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Polar bears’ main prey species throughout their range are the ringed seal (Phoca 
hispida) and the bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus) (Stirling, 1974; Archibald, 1977; 
Striling, Latour, 1978; DeMaster, Stirling, 1981; Belikov, 1982). The significance of 
polar bear predation of walruses has never been adequately assessed due to the lack of 
factual data. During nine years (1981 – 1989) of winter and early spring observations of 
wildlife in a large lead off Dundas Island in the Canadian high Arctic, scientists recorded 
only ten cases of polar bears hunting walruses that were wintering in the lead (Calvert, 
Stirling, 1990). Moreover, only once did they actually observe a bear kill and drag the 
dead walrus out of the water onto the ice (D. Grant, quote from Calvert, Stirling, 1990 – 
personal comment); the other nine cases of predation were identified by the tracks, which 
precluded the scientists from determining how the bears had killed their prey. 
Observations of the actual moment of capture and kill were likewise missing in two more 
reported cases (Alaska, oral reports from observers) (Calvert, Stirling, 1990).      In 1983, 
I. Stirling (1984) watched a female polar bear attempting to attack walruses hauled out on 
ice off Cape Collins, Dundas Island,  but giving up after a threatening display from the 
walrus group. Cases of bears feeding on walrus carcasses near leads have been reported 
from Franz Joseph Land (Parovshchikov, 1967), but conclusions of frequent predation 
were made solely on the evidence of tracks and leftovers.  P.G. Nikulin observed and 
provided a detailed description of an unsuccessful hunting attempt by a bear on an ice 
haulout in the Chukchi Sea in 1940. Finally, L.A. Popov (1958, 1960) described a failed 
bear attempt to approach walruses hauled out on Peschany Island,  as well as walruses’ 
reaction to bears on the shore of Peter Island in the Laptev Sea. That concludes the list of 
eyewitness accounts of interactions between polar bears and walruses in the Russian 
sector of the Arctic.  S. E. Belikov (1982) described two cases of bear predation of adult 
walruses on the icepack as reported to him by alleged eyewitnesses (an ice 
reconnaissance plane navigator and a captain of a nuclear icebreaker), but we have doubts 
as to the credibility of those reports. Therefore, understanding of polar bear – walrus 
interactions has been based on very sparse factual information.      
 

All the facts documented to date (Nikulin, 1940; Popov, 1958, 1960; 
Parovshchikoa, 1967; Kiliaan, Stirling, 1978; De Master, Stirling, 1981; Fay,1982; 
Belikov, 1982; Stirling, 1984; Calvert, Stirling, 1990) suggest that polar bears not only 
feed on walrus carcasses, but try to hunt both juvenile and adult animals when 
encountering them on shore or on the ice. The lack of information has prevented us from 
answering questions about polar bear hunting strategies or vulnerability of walruses of 
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different sex and age groups to bear predation, as well as the role of walrus in polar bear 
diet.  
 

This reports contains information collected during observations of polar bear and 
walrus interactions on Wrangell Island and in the near-shore waters around it in the fall 
of 1990-1992. 
 

Materials and methods 
 

Stationary observations were held at the traditional walrus haulout site on Cape 
Blossom. In addition route surveys along the southern and southwestern coasts of the 
island were performed from late August through early November (Ovsyanikov, 1993). 
Walrus mortality data were collected in a survey of all coastal areas of the island in late 
October – early November of 1991. In 1990, the author collected the bulk of the material 
at Cape Blossom between September 10 and 27 (A.A. Kochnev and U. P. Oleynikov 
continued observations until October 27). In 1991, he observed the site from September 
15 to 25, and again from October 11 trough 21 (I. E. Menushina participated in the 
observations). In 1992, A. A. Kochnev and I. P. Oleynik briefly visited the site on 
September 4 and 16, while the author conducted more extensive observations from 
September 21 through October 1. A few hunting episodes were filmed by cameraman 
Hugh Maynard (Great Britain) and later analyzed in detail. In addition to his own 
observations, the author used descriptions of two cases of polar bear predation of 
walruses provided by A.A. Kochnev and U. P. Oleynikov (from 1990), and three cases 
described by I.E. Menyushina (from 1991). We would like to use this opportunity to 
thank our colleagues for providing the additional information and releasing it for further 
processing.  
 

