In traditional Oriental med-

icine the bear possesses great
value. One source even de-
seribes the bear as a ‘‘mobile
pharmacy’’ since it produces
a wide range of ‘‘products’
believed to cure a long list of
ailments and pains.

The Japanese black bear
(Selenarctos thibetanus ja-
ponicus) is a subspecies of its
¢ontinental Asian relative. 1t
is a relatively small bear
(adult females weigh 40-100
kg and males 60-120 kg),
black, with a crescent-shaped
white collar. Despite its short
legs and thick layers of fat
and fur, the bear can move
surprisingly quickly. In gen-
eral, bears are not dangerous
to men, and when encoun-
tered are more likely to try to
escape than attack, unless
taken by surprise al close
quarters or when nursing
cubs.

About 10,000 black bears
are estimated to inhabit Ja-
pan’s ancient buna (beech)
forests, from sea level up to
the alpine zone in Honshu,
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iJAPAN‘S BLACK BEAR is small, quick-moving
‘beech forest habitat with monoculture cedar plantations an

— and in danger. The replacement of the bear's
d relentless poaching for lis use in
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Shikoku and Kyushu. The
bears prefer steep mountain
slopes where they feed on var-

tous plants, berries, acorns,
young buds and the like. In-
seets, crabs, small animals

and carrion are also welcome

additions to their diet.

Bears are good elimbers,
and make nests from broken
branches. except during the

winter months (November fo
April), when they use hollow
trees or rock caves ftor their
dens.

Beech woods dominated
most of the Japanese archi-
pelago before the almost ster-
ile, monoculture cedar plan-
tations of present. The contin-
uous decline of the beech
frees, along with an increase
in hunting activity has caused
a vapid shrinking in bear pop
ulations: No longer able to
{ind sufficient food, bears are
often foreed to forage in
neighboring farms, where
they damage crops, beehives
and storehouses.

The situation is especially
aggravated in autumn, when
hungry bears move through
the beech woods in search of
energy-rich acorns, chestnuts
and oth its, essential for
the long winter’s sleep. Out of
their usual territory, the
hears are nervous and inse

_cure, and may react aggr

sively. They are also at t
mercy of local hunfers.

At present more than 2,000
bears are being killed each
year, not including “‘pests’
killed by farmers. One bear is
valued at about ¥1 million,
which makes bears attractive
game for both licensed hunt-
ers and poachers. Young and
inexperienced bears are easy
targets for hunters, especial-
ly those using hounds.

The most dangerous period

for bears is early spring,

when they emerge from hi-
bernation: The dark bears are
easily tracked by hunters
across the lingering snow
among the still-leafless trees.

Moreover, this is the fime
when the bear's gallbladder,
the most valuable part for
traditional medicine, is at its
largest.

Despite repeated efforts by
researchers and activists to
alert the authorities to the
bears’ present dire situation,
Environmental Agency policy
has not changed,

In £act; the situation seems
even more severe considering
that the overall pepulation es-

- timate of 10,000 is highly sus-

pect. Estimates are supplied
by prefectural governments,
which often appoint local
hunters’ clubs to count bears
- gimilar fo letting the fox
guard the chickens,

No great mathematical
skill is needed to see what 18
i store for the bears if the
present policy is not changed.
Tven if the unlikely official
estimate is correct, a i
of over 2,000 kills per year the
bears will last only another

A general solution would be
for the Environmental Agen
¢y to impose a general plan
for nature and wildlife man-
agement, beginning with an
immediate moratoriom on
bear-hunting untili compre-
hensive, independent re-
search on population levels
could be carried out.

Such a plan would require
the cooperation of otheragen-
cies, the Education and Agri-
culture and Forestry minis-
tries as well as support from
nongovernmental organiza-
tions. Without such support,
yet another major species
will shortly be lost to Japan
and the world.




