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Signs of Spring at Yellowstone Wildlife Sanctuary
Red Lodge — 12 Mar 2018 — Last Thursday, Animal Care Specialist Nigel Murphy went to one
of the bear habitats at the Yellowstone Wildlife Sanctuary to investigate a spontaneous plume
of snow. He was greeted by Bo, one of the Sanctuary's black bears, blinking at the bright
sunshine for the first time since last fall.
After months of hibernation, Bo decided it was time to remove the snow covering the mouth
of his den and look for some food and water. As the 11-year-old bear stretched and worked
muscles that haven't been used all winter, Nigel tossed him some apples and encouraged him
to go up to his exercise area, where a heaping pile of fresh vegetables and protein-rich kibble
awaited, along with plenty of water.
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Bo is usually the first of the Sanctuary's bears to awaken in the spring, sometimes staying out
and sometimes crawling back in his den for another week or two of napping.
In the fall, wild black and grizzly bears in the greater Yellowstone ecosystem go into a state
called hyperphagia, where they eat anything they can find. The layers of fat they add in the fall
keep them healthy and warm all winter long. Not all bears hibernate, though. In warmer
climates where food is plentiful through the winter, there's no need to fatten up and sleep
through the winter.
Bo, who slept through his 11th birthday last month, is the youngest of the Sanctuary's four black
bears. In the wild, a black bear can expect to live 10-18 years, but 25-30 year lifespans are not
uncommon with well cared-for captive bears. The Sanctuary's oldest bears were born about
1994 and are still healthy and active.
The Yellowstone Wildlife Sanctuary is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization with the mission of
providing lifelong sanctuary to non-releasable native wildlife and sharing a message of
conservation and education. The Sanctuary was founded in 1987 when a group of concerned
citizens took over the Red Lodge Zoological Society and created what was then called the
Beartooth Nature Center.
Today, the Yellowstone Wildlife Sanctuary is home to a wide variety of animals native to the
greater Yellowstone ecosystem, ranging from carnivores (mountain lion, coyote, bobcat, fox,
lynx) to large hoofed mammals (bison, elk), smaller mammals (porcupine, raccoon), and birds
(falcon, raven, owl, crow). The bears are some of the most popular residents. The Sanctuary is
currently working on a large new wolf habitat and a new sandhill crane/vulture habitat.
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