
The Bears Are Out!

General Information concerning our current bear situation throughout Penn National – Researched
and written by Debi Rohrback, President, PNHA.

I have spoken to the Game Warden for our area and he advised that I should distribute this 
information to all residents.  Please pass this information along to those who do not belong to the 
PNHA.  Many people do not realize that we here in Franklin County we are in a drought and food has 
become scarce for bears and deer.  That is the number one reason we are seeing a rise in sightings of
both species.   As black bear numbers increase in some North American communities and more 
people move into bear habitat, encounters between bears and people have risen.  Whether you live in 
bear country or are just visiting, you can take simple steps to avoid conflicts.

Why Bears Loose their fear of humans

Bears have acute eyesight and hearing. Their sense of smell is seven times greater than a 
bloodhound’s. They have a keen ability to detect pet food, garbage, barbecue grills and bird feeders.   
Once they locate a food source, they remember where it is.

Bears are normally wary of people, but if a bear finds food without getting frightened away, he may 
come back for more.  Each time this happens, he can become less fearful – and this habituation can 
lead to problems.  Conflicts can heighten during hyperphagia, a feeding frenzy in late summer and fall 
in which bears bulk up for hibernation, gaining 3-4 pounds and consuming 20,000 calories a day.

Bears who lose their fear of people are called “nuisance bears.”  These are most often sub-adult 
males – young bears who have just dispersed from their mothers and are still learning how to obtain 
food – and mothers with young cubs.  In many states, nuisance bears are killed or trapped and moved
far away in hopes that they won’t come back. We spoke to the warden about the possibility of 
relocating the bears, but with four or five bears he believed that the possibility of capturing them 
especially the mother with the three cubs would be virtually impossible.  But most of the time this 
outcome wouldn’t have been necessary if people hadn’t made food so easy to find in the yard or trash 
dumpster.

How to prevent conflicts with bears

To avoid habituating the bears in your area, follow these steps.

Make trash cans inaccessible.  Bring them inside at night unless it is necessary to put them out 
because your trash provider picks up early in the morning.  Please remember to utilize the ammonia 
rags on the trash handles or buy a bear-resistant trash can.  I realize that it  may not be possible 
because of the requirements of our local trash handlers.  Another suggestion that the game warden 
made was to buy a large container of ammonia and to soak a rag with the ammonia and place it on 
the handle of your trashcan and on your grill.  Bears dislike the smell of ammonia and will tend to shy 
away from any areas that have ammonia on objects or around objects.

Enclose your compost pile.  Open compost piles, especially those that include kitchen scraps, are 
an irresistible treat in bear country.  Burying compost won’t work because bears will easily find and dig
it up.

Recycle wisely.  If you store recyclables outside, use enclosed bins. (persistent bears will break into 
even ruggedly built bins.)   Again, the use of ammonia rags should be helpful.

Keep your barbecue grill clean and as free of drippings as possible.  Move the grill away from 
your house when you aren’t using it, and clean it regularly with ammonia or bleach.

Rethink your bird feeders.  In the summer, birds can make do with naturally available foods.  If you 
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do set up feeders, install them away from your house.  Please be advised, with all bird feeders the 
food falls to the ground, under the Pennsylvania game regulations you can be cited if a bear continues
to come back to feeders that you refuse to take it down.  The food on the ground under Pennsylvania 
state law is in violation of the regulation of feeding wildlife.

Communities experiencing bear problems can take steps such as fining people who knowingly or 
unknowingly feed bears.  What does that mean?  The warden explained that if your feeders spill food 
onto the ground, you are unconsciously feeding the bears and if the problem continues in our 
development then he would have to come back and issue citations to those residents breaking 
Pennsylvania laws.

What to do if you encounter a black bear

If you see a black bear in your yard, don’t fear the worst.  A youngster may simply be passing through 
in search of a home of his own.  Or an adult may be checking out an enticing smell or interesting 
sound. Usually when he finds out there are people around, he’ll head for the hills, never to be seen 
again.

If you do encounter a bear, remain calm and remember that the bear is likely more scared of you than 
you are of him.  Attacks by black bears on people are very rare and most black bears can be easily 
scared away with the following approach:

• Stand and face the bear directly. Never run away from or approach him.

• Make yourself look as big as possible by spreading your arms or, better yet, a coat.

• Make as much noise as possible by yelling, banging pots and pans or using other noise-
making devices.

• If the bear approaches and you have bear spray, spray the bear as he approaches.

• In the very rare case that a black bear does attack you, fight back (don’t play dead).

• After the bear leaves, remove whatever attracted him to the location (barbecue grill, bird 
feeder, pet food or garbage).

• If you have a dog on a leash, please pick the dog up.  Dogs have a tendency to bark and lunge
towards a bear and this will only provoke the bear.  We currently have documented that we 
have four or five adult bears roaming the development. They have been filmed and one has 
three cubs. They have damaged multiple bird feeders and broken into a screened in porch in 
order to attempt to get to a grill.  So, please follow the guidelines that have been addressed 
above and remove your feeders in the early evening hours and do not replace them until after 
9:30 AM.  When placing your trash cans outside at night, please remember to utilize the 
ammonia rags or be aware that you may wake up to having your trash displaced across your 
front yard and street.  If we all pull together we will get through this without anyone being hurt 
by a bear or any of the bears being hurt.  The hunting season will be starting in the next three 
weeks which should drive the bears back deep into the woods. The bears prepare their dens in
this area around the first week of November.

If you have any additional questions, please feel free to contact me as I have had extensive 
conversations with the regional game warden.  Just remember when you are out walking early in the 
morning or late at night to be very vigilant of your surroundings and if possible to walk in groups and 
make a lot of noise.  Call me at 717-401-0536 or email me at rohrback2@aol.com.
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