During field work the researchers were based and conducted their observations in 
locations of high polar bear concentration and activity, literally surrounded by bears. In 
such conditions it was not always possible to avoid contact with them. In most cases the 
bears were aware of human presence. We observed bear and walrus behavior from 
distances ranging from 2 km to 1.5 m, and bear-walrus interactions – from distances 
between 1 km and 30 m. Observations were conducted from the ground without shelter,  
from the roof of a house (4 m above ground), from a lighthouse (12 m high), or from 
shelters. Observations of interactions were recorded in every detail either as they were 
happening or immediately after they occurred. A voice recorder was used on occasion. 
Field binoculars BPC 12 X 40 and 8 X 30, as well as a ZRT 30-60 telescope were used in 
the observations. The sex and age of the animals were determined visually by external 
characteristics. 
 

Environmental conditions 
 

Ice situation. The overall ice situation during the period under discussion was 
characterized by a reduction in the ice cover due to the cycle of increased solar activity, 
and differed greatly from year to year (Ovsyanikov, 1993). In early September of 1990, 
the ice edge retreated 500 km north of Wrangell Island. The “ice-free” season lasted for 
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two months (from late August through the end of October) with no fields of new or first-
year ice cake available for hundreds of kilometers around the island. The ocean began to 
freeze after October 20. During the same period in 1991, the icepack receded about 150 
km to the north, and the ice-free period lasted for nearly three weeks, but with occasional 
ice flows and small fields of ice cake persisting near the northern, western and 
southwestern sections of the coast until the end of September. Large fields of young ice 
drifted towards the island from northwest in the beginning of the second week of October 
with the freeze-up of the ocean following a few days later. In 1992 the ice edge retreated 
to the north to a distance of 150-200 km in late August – early September, but at the same 
time strong westerly and northwesterly winds kept driving fields of first-year and young 
ice to the area through the whole time. The island was perpetually surrounded with ice 
fields of 20% - 100% concentration. In the beginning of September, the temperatures 
dropped and the sea began freezing near the shores. 
 

Polar bear numbers were high during the entire period of observations, both on 
the coast and in the sea around the island. Animals of all sex and age groups were 
represented (Ovsyanikov, 1993). Stationary observers on cape Blossom always had at 
least one, and usually several dozen, bears in sight. The largest concentration of bears on 
the coast was observed in 1990. At least 150 animals gathered near the walrus haulout on 
cape Blossom in late August – early September and remained there until freeze-up when 
they began migrating to the ice pack. Judging by indirect signs, bear numbers and activity 
on the northern and western coasts were likewise high. There were comparatively few 
bears on the southern coast in early September, but by the end of the month and the 
beginning of October, they began arriving there as well. The second large walrus haulout 
on Somnitelnaya Spit remained bear-free until the end of September, but in early October 
we observed up to 50 predators gathering there as well (Ovsyanikov, Kochnev, 1991; 
Ovsyanikov, 1993).  
 

In 1991, bears remained on Cape Blossom all through September (19 bears 
maximum including cubs) and October (37). Their largest congregation that year was 
observed on Somnitelnaya Spit where an aircraft-induced panic among the walruses 
caused multiple trampling deaths (104 animals of various age and sex groups) resulting in 
a multitude of walrus carcasses available to the feeding bears (Ovsyanikov et al., 1994). 
The number of bears attracted to the site grew from 25 in late September, to 56 in 
October, to 76 in early November. During a route survey of the entire coast of the island 
in late October – early November we counted a total of 162 polar bears (including 76 on 
Somnitelnaya Spit). Compared to 1990, the animals were more dispersed throughout 
Cape Blossom and the coasts with the exception of the Somnitelnaya Spit congregation 
(Ovsyanikov, 1993). 
 

In 1992 bears did not form permanent congregations at any location. The largest 
number at Cape Blossom was 20 bears observed on September 4 on the spit and within 
the 2 km radius of the surrounding tundra. At the end of September, 12 animals were 
observed on a daily basis. In the area of Somnitelnaya Spit including nearby lagoons and 
the coastal tundra (the area of 50-60 km2) the largest number of 23 animals of different 
ages and sexes were observed on September 16. Therefore, our observations of the coast 
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of Wrangell Island covered seasons of different concentration, distribution and duration 
of polar bear activity.  
 

