NATURE
“The Good, the Bad and the Grizzly”
After a decades-long comeback, the grizzly bears of Yellowstone National Park appear to be thriving. Should they now be removed from the protection of the Endangered Species Act? This question has provoked one of the most emotionally charged wildlife controversies in America today.  

NATURE presents an issue that far transcends the boundaries of Yellowstone — how to balance the needs of an expanding human population with the goal of preserving wildlife as nature intended — in “The Good, the Bad and the Grizzly,” airing on PBS Sunday, November 21, 2004, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET.
“Our film is about one of the most remarkable achievements in conservation history and the darker realities of co-existing with a noble but dangerous predator,” says Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE.  

On a typically beautiful day in Yellowstone, hundreds of tourists are gathered along a road, peering excitedly into the trees. As if on cue, a 300-pound grizzly bounds out of the brush toward a long line of cars. Park rangers order everyone to back away, but surprisingly, many of the camera-snapping tourists are unafraid. In fact, some move closer.  

Are the grizzlies of Yellowstone and the humans who go to see them too comfortable with each other? Ironically, that’s one of a host of troubling questions raised by what is considered one of the great conservation success stories: the restoration of a thriving grizzly population in America’s most treasured national park.

In the mid-20th century, Yellowstone’s grizzlies had been reduced to a relatively small number of bears living essentially on trash intentionally left by the park’s attendants — a fact poignantly illustrated in stark archival footage. Gradually the bears had stopped hunting and were “living on the dole” when, in 1972, park officials reversed their policy and the garbage dumps were suddenly closed. It was a risky gamble, and no one was certain what would happen. 

Today, after 30 years of protection under the Endangered Species Act, grizzlies have re-learned how to hunt and have made a resounding return, with an estimated 500 or more thriving in the 17,000 square miles that comprise the Greater Yellowstone area.

With the increasing bear population, however, comes conflict, as the grizzlies interact more and more with encroaching humanity, attacking livestock, breaking into homes and dumpsters in search of food, posing a threat to children in school yards and encouraging tourists to take foolish chances on roads and trails.  

In short, the success of the grizzly restoration has spawned a complex web of new social and environmental problems, with some lawmakers arguing that grizzlies should be de-listed as a threatened species — at a time when ominous ecological changes to animal and plant life are threatening the bears’ food sources in Yellowstone. What would be the consequences if the grizzlies once again became fair game for hunters and livestock ranchers?

Among the many voices providing insights into these problems — including conservationists, ranchers and government officials — are two men who have spent their lives around grizzlies. One is Mark Bruscino, a bear management specialist for Wyoming’s Game and Fish Department, who walks the delicate line between protecting the interests of the bears and those of the humans who come in contact with them. The other is Mark Matheny, a Montana outdoorsman and entrepreneur who was mauled by a grizzly and nearly lost his life when he unintentionally surprised a mother and her cub.

Their stories provide vivid detail and broader understanding of one of America’s most complex and fascinating environmental quandaries: are the Yellowstone grizzlies — despite the triumphs of the past three decades — truly no longer an endangered species?     

NATURE, now in its 23rd season, has won more than 250 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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■ The Web companion to the weekly series, pbs.org/wnet/nature/, contains in-depth information and colorful graphics for each program.
