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Abstract: Baseline information is lacking for the Syrian Brown Bear 
across the sub-species range, making it difficult to assess at any level.  
In the present investigation, our goal was to illustrate the population 
status of the Brown Bear in the Golestanak area, northern Iran, based 
on field surveys we conducted during the summers of 2011 and 2012.  
We counted a total of 30 and 21 bears in two consecutive years, with 
family groups consisting of more than half of the identified individuals.  
Sub-adults had the lowest contribution among the observed individuals, 
just below 10%, which may be due to their high dispersal behaviour to 
avoid adults.  Our results provide a foundation for future systematic 
baseline investigations on the population status of the brown bear in 
northern Iran, which can be used in management programs.  Aside 
from improving monitoring efforts within key habitats of the species, 
enhancing conservation efforts to secure the population is essential to 
safeguard this female core area. 

Keywords: baseline assessment, Brown Bear, Iran, monitoring, Ursus 
arctos syriacus.

Small populations of Brown Bears Ursus arctos are 
scattered across the Middle East and in the Caucasus 
Mountains, which are noted to belong to a different 
subspecies.  Ursus arctos arctos (Murtskhvaladze et al. 
2010) is found in the Greater and Lesser Caucasus, and 
the Syrian Brown Bear Ursus arctos syriacus (Calvignac et 
al. 2009), still occurs in Iran, Iraq and Turkey (Boitani et 
al. 2008).  While little is known about the status of these 
bear populations (Gutleb et al. 2002; Can & Togan 2004; 
Lortkipanidze 2010), the region’s bear populations have 
been prioritized for assessment by the IUCN/SSC Bear 
Specialist Group (Servheen et al. 1999).

As the largest carnivore in Iran, the Syrian Brown Bear 
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is exclusively distributed across the northern and western 
portions of the country, along the two mountain ranges of 
Alborz and Zagros (Gutleb & Ziaie 1999).  At the national 
level, the lack of population data has led to a wide range 
of estimates (500–1000, Gutleb & Ziaie 1999; 1500±300, 
Gutleb et al. 2002), making it difficult to assess their 
status at regional or national levels.  Baseline information 
is essential for understanding their status, which can only 
be obtained through monitoring programs that ensure 
the adequate conservation and management of the 
species (Kindberg et al. 2009).

We conducted the present investigation within one of 
the main breeding areas, or core zones, of the Brown Bear 
in the central Alborz region (Nezami & Farhadinia 2011), 
to determine the status and structure of the Brown Bear 
population based on direct observations.  The goal of this 
study was to conduct a preliminary assessment on the 
population status of the brown bear in the Golestanak, 
which will establish a baseline for future monitoring. 

Methods
Study area: We conducted this study in Golestanak, 

which is located in the Central Alborz protected area in 
northern Iran (Fig. 1, Image 1).  With an area of almost 
50km2, it consists of Hyrcanian forests and highland 

timberline scrublands (Darvishsefat 2006). 
A high diversity of mammalian fauna including Persian 

Ibex Capra aegagrus, Red Deer Cervus elaphus maral, Roe 
Deer Capreolus capreolus, and Wild Boar Sus scrofa as 
well as Brown Bear, Grey Wolf Canis lupus, Eurasian Lynx 
Lynx lynx, and Persian Leopard Panthera pardus saxicolor 
inhabit this area (Nezami & Farhadinia 2010).

Field surveys: We carried out field investigations in 
2011 and 2012 in Golestanak during June and July, when 

Figure 1. Map of Central Alborz Protected Area and its location in Iran

Image 1. Landscape of Golestanak Reserve (ICS/M. Farhadinia)
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bears are more detectable in alpine meadows above 
the timberline.  We conducted similar field efforts (that 
lasted eight days) at the same study site for two years.  
We searched the area using 12×42 binoculars (™Nikon 
Monarch).  Upon sighting individuals, bears were 
approached sufficiently to make observations without 
disturbing the animal.