Walrus abundance in the sea near the coast and on coastal haulout sites. 
Walrus concentrations were a key factor for land-bound polar bears, since the latter could 
not hunt seals in the absence of ice. Walrus abundance, distribution and length of 
presence near the island’s shores varied in the years under review depending on the ice 
situation.  
 

In 1990 there were several functioning haulout sites on Wrangell Island. They 
were: Cape Blossom, Burunnaya, Somnitelnaya, Davydov and Bruch spits, Cape Korvin 
and Herald Island (Kochnev, 1991). Judging by tracks on the beach, walruses hauled out 
on Predatelskaya spit as well. Their total numbers on coastal haulout sites and in the sea 
near the island reached 120 – 130 thousand in 1990. We estimated (from a sample of 212 
animals) that mature females made up that 64% of the total, of which 30% were lactating 
females with calves under four years of age (Kochnev, 1991). The highest abundance was 
recorded on Somnitelnaya Spit at 71 thousand walruses (or 75 thousand including 
animals in the water) and on Cape Blossom – 10 thousand (or 46 thousand counting those 
in the water). According to published data from an aerial survey (Gilbert et al., 1992), the 
total number of walruses at Cape Blossom on September 10 was 76,702.  
 

In 1991, up to 20 thousand walruses hauled out on Somnitelnaya Spit, but moved 
off after three days. Walruses remained in the vicinity of Cape Blossom from the middle 
of the second week of September to early October numbering between 0.5 and 2.5 
thousand. The animals made multiple small haulouts on floating and shore fast ice cake 
in groups from 5 to 30 animals. A herd of 50 – 120 walruses made several attempts to 
haulout at the farthest end of the spit. Walrus presence and potential attempts to haul out 
on the northern coast was evidenced by fresh remains of two adult walruses observed at 
the base of Bruch Spit and at the Pestsovaya (Polar Fox) lagoon. Between August and 
October of 1992, only a few walruses were observed in the sea around the island. Those 
were either solitary animals or small groups resting on the ice as they migrated past 
Wrangell Island (Kochnev, personal statement).  
 

Observation results and discussion 
 
Polar bear – walrus interactions on shore in 1990. For the purpose of quantifying data 
on animal interactions, we described hunting as any instance of purposeful rapid 
approach (walking or running) of bears to walruses, which would cause the latter to 
retreat, fully or partially, into the water, including cases of standoffs, walruses’ defensive 
displays and lunges, and bears’ attempts to bite walruses or restrain them by grabbing 
their hind flippers.  All told, we witnessed 25 such hunting interactions in complete detail 
during the entire period of observations. Actually, there were many more instances of 
hunting, including successful ones, however, they were not observed directly, but 
ascertained by the presence of fresh carcasses of walrus calves, or leftovers of bears’ 
meals. That kill was not included in our estimate of polar bear hunting rate of success, 
since without direct observation of the interaction, it was impossible to estimate the 
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number of unsuccessful attempts that preceded the kill. In 1990 bears attempted to hunt 
walruses at Cape Blossom during the entire period of observations whenever the latter 
would haul out on the shore (Table 1). As a result, the haulout at this location was very 
unstable with its configuration and the number of walruses constantly changing (Kochnev, 
1991; Ovsyanikov, Kochnev, 1991). We observed walruses hauling out at seven sites 
with two different types of terrain: a wide and flat gently sloping beach at the end of the 
spit and a long and narrow strip of the beach under a tundra bluff 2 – 2.5 meters high.  
 

Table 1 
Walrus numbers and polar bear hunting attempts at coastal haulout sites of  

Cape Blossom in 1990. 
 

