hotels in the area, they got used to come 

and rummage through dumpsters”.  

 

4. Discussion 

4.1. The role of tourist activities in fostering the relationships between Homo 

sapiens sapiens  and Ursus arctos arctos 

The increasing interest for recreational activities in natural areas has led to the 

need of better understanding their impact on wildlife.  The habitat of the Ursus arctos 

species is increasingly overlapping the expanding area of tourism activities; 

consequently, the managers are facing difficult decisions when it comes to balancing 

the recreational opportunities with the protection of wildlife habitats. Fortin et al., 

2016, conducted a literature review on the subject and a Delphi survey among the 

environmental experts to better understand the frequency and types of recreational 

activities occurring in the bear habitats, as well as their real effects and potential bear 

behavior, in order to identify the appropriate management solutions and to justify the 

need of research on the subject. The investigations revealed that a significant 

proportion of the brown bear population at the boundary of the habitat was more 

exposed to tourist recreation activities (shooting, contemplation, feeding, etc.), in 

comparison with the bears living inside the habitat; this specific situation occurs in 

our study area, too. 

The outcome of the study points out that the primary mechanism through which 

recreational activities can have an impact upon the brown bears resides in their 

temporal and spatial displacements, which lead to increases in energy costs and 

decreases in nutritional intake. Regulating and limiting tourist recreation in the 

natural bear habitats, having concentrated food resources, can reduce both the 

impact of tourism activities on bears' food and the impact on the reproduction and 

survival of the bear population. The results suggest that the decisions of the protected 
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areas’ managers regarding the space and time regulation of recreational activities 

have important consequences on the bear population.  

 

4.2. Monitoring by researchers – benefit and/or stress factor for the bear 

populations? 

 

According to the State Department of Natural Resources in the USA (2014), the 

most efficient method to monitor the bear, that is mounting radio collars and 

webcams on their body, can be considered a form of pressure on animals, which is 

why this practice is controversial among researchers. On the other hand, it helps us to 

create a useful database on wildlife behavior. Yet, this approach has weaknesses, as 

researchers feed the animals and stimulate their interest in exploring the human 

communities. Their frequent contact with humans favors the advancement of bears in 

the proximity of human settlements, generating bear-man conflicting situations.  

In the study area, the human communities are hostile to the bears, because mass 

media usually highlight the situations when the animals attacked the people, without 

caring for the real context in which the events occurred, and without presenting the 

cause that led to the unfortunate outcomes.  

 

5. Conclusions 

The interspecific man-bear relationships are still in the attention of the Romanian 

researchers, because of the tensions that seem to persist in the study area and 

generally, in similar mountain territories. Even though frustrating for the time being 

for both species, the man-bear cohabitation within the study area will certainly 

continue for a long time. Therefore, we are asking if is possible that on a medium and 

long term, by a wise management of conflict situations, Homo sapiens sapiens will be 

able to build a relationship based on tolerance with Ursus arctos arctos? 

 

Note 

The extended abstract of this research was published in the Conference Volume of 

the 6th Symposium for Research in Protected Areas (ISBN 978-3-7001-8317-4), by 

the Salzburger Nationalparkfonds and National Committee for Global Change at the 

Austrian Academy of Sciences, responsible for the Austrian contribution to ISCAR, 

and the Austrian Academy of Sciences Press. The editors advised the authors to 

publish the full research in a journal. There is no conflict of interest between editors. 
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