Identification of a bear’s sex was determined by 
the presence of cubs for females, or strikingly large 
body size for males.  We recorded other individuals as 
unknown sex.  As for age an animal was classified either 
as an adult, sub-adult (younger than four years) and cub 
(with the mother).  We also recorded colour and body 
morphological patterns of bears (Sellers & Aumiller 1994; 
Nawaz 2008), which we felt might be useful for future 
observations.  When possible, we also followed bears at a 
safe distance to record their behaviour.  In order to obtain 
a more accurate identification of different individuals and 
to avoid double counting, we photographed or filmed 
most bears using cameras equipped with zoom lenses 
(50–500 Sigma).  Digitized photographic data were stored 
in a database, and used to help with the analysis of bear 
numbers.  Due to colour variation of the bears in different 
years (Nawaz 2008), we avoided comparison between 
years. 

Results
In 2011, we identified 30 different bears and were 

able to determine sex for most of the individuals.  Cubs 
(n=10) comprised 33% of the population, in contrast to 
adults (n=16), which comprised more than half of the 
sighted individuals.  We recognized and recorded five 
adult females with cubs (one female had three cubs).  The 
sex ratio of adults was 36:64 (Table 1) (Image 2).

In 2012, we recorded 21 different individuals, including 
five families.  Nine cubs with their mothers consisted 
of 43% of the whole identified population.  Except one 
(Image 3), other bears were adults and showed a sex ratio 
of 9(M):16(F) (Table 1).

An average of 56.8% of bears seen during the two year 

Image 2. A female Brown Bear with two cubs (WPI/ICS/F. Amiri)

Image 3. A young Brown Bear in Golestanak (WPI/ICS/F. Amiri)

period were family groups (mothers with cubs).  Adults 
of both sexes composed 53% of the population observed 
during the survey period.  The proportion of sub-adults 
in Golestanak averaged 9.8%.  During the study period, 
we observed four occasions when female bears avoided 
other bears (three adult males and one young bear) as 
well as one female trying to stop an adult male chasing 
her cubs (Image 4).

Discussion
In this study, we attempted to provide some basic 

information on the status of the Syrian Brown Bear 
population in northern Iran, which is known as a key 
area for the bears in Iran (De Filippi 1862 cited in Lay 
1967; Blanford 1876; Goodwin 1940; Misonne 1959; Lay 
1967; Gutleb & Ziaie 1999).  However, we were unable to 
provide an estimate of the species’ population in the area, 
because our sampling efforts were limited.  In addition, 
previous studies indicate that direct observation may 
result in an underestimation of population size (Schwartz 
et al. 2008; Kendall et al. 2009).

A female core area is defined as the area where 

Age class Male Female Unidentified Sum

2011 2012 2011 2012 2011 2012 2011 2012

Cub 0 1 0 0 10 8 10 9

Sub-adult 0 0 0 0 4 1 4 1

Adult 4 2 7 5 5 4 16 11

Sum 4 3 7 5 19 13 30 21

Table 1. Age/sex structure of identified Brown Bears- summers 
2011–2012
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reproduction is documented annually (Swenson et al. 
1994).  The Golestanak has a high breeding potential 
(Nezami & Farhadinia 2011), which is part of a vast range 
of the species in Central Alborz (Nezami & Farhadinia 
2010; Ataei et al. 2012).

The ratio of cubs was 1/3rd of the observed population 
in this study in Golesnatak, which is approximately two 
times the ratio in a studied population in Pakistan (Nawaz 
2008).  The average numbers of recorded cubs in 10 
families in this study were close to the average numbers 
recorded based on 13 families that were observed 
between 2005 and 2009, which was 2.00±0.2) (Nezami & 
Farhadinia 2011).

In conclusion, we recommend the implementation of 
more comprehensive surveys in this area to determine 
the demographic parameters of this bear population.  
Our data establish a baseline for further monitoring 
efforts, preferably by application of robust methods such 
as capture-recapture models using extracted DNA from 
fecal samples (Bellemain et al. 2005; Gervasi et al. 2010).  
Nevertheless, in areas with high bear visibility such as 
Golestanak, direct observations are useful to monitor 
trends in the population (Kindberg et al. 2011), especially 
in regions with low human impact (Sellers & Aumiller 
1994).  Given the reproductive importance of the area, its 
continued protection should be a priority. 
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Image 4. A female Brown Bear (left) tries to stop an adult male 
(right) from killing cubs which were chased by the male (not seen 
inside the picture). The family survived (WPI/ICS/F. Amiri)