Date Number of walruses 
onshore 

Bears’ hunting attempts Comment 

09/10 60,000 Many, some successful At least 7 freshly killed walruses on the 
beach 

09/11 Occasional individuals None  
09/12 2,500 None  The haulout did not last long   
09/13 None* None  
09/14 1 None  
09/15 3* 2  
09/16 10,000 (6,000) 10 (including 2 

successful) 
 

09/17 20* None  
09/18 None None  
09/19 250 (20*) None The haulout did not last long   
09/20 1,000 (30*) 7  
09/21 2* None  
09/22 9,000 (4,000*) 2 There were no bears around initially 
09/23 8,000 (3,000*) 1 + successful in the 

morning 
In the morning bears were seen feeding 

on two freshly killed calves 
09/24 10,000 Some successful A bear was seen feeding on a fresh 

carcass, walruses kept hauling out till 
24:00 hours 

09/25 None (daytime) Successful at night Bears seen feeding on a calf at 7 a.m. 
09/26 None None  
09/27 1* None  
09/28 2,000* 2*  
09/29 5,700* 2*  
09/30 3,000* Some attempts*  
10/01 None None  
10/02 None None  
10/03 None None  

 
Note:   Walruses did not form coastal haulouts after October 3 and were last seen in the water on October 
17. The table is made up of data from observations by Ovsyanikov and surveys by A. A. Kochnev (1991) 
(marked with the *). For those days when their estimates were the same, only Kochnev’s data is shown; for 
the days when there was a divergence in estimates, Kochnev’s data are given in parentheses. Some 
differences in estimates were due to the fact that observations were conducted from different vantage points 
and at different times of the day, but that does not change the picture of haulout dynamics in a radical way.  
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Bears of different sexes and ages made attempts to approach and attack walruses. 
Thirteen attempts (52%) were made by adult males, two (8%) by adult females, one (4%) 
by a female with cubs, one (4%) by a sub-adult, and eight (32%) by unidentified bears 
that appeared to be young males or females. Only two (8%) of the 25 observed hunts 
were successful. In both cases the prey was calves of the year, and the hunter was the 
same mature solitary female.  Among all observed hunting attempts, including successful 
ones, eleven cases (44%) were attacks on adult walruses with contact between the 
predator and prey; in twelve cases walruses were chased off the beach into the water 
without physical contact between them and the bear; and in two cases the bear chased the 
walruses into the water, snatching a calf of the year from the retreating herd. All hunts 
involving direct physical contact between bears and walruses (including successful ones) 
occurred on the southern coast. Of the twelve contactless chases of walruses into the 
water, seven occurred on the tip of the spit (including one with a standoff between the 
bear and a walrus lunging back at it in a defensive display of tusks), and five on the 
southern coast (including two standoffs).  All of the eleven bear attempts to attack adult 
walruses ended in failure. Seven of those attempts were made by adult male bears, and 
four by adult bears of undefined sex (in one case it was probably a female). In three of 
those cases the attacking bears sustained injuries from walrus tusks. In one prolonged 
hunt the walrus hit the bear at least twice (on the snout and on the neck) drawing blood 
each time. In another hunt, the bear received a blood-drawing stab on the neck, and in a 
third one the bear was stabbed on the paw (but we did not see any blood). In addition we 
observed five bears on Cape Blossom in 1990 that had injuries apparently resulting from 
being stabbed by walruses. The wounds were usually to the muzzle or paws (Table 2). 
There was also a case of a mature male bear receiving a stab in its side, when, scared by 
humans, he ran to the sea and tried to push his way through a tight group of walruses that 
were concentrated in the surf zone preparing to come out on the beach. The bear came 
running so fast that the walruses had no time to get out of his way when he jumped off 
the bluff onto the beach. Upon receiving the stab, the bear winced, but continued on his 
way to the sea without attacking the walrus that had stabbed him.   
 

Table 2 
Distribution of stab wounds from walrus tusks on bears’ bodies 

 
Location of the wound MM ad FF ad FF/juv Ad* Subad Total % 

Chest 0 0 0 1 0 0 0.11 
Muzzle 2 0 0 1 0 3 0.33 

Paw 3 0 0 0 0 3 0.33 
Neck/shoulder 6 0 0 3 0 9 1.00 

* Adult bears whose sex was not identified, most probably, young males or solitary females. 
 

