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MISSOULA–––Nineteen Montana organizations and 46 individuals have submitted a petition 

for rulemaking to the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks that would require hunters and trappers to 

carry bear spray and have it readily accessible when hunting or trapping in grizzly bear habitat 

(see attached). The groups say the primary purpose of the proposed rule is public safety. Just as 

wearing hunter orange is required to prevent serious injuries and death, bear spray serves the 

same purpose. 

 

The petition shows that based on Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks data, Defense of Life killings 

of grizzly bears have surged in recent years out of proportion to increases in bears and humans. 

Many bears have been shot when bear spray may have been effective at preventing injury and 

death to humans and bears. With bear mortality on the rise, limiting bear deaths aids in recovery 

of the species. 

 

“It is just plain common sense to require carrying bear spray that is easily accessible while 

hunting in Western Montana. It protects both bears and people and it teaches bears to be wary of 

human encounters. If Montana is serious about wildlife management, it must require carrying 

bear spray anywhere one might encounter a bear,” said Michele Dieterich with Friends of the 

Bitterroot, who was a member of the Montana Grizzly Bear Advisory Council. 

 

“Both grizzlies and people are safer when hunters carry readily accessible bear spray, know how 

to use it and are prepared to use it. Too many grizzlies are dying from preventable firearm deaths. 

It’s time for Montana to adopt this common-sense bear spray rule,” said Montana native Mary 

Price. 

 

"When it comes to public safety, carrying bear spray is the least we should expect from citizens 

of a responsible society", said Clint Nagel, President of the Gallatin Wildlife Association. 

"Grizzly bears and other wildlife should not suffer the consequences of our lack of due diligence. 

We're invading their home. It is our obligation to negate unnecessary deaths, not theirs". 

 



“Montana says its ready to manage grizzly bears but more needs to be done at the state level to 

ensure grizzly bears don’t go into decline. Adopting this rule will help send a signal that 

Montana is serious about protecting and maintaining a healthy grizzly population,” said Patty 

Ames, President of the Flathead-Lolo-Bitterroot Citizen Task Force. 

 

“The proposed delisting of grizzlies makes it far more important than ever to demand hunters 

carry bear spray and be responsible for protecting every bear we can,” said Stephen Capra, 

executive director of Bold Visions Conservation. 

 

“Hunting (in Montana or anywhere in the Northern Rocky Mountains) without readily accessible 

bear spray should never be optional. Only mandatory as it has been proven to protect people as 

well as animals,” said Dan Sullivan with Save the Yellowstone Grizzly. 

 

“I would never consider going out on a trail without bear spray. It is a foundational part of my 

gear just like the 10 essentials.  It is pure common sense for the safety of myself, others and 

wildlife,”  said Cecilia Mink of Whitefish. 

 

Why require hunters and trappers to carry bear spray? 

 

• The primary reason is public safety and avoiding death and injury to people and also to prevent 

the death of grizzly bears. 

• While all people should carry bear spray when in the field in grizzly bear habitat, these two 

activities have higher risks of bringing people into contact with grizzly bears and can be 

regulated by the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks across bear habitat in Montana.  

•According to the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks’ How to Hunt Safely in Grizzly Country 

brochure–––  

Be aware that the act of hunting puts you at risk of encountering grizzlies and that elk 

bugling, game calls and cover scents may attract bears. 

 

• A brochure published by the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee states––– 

I already carry a gun when I hunt. Do I still need bear spray?  Yes! Bear spray requires 

less accuracy than bullets fired at a moving target, especially when you’re under stress. 

Accidental discharges or badly aimed firearms can kill people, while bear spray has 

never caused a fatality. Bear spray leaves the bear alive, and less likely to approach 

humans in the future. 

 

• Hunters are often alone and stalking quietly through thick brush and forest. Freshly killed 

animals and gut piles can attract bears. Baited and scented traps also attract bears. Montana Fish, 

Wildlife & Parks has documented a minimum of 27 grizzly bears have been attracted to and 

caught in traps and snares set for wolves and coyotes in Montana. According to experts, it is 

likely that more have been trapped and injured. 

 

• Many bear-human encounters resulting in human injuries and death have occurred while people 

are hunting. Oftentimes, bear spray was not used or readily accessible. 



