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Bangor, ME – The biggest political issue here in Maine this summer is not Obamacare, Iraq, the Gaza Strip, or even the ongoing racial strife in Missouri.  No, it is.........bear hunting.  Supporting the wrong side of this volatile issue in a bar, or a church, can be dangerous to your health.  Pretty much all of the front page of a recent Sunday issue of the Bangor Daily News was devoted to this topic.  Gubernatorial candidates are not being asked about the economy or the usual political issues.  Oh, no!  It is all bear hunting, all the time!
The question is not whether or not bears should be hunted in Maine, but how they should be hunted.   There are about 20,000 black bears in the state (according to state biologists who actually do a count each winter to obtain an informed estimate – even going so far as crawling into bear dens!).  Bears, just like their human counterparts, do have sex and multiply.  Since there are essentially no predators for bears (other than a bigger bear), their numbers, if left unchecked, would quickly multiply.  Just about everyone agrees that large numbers of hungry bears prowling the state might be a potential problem for humans and domestic animals, so some method of management of the species has been deemed to be in the public interest.  There are, however, some (mostly from out of state) who fervently believe that humans should never interfere with nature in any way.
After the biologists' estimate of the size of the bear population is computed each spring, a number of permits are issued by the state to thin the herd by shooting the bears.  The goal has been to keep the number at approximately 20,000, but in recent years less bears have been killed than permits issued.
The current debate is over how the bears should be shot.  Animal rights groups, using almost exclusively out-of-state money, have obtained a sufficient number of Maine resident signatures to place a referendum on this fall's ballot to outlaw essentially all of the current practices to hunt bears in Maine.  Specifically, they wish to permanently outlaw three specific hunting techniques: (1) baiting stations to attract bears to a specific location, (2) dogs (outfitted with GPS collars) to find bears in the woods and then tree them, and (3) leg traps.
In 2005, I wrote an Eyes Right column about bear baiting, entitled "Deadly Donuts"  detailing how, each August, certified bear guides trudge into the deep woods to fill 55 gallon drums with old pastries to attract bears to these locations.  The guides then station a hidden bear stand on a nearby tree where "hunters" can come in September to attempt to shoot the bears while they are having a glazed donut or two for breakfast.  To me, this technique sounds somewhat unsporting, but the end result is that bears which could be dangerously overpopulating are removed.  Also, most of the hunters are from out of state and pay ridiculous amounts of money to these guides for this privilege (in addition to paying the state a large fee for the permit).  It is estimated that the net gain for Maine financially is in the millions each bear hunting season.
Other guides use trained dogs to roam the woods to find and tree bears, which can then be located and shot once the GPS coordinates of the dogs are identified.  Traps are the least effective and are not used that often.
Passions are running high on both sides of this argument.  It is basically a north-south issue for Maine;  those who live in the northern, remote parts of the state are all for continuing current practices, while those in the more affluent, suburban (tony) southern regions where there are no bears (e.g. Kennebunkport) do not want to see the bears suffer.  Interestingly, all three candidates for Governor are opposed to any changes and support all current forms of bear hunting.
As someone who does not have a dog in this fight (so to speak), I am firmly on the side of those who understand that there is no "nice" way to control the bear population.  It is essentially impossible to venture into these vast forests and mountains to find a bear without some form of assistance.  I just spent nearly two weeks in the deep Maine woods while hiking the Appalachian Trail, and saw no sign of a bear.  So my thoughts on the subject are simple:  come August, bring on the donuts; bears beware!
I thought you might like to know.
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