In addition to predatory behavior on the part of the bears and defensive reactions 
from walruses, bear-walrus interactions included other forms of behavior as well. We 
observed 15 cases of bears walking past hauled-out walruses or approaching them 
without clearly expressed hunting intentions. In two of those cases the bears were mature 
males, one was a female with a cub of the year, three were adult bears of unidentified sex, 
two were sub-adults, and on seven occasions cubs of the year approached the walruses. In 
all cases the bears’ actions caused agitation among the walruses followed by their full or 
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partial retreat into the sea. We also saw five bears (one adult male, two adults whose sex 
we could not identify, and two sub-adults) at different times approach and investigate 
solitary walruses hauled out on the beach some distance away from the group. On one 
occasion the object provoking such bear behavior was a solitary female between 6 and 9 
years of age, emaciated and covered with wounds from previous bear attacks. On the 
other - a male (10 – 15 years old) and a female (older than 15) that remained on the beach 
after all the other walruses left for the water. On two other occasions we observed bears 
being in rather close proximity to walruses without trying to approach them. In such 
cases walruses showed no reaction to bears. On one such occasion we observed a solitary 
adult bear sleeping at a distance of 150 meters from an emaciated walrus female with a 
calf of the year lying alone on the beach. On the other occasion a female bear 
accompanied by a cub of the year came to the beach about 70 meters from the walrus 
haulout. Four times we saw bears watch swimming or hauled out walruses for several 
minutes at a time from the shore without attempting to hunt them. Two of those bears 
were mature adults, one was a female with 2 cubs of the year, and one was a sub-adult. 
Finally, bears and walruses at Cape Blossom in 1990 were aware of each other’s presence 
at all times. Animals from each group would survey the other group, without focusing on 
any particular individual, the whole time that the walruses were in the sea near the island 
(Kochnev, 1991; Ovsyanikov, Kochnev, 1991).  
 

Correlation between bear predation of walruses and ice conditions. The year 
of 1990 was unique both for the length of its ice-free season and for the number of 
walruses around the island. The intensity and outcomes of bears’ hunting attempts in 
1991 and 1992 were quite different.  
 
 In 1991 bear hunting attempts (only four during the entire study period) were observed 
only at Cape Blossom. Growing numbers of bears congregating on the carcasses of 
trampled walruses at Somnitelnaya Spit prevented the walruses from hauling out at that 
site (Ovsyanikov et al., 1994). At Cape Blossom, the walruses started concentrating at the 
tip of the spit in mid-September; the first attempts to haul out on shore – when the 
animals form a tight group of 50-70 in the surf zone – were recorded on September 15, 
with the most active hauling out attempts following on September 16 and 19. On those 
days walrus numbers reached 2 – 2.5 thousand – the maximum for the entire season. 
 
  At that time three adult bears were present on the spit, one of which was a female 
with two cubs of the year. In the space of two hours (from 17:30 to 19:30) a solitary adult 
bear tried to attack the hauled-out walruses four times, each time chasing the whole 
haulout back into the water. The bear was very active: it would prowl around the 
walruses when they were onshore, and when they fled into the water, it would fall back to 
chew on old walrus hides piled up on the beach, or lie down to rest on the sand. The 
bear’s activity prevented the walruses from hauling out, but they continued concentrating 
near the shore until dark and into the night. Judging by their calls, high level of activity at 
the tip of the cape persisted through the night. The following day, September 17, the 
walruses did not haul out on the shore, but instead rested on floating ice cake. A storm 
broke out on September 18, and the animals swam away from the shore, returning on the 
19 when the storm died down, and resuming their attempts to haul out on the beach. At 
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that time there were about 1,000 walruses hauled out in groups of 1 to 60 animals (57 
groups altogether) on the ice cake drifting around the cape.  During the day there was 
little activity from the bears. They congregated at the farthest end of the spit, sleeping and 
feeding on old walrus hides. The bear group consisted of two mature males, three females 
with cubs of the year (two litters of one cub and one litter of two cubs), and a solitary 
sub-adult bear. Walrus activity in the surf zone increased in the evening and at dusk. 
Several hundred walruses remained in the sea around Cape Blossom until September 25, 
making no attempts to haul out on the shore. They were most probably deterred by the 
growing number of bears on the Cape. A powerful storm coming from the west on 
September 25 dispersed the remaining ice and forced the walruses to leave the near-shore 
area. When observations were resumed in early October, no walruses were seen near the 
Cape. The ocean began freezing up on October 17.   
 

Thus, the presence of bears on the spit in the fall of 1991 prevented the walruses 
from hauling out onshore for prolonged periods. There were no direct observations of 
bears taking walruses, but the discovery of fresh remains of a walrus calf on the beach at 
the tip of the Spit indicated that some of the bears’ hunts had been successful.  
 