 

• Defense of Life kills of grizzly bears have increased seven-fold in recent years and many 

involved hunters. Several incidents have involved adult females with cubs. When the mother is 

killed, the cubs have a poor chance of survival, adding to the mortality toll. 

• If a cub gets caught, the distressed mother may be nearby to defend it. In that case, bear spray is 

an alternative to shooting the mother. It could be driven off so the trapper can safely move away 

and call a game warden to release the trapped bear. 

Is bear spray effective? 

• Yes! Many survivors of grizzly bear encounters and attacks have stated bear spray saved them 

from serious injury or death. Montana Fish, Wildlife & parks and the Interagency Grizzly Bear 

Committee say that a study published in the Journal of Wildlife Management that included 

incidents involving trained bear specialists and ordinary citizens found spray stopped bears’ 

undesirable behavior 92% of the time when used on brown (grizzly) bears; 90% for black bears 

and 100% for polar bears and of all persons carrying sprays, 98% were uninjured by bears in 

close-range encounters. 

 

• Recently, two U.S. Army soldiers repelled a grizzly bear in Alaska by using bear spray which 

prevented serious injury or death to both soldiers 

 

“From my standpoint, a take-home message is that bear spray works and you don’t always have 

to shoot a bear that may be acting aggressively. It’s highly effective at reversing a charge.”  

–––Cecily Costello, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks chief bear scientist, Missoulian, May 27, 

2025. 

 

Just as wearing seat belts does not prevent all chances of being injured, they improve your odds. 

So does bear spray. However, biologists say that bear spray isn’t brains in a can. The best defense 

is to be bear aware which will reduce the chance of surprise encounters. You can find valuable 

information at: 

 

Resources: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-lQGo-kM2c 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iCqOcZx2gYs 

 

https://igbconline.org/be-bear-aware/hunters/ 

 

Spray, Don’t Slay article in Montana Outdoors, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 

https://fwp.mt.gov/binaries/content/assets/fwp/montana-

outdoors/sketchbook/2024/sketchbooknd24.pdf 

 

https://www.choteauacantha.com/news/article_d220fe14-6238-5363-9100-c9498fdb54e2.html 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-lQGo-kM2c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iCqOcZx2gYs
https://igbconline.org/be-bear-aware/hunters/
https://fwp.mt.gov/binaries/content/assets/fwp/montana-outdoors/sketchbook/2024/sketchbooknd24.pdf
https://fwp.mt.gov/binaries/content/assets/fwp/montana-outdoors/sketchbook/2024/sketchbooknd24.pdf
https://www.choteauacantha.com/news/article_d220fe14-6238-5363-9100-c9498fdb54e2.html


3 cubs will be counted as mortality.  Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks grizzly specialist Mike 

Madel:  Madel emphasized that all bow hunters and bird hunters need to be “bear aware” when 

they are out in the field along the Rocky Mountain front this fall. Hunters should carry bear spray 

and should avoid dense, brushy patches, where bears could be bedded down. They should also be 

on the lookout for bear scat and day beds, and should avoid dense berry patches that are likely to 

attract bears at this time of year. Madel also maintains that hunters should carry bear spray and 

be ready to use it. “Bear spray could have turned this an entirely different way,” he said. 

 

https://missoulacurrent.com/hunters-grizzly-bears/ 

 

FWP Region 2 spokeswoman Vivaca Crowser said the hunters had bear spray but didn’t have it 

with them when they saw the bears. They had left it with some other gear when they started 

hiking up to get the deer. 

 

https://www.outdoorlife.com/survival/grizzly-attack-survivor-bear-spray-exploded/ 

 

Burke was badly wounded in the attack, and he says he likely would have been killed if not for 

the canister of bear spray he held in his hand… “The number one thing that kept me alive during 

the attack was reading and understanding what to do in the event of a bear attack and being 

prepared with the bear spray,” Burke writes in the Instagram post. 

 

 https://www.ktvb.com/article/news/nation-world/bear-attacks-army-soldiers-training-exercise-

alaska/507-e2164227-1ac9-46fd-acbb-c8468fb9d4e6 

 

The soldiers deployed bear spray during their encounter, which officials said likely prevented 

more serious injuries. “We hope both individuals have a full and quick recovery, and our 

thoughts are with them during this time,” Regional Supervisor Cyndi Wardlow said in 

a statement. “In this case, having bear spray with them in the field may have saved their lives.” 
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