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Research activities and conservation actions on Brown bear in Greece

(by Yorgos Mertzanis/PhD Biology

 _ NGO “CALLISTO”- BSG member).

1. Population and habitat fragmentation related to large infrastructure: Pindos bear population: Egnatia Highway impact upon bear population and habitats in NE Pindos mountain range:

The monitoring project (co-financed by the EU/DG Regio and the Hellenic Ministry of Environment, Planning and Public Works) for the assessment of the Egnatia highway construction  impact upon bear population and habitats in eastern Pindos mountain range has now entered its second phase (2006-2008). 
Construction works are progressing at a high speed and so does the transformation of bear habitat landscapes over a large area along a 37km highway stretch.

Study of bear spatial behaviour and response to disturbance related to construction works noise  (about 12 working camps are operating 24h a day) and landscape modification as well as potential or effective use of the already existing mitigation structures (13 tunnels of 8.85 km long, 11 bridges of 2.64 km long), and 9 wildlife underpasses, are among the main research topics in Callisto’s working team.

To achieve bear monitoring 10 brown bears (4 adult males, 4 adult females,  1 sub-adult male and 1 sub-adult female) were fitted with GPS and GSM radio-collars in spring  and fall 2007. For the moment the big issue is the construction of a bear proof fence along 20 km of the highway, which is refused by the constructing company!
2. Conservation Genetics :Pindos and Rodopi bear population :

Callisto’s brown bear team is in cooperation with the University of Tartu, Estonia, Department of Zoology, Institute of Zoology and Hydrobiology, (Dr. Urmas Saarma - member of the International Association of Bear Research and Management (IBA) and The World Conservation Union  (IUCN) Species Survival Commission Bear Specialist Group)  in a joint international  project on the evaluation of World-wide phylogeography of brown bear (Ursus arctos) through extensive mitochondrial and nuclear DNA analyses. Project’s main goal is to investigate phylogenetic relationships between different brown bear populations and to provide a comprehensive view on brown bear history. As part of the network of bear researchers we have sent 45 bear hair samples and tissues for analysis to the aforementioned Institution.
3. Conservation of trans-border corridors: Rodopi – Balkan bear population:  

Callisto’s brown bear team is in cooperation with Bulgarian NGO’s in an ongoing  joint trans-border PHARE-CBC project on the conservation of brown bear population and habitat connectivity between the 2 countries. To this purpose teams from both parties are working for the elaboration of a Bear Action plan for the conservation of brown bear corridors and linkage areas between the two countries in the area of Rodopi.  In parallel Callisto is leading a vast information campaign in the area of Rodopi in the frame of an ongoing INTERREG III project on “Awareness Raising and Information Campaign for the Mountain Ecosystems and Large Carnivores in the Transborder Area of Rhodope” (2005-2007).
4. Brown bear human caused mortality:
A sudden and alarming increase of incidents of brown bear human caused mortality with the use of poisoned baits in summer 2007 (6 known cases only in NE and S Pindos) has urged Callisto’s brown bear team to make a formal report to the EU competent authorities (DGENV) for the acceleration of the implementation of the new agro-environmental measures in the country.  Under this legislative umbrella farmers and livestock raisers are subsidized for the provision of preventive measures (electric fences, guarding dogs). Same lobbying activities for the same purpose took place at a national level.
5. Bear traffic interactions 
Traffic volume, as well as construction of new highways (i.e Via Egnatia) in NW Greece  have an increasing impact on brown bear habitat connectivity and population status.
In late August 2007, a new incident with sub-adult male bear aged 2.5 y  was the 10th traffic victim (this time escaping death) during the last five years (2003-2007).  In these cases Callisto’s bear team is intervening either for an autopsie or  for handling and monitoring the bear.
6. Bear in Greece status report:

Cooperation in the EU financed project titled “Guidelines for Population Level Management Plans for Large Carnivores” (project leader IEA – LCIE/IUCN Working group). In this framework Callisto’s bear expert in cooperation with national experts from the 8 S. Balkan countries collected data on the overall bear population status over the S.Balkan peninsula. This comprehensive data base is online at http://www.largecarnivores.maverik.ch/.
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