When we surveyed the spit at Cape Blossom on November 4, after most of the 
bears had migrated to the ice pack, we found 9 freshly picked skulls of calves of the year 
and one fresh skull of a year-old walrus calf. Six of the skulls were found at the tip of the 
Cape directly in front of the beach where walruses had hauled out. The others were 
collected within 200 meters of the spot. Some of those calves had been eaten in 
September – we had seen some of their remains through our binoculars during 
observations. We do not know how the calves were taken, but we can assume that, just 
like in 1990,  walruses tried to haul out, and the bears attacked them at dusk in the 
evening or early morning. In mid-October the spit was visited by an adult male bear that 
had a small bleeding wound in his right thigh. The injury looked like it might have been 
inflicted by a walrus tusk, which supports the assumption that some hunts involve 
physical contact between predator and prey.    
 

During the entire period of observations at Cape Blossom in 1992, only one adult 
walrus was seen near the shore on September 24. The absence of walruses and, 
consequently, the absence of bears hunting them, were probably linked primarily to the 
early onset of cold weather and the freezing of the ocean. We observed only one case of 
hunting bears in the vicinity of the cape. On September 26 several bears were seen on the 
beach, dragging remains of a seal which had probably been killed on a field of packed ice 
located close to the cape at the time.  
 

Polar bear behavior when hunting walruses. When forced to concentrate on 
coastal spits in the absence of ice, polar bear preferred to stay close to the water: in 
resting pits at the tip of the cape, and in depressions behind coastal (or beach) ridges. 
Mature males invariably occupied the best resting pits right next to the sea. The pits were 
dug either right next to each other or at intervals of up to 7-8 meters.  When the number 
of bears was high, such preferences led to formation of male resting areas where 10 to 12 
mature males might be resting together. Females and young bears kept their distance 
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from mature males and between each other, usually lying down no closer than 20-50 
meters from other bears, but could tolerate family groups within only a few meters.  
 

When concentrating in the surf zone before they began to haul out, walruses made 
a lot of noise. Their loud calls and powerful odor invariably attracted the attention of 
bears, which would raise their heads and sniff the air in the direction of the walrus herd. 
Mature males appeared to be most attentive to the development. If the walruses hauled 
out in close proximity to where the bears lay, the predators usually reacted before the 
haulout had a chance to grow large. In this case a typical hunting interaction would 
proceed as follows: the bear would stand up in its pit and stretch its head closely listening 
to the walrus calls and sniffing the air (this might last for 10 – 15  minutes). Having 
assessed the situation, the bear would start walking towards the walruses. Some males 
would crouch a little as they walked until they reached the top of the coastal ridge. Once 
there and in full view of the walruses, the bear would charge, running with long strides, 
(head slightly lowered or raised) closely scanning the mass of walruses. The latter, on 
seeing the bear, would panic and hurriedly make for the sea while the bear pursued them 
trying to grab them from behind and bite on the back, or more frequently, on hind flippers. 
Active hunters, while attacking, would scan the panicking walruses for calves, and if they 
could not spot any, would run along the front of the haulout or try to push past adult 
walruses deeper into the herd. Such actions were particularly fraught with injury for the 
bear, since adult walruses, when attacked, would turn towards the bear with tusks raised 
and lunge trying to stab the attacker. During one such hunt the attacking male bear ran 
along the entire front of the haulout stretching for more than a thousand meters, but never 
managed to grab a juvenile from the herd. The bear was stabbed by walruses at least 
twice and was bleeding. He chased most of the walruses into the water. Then following 
several unsuccessful attempts to make his way into the center of the herd at the farthest 
(from the starting point) end of the haulout, he gave up and ran past it without forcing the 
remaining walruses off the beach. Such risky and forceful hunting behavior was typical 
only for mature males. I never saw females (not even mature females) or young bears 
employ such tactics.   
 

