
PARIS: Female brown bears have
learned to protect themselves from
being shot by spending more time car-
ing for their young as they adapt to
legislation banning the hunting of
mothers with cubs. The finding, pub-
lished on Tuesday in the journal
Nature Communications, was made by
a team of international researchers
who spent 22 years studying data on
the reproductive strategy and survival
of Scandinavian brown bears.

“Man is now an evolutionary force
in the lives of the bears,” said
Professor Jon Swenson from the
Norwegian University of Life Sciences
(NMBU). In Sweden, Scandinavian
brown bears-Ursus arctos-are heavily
hunted and anyone can hunt without
having a specific license, but bears in
family groups are protected by law. “A
single female in Sweden is four times
more likely to be shot as one with a
cub,” said Swenson, one of the authors
of the study who has spent more than
30 years working with one of the
world’s longest-running research proj-
ects on bears.

Over the scope of the study, the
researchers found that some female
bears began to adapt their mothering
tactics in order to increase their sur-
vival chances-the ursine equivalent of
a human shield. In that time, some
mother bears extended the period of
care from 18 months to 2.5 years.
“Generally, the cubs have followed
their mother for a year and a half,”
said Swenson, with the researchers
finding no evidence of the longer care
period before 1995.  

A hunter-induced change   
But over the past two decades that

has changed with more cubs now

staying with their mothers for an addi-
tional year, thereby increasing the sur-
vival chances for both the mother and
her offspring. “As long as a female has
cubs, she is safe. This hunting pressure
has resulted in a change in the propor-

tion of females that keep their cubs for
1.5 years in relation to those that keep
them for 2.5 years,” the study found.

Between 2005 and 2015, the num-
ber of females keeping their cubs with
them for an extra year rose from seven

percent to 36 percent. Speaking to
AFP, Swenson said that although hunt-
ing had also impacted on other
species, few showed such a marked
change as the bears. “This seems to be
the first study that strongly suggests a
hunter-induced change in the fre-
quency of maternal-care strategies,”
he said. “There are examples of hunt-
ing systems where females with young
are protected, either by legislation or
hunter preference, but few species
show such a variation in the length of
the maternal bond as bears,” he said. 

Impact on breeding    
Bears are not the only species for

which human practices have forced a
change in evolution, the study’s lead
author Joanie van de Walle said. “In
our lab, we have documented a
decrease in horn length of bighorn
sheep at Ram Mountain, Alberta, over
time due to trophy hunting that tar-
gets individuals with the largest
horns,” she said, referring to a
species of sheep known as Ovis
canadensis.  “Rams with smaller horns
are not targeted and thus survive and
reproduce better.”

Among the bears, the extended
caring period acted to slow down their
life cycle, reducing their breeding
possibilities as the females do not
breed until their offspring are weaned.
Although shorter periods of maternal
care provide more reproductive
opportunities, the research found that
this cost was offset by the higher sur-
vival rate among both the mothers and
their cubs. “This is especially true in
areas of high hunting pressure. There,
the females that keep their cubs the
extra year have the greatest advan-
tage,” Swenson said. —AFP 
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Single female more likely to be shot as one with a cub

Indian scientists lose
contact with satellite
NEW DELHI: India’s national space agency has lost contact
with a satellite days after it was launched into orbit with much
fanfare, authorities said yesterday. The Indian Space Research
Organization (ISRO) lost communication with the GSAT-6A
satellite as it prepared to undertake its third and final orbiting
maneuver on Saturday. “Efforts are underway to establish the
link with the satellite,” ISRO said in a statement.

The satellite-an indigenous model weighing more than
2,000 tons-was designed to improve communications for the
armed forces. It was launched from the southern state of
Andhra Pradesh on Thursday. The space program is a source
of much pride in India and an achievement that highlights its
emergence as a rising power and major world economy. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi hailed the launch Thursday, saying he
was “proud of @isro for taking the nation towards new heights
and a brighter future”.

The launch was seen as another feather in the cap for ISRO
scientists, who won Asia’s race to Mars in 2014 when an Indian
spacecraft reached the Red Planet on a shoestring budget.
That feat burnished India’s reputation as a reliable low-cost
option for space exploration, with its $73 million price tag
drastically undercutting NASA’s Maven Mars $671-million
mission. In February last year India put a record 104 satellites
into orbit from a single rocket, surpassing Russia which
launched 39 satellites in one mission in June 2014. But the
Indian space program has also been blighted by failures, most
recently in August last year when a mission to launch a backup
navigation satellite suffered a major technical glitch. —AFP 

HAMBURG: Kamchatka brown bears Leonid (front) and Mascha stroll
through their enclosure at the Hagenbeck zoological garden in
Hamburg, northern Germany. — AFP 

Mama bear keeps cubs 
longer as shield against hunters

SRIHARIKOTA: In this file photo, Indian onlookers watch as
the Indian Space Research Organization’s (ISRO) GSAT-6A
communications satellite launches on the Geosynchronous
Satellite Launch Vehicle (GSLV-F08) from Sriharikota in the
southern state of Andhra Pradesh. —AFP 