Bear tactics remained largely the same whether they attacked haulouts at the end 
of the spit or along the stretched out southern beach. The only difference was that in the 
former case the bear would attack from behind the coastal ridge and in the latter he would 
jump off the tundra bluff and walk along the beach in view of the walruses. That meant 
that the distance of the purposeful direct approach in full view of the walruses was much 
longer (up to 500 m), although the bears never charged until the distance between them 
and the walruses was about 70 – 80 m. In most cases the walruses managed to get to the 
water before the bear could reach the nearest animals in the group. Usually in such 
situations the bear would pursue the fleeing walruses into the surf zone, trying to hold 
them back by their flippers as they swam away, some bears would even swim after them. 
But no matter what the bear would do to try and pull an adult walrus out of the water by 
its hind flippers or hold him down on the beach, leaning on it and biting its back and neck, 
he could never stop an adult walrus from escaping. Even mature male bears could not 
catch and restrain an adult walrus on the beach. Not only healthy, but even extremely 
weakened and emaciated animals always managed to escape from the attacking bear.  
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Attempts to restrain a solitary walrus on the beach proceeded in the same way, the 

only difference being that solitary walruses were always emaciated animals lying 
motionless on the beach some distance away from the haulout. Upon discovering such a 
walrus the bear would approach it (in most cases, walking up to it), sniff at it and would 
only try to grab it when the walrus moved, turned and started to crawl away. Large males 
would grab the walrus with their front paws and bite (one bear even straddled the walrus), 
while young bears would be more cautious, gingerly following the crawling walrus, 
sniffing at it and trying to grab its flippers with their teeth, but recoiling at any attempt on 
the part of the prey to defend itself. Although biting or clawing an adult walrus brought 
the hunter no immediate success, this strategy might prove rewarding to the bear in time. 
Bears’ attacks left deep lacerations on the body of the walrus visible even from a distance, 
which, undoubtedly, precipitated the death of the exhausted and emaciated animal.  
 

When defending itself, a walrus would turn to face the bear, raise its tusks and 
lunge at the bear trying to stab it. If the bear were out of reach, the walrus would stab its 
tusks into the gravel, and then immediately raise them again aiming at the bear. Such 
behavior never failed to deter the bear. In some cases adult walruses performed this 
defensive display while backing up towards the water and turned away only when the 
hind part of their body would get below the surf line. Females protecting their young 
would sometimes remain onshore or in the surf zone after the entire haulout had left. The 
standoff between a female walrus and a bear could last for several minutes with the bear 
trying to sidestep around its opponent from one side or the other.  
 

Hunting tactics of mature females appeared to be much more cautious and 
calculated than those of males. If successful, the female would use the same tactics a 
second time. We observed a female bear charge at a small haulout on the beach and run 
along its front without attempting to push inside and scanning the heard for calves. 
Having spotted the calf, the bear grabbed it and immediately dragged it aside. At this 
time the panicking walruses were still retreating, and the calf’s mother could not defend 
her young, because the bear had already dragged it away from the heard. The female bear 
lost that first kill to a male bear, which ran up to her and simply snatched the kill from 
under her nose. She did not try to defend it. Instead she approached another haulout and 
within a few minutes caught another calf using exactly the same maneuver.   
 

On the only occasion that we observed a female with cubs hunting onshore, the 
two cubs followed their mother only in the beginning of her approach to the walruses. 
When the bear charged running down the beach at the walruses, the cubs grouped 
together and continued running up the beach (in the same direction as before) to the bluff. 
The walruses began leaving the haulout site; several of them turned to face the bear 
raising their tusks. After several mutual lunges without contact, the bear retreated under 
the bluff where her cubs were waiting.  
 

Walrus mortality. In 1990 we found remains of 55 walruses on the southern and 
southwestern coasts of Wrangell Island, 94% of which were collected at haulout sites of 
Cape Blossom and Somnitelnaya Spit (Table 3). At Cape Blossom and in other sections 
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of the coast (with the exception of Somnitelnaya Spit in 1991), walrus carcasses had been 
consumed by bears, therefore the age of the walruses was established by the length of 
their tusks (if the skull was all that was left) or by the length of the hide and the size of 
the skeleton (if we could not find the skull). Complementary remains found within the 
radius of 200 m were considered part of the same carcass.  
 

Table 3. 
The number and composition of walrus carcasses found on Wrangell Island 

 
Age groups (classes)  

Year 
 

Location Calves of 
the year 

Subadult 
(1-3 years) 

Ad (>4 years) 
 

Total 

 
1990 

Cape Blossom 
Somnitelnaya Spit 
The rest of the coast 

19 
6 
0 

8 
5 
0 

3 
11 
3 

30 
22 
3 

 
1991 

Cape Blossom 
Somnitelnaya Spit 
The rest of the coast 

10 
36 
2 

2 
16 
0 

2 
44 
4 

14 
96 
6 

Total 
% of the total 
Total, without Somnitelnaya spit in 1991 
% of the total including Somnitelnaya spit in 1991 

73 
43.2 
37 

49.3 

31 
18.3 
15 

29.0 

67 
39.6 
23 

30.7 

169 
 

75 

Note: A. A. Kochnev determined the ages of walruses trampled at Somnitelnaya Spit in 1991 and 
summarized data from 1990 for the Nature Records of the Reserve, which have been amended and updated 
for this table.  
  

Cause of death was identified only when we actually observed a bear kill the 
walrus, or a carcass being washed up by the sea. Except for the mass trampling at 
Somnitelnaya Spit, the actual causes of death were recorded only in a few cases. In 1990 
observers witnessed a female bear kill two calves of the year, and saw the sea wash up 
carcasses of an adult female (6-9 years old), one calf of the year, and one three-year-old 
calf.  Additionally, we observed several emaciated adult walruses (one was an adult 
female with calf of the year) and one exhausted sub-adult come out onshore at different 
times during the season. These observations allow us to assert that not all calves of the 
year or young walruses, whose remains were found on the beach, had been hunted and 
killed by bears. At least five carcasses of calves of the year were dragged up from the 
beach by bears immediately following their attacks at hauled out walruses, and the 
latter’s retreat into the water. So those calves could have been killed during the hunt. But 
we cannot exclude the possibility that the prey could have been killed in a different way 
from the method described above (when the calf was snatched from the herd). The calves 
could have been trampled in a local panic. This assumption is supported by the fact that 
on two occasions the bears returned from the beach bringing not one, but two calf 
carcasses at a time (Table 1).   
 

In 1991 two carcasses of adult walruses were washed up on the beach at Cape 
Blossom. Causes of their death remained unknown. Most of the walruses consumed by 
the bears over the years of observations were calves of the year (Table 3). If we consider 
walrus mortality only at Cape Blossom, their share becomes even higher: calves of the 
year – 63.3%, sub-adult animals (1 -3 years old) – 26.7%, adult animals over for years of 
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age – 10.0%. Thus, in all the years when walruses hauled out on the coasts of Wrangell 
Island, polar bears preyed mostly on young animals regardless of hunting methods used.  
 

We did not find a single fresh walrus carcass on the coast in 1992. No bears were 
observed hunting walruses hauled out on ice cake in 1991, although bears spent a lot of 
time resting on floating ice and watching walruses swim by. 
 

Bear – walrus interactions in the water. When there were many walruses in the 
water near the shore, we often saw bears go into the sea and swim among them. On 36 
occasions (seven times in 1990, and 29 times in 1991) we observed bear behavior in the 
water for 5 – 10 to 30 – 40 minutes. Only in one case a walrus behavior appeared to be 
threatening with regard to a swimming female bear with two cubs. The walrus in question 
(an adult) would repeatedly surface close to the female bear and her cubs, swim right at 
them and then dive abruptly right under the family. This behavior repeated three times, 
following which the female bear swam away with cubs in tow in a hurry. We did not see 
the walrus anywhere near the group afterwards. In all other cases the walruses would 
either swim past the bear at a distance of at least 15 meters, paying no attention to the 
predator, or would view the bear from a distance of 7 – 12 meters and then dive and swim 
away. The presence of many walruses in the water never prevented a bear fleeing from a 
man onshore from going into the water among the walruses. Apparently, walruses fear 
and try to avoid bears in the water.  
 

Discussion 
 

Our observations convincingly demonstrated that a polar bear cannot kill an adult 
walrus onshore. Even when a mature male bear attacked and bit severely weakened and 
emaciated walrus, the latter was always able to escape into the water. This supports the 
assumption made in earlier publications that polar bear predation of young walruses 
could be successful (Parovshchikov, 1967; Fay, 1982). On the other hand our 
observations did not contradict L. A. Popov’s opinion (1958) that polar bears could prey 
on calves trampled in panics caused by hunting bears. Then, attacking hauled out 
walruses and chasing them off the beach could be interpreted as a hunting maneuver 
aimed at provoking the panic and the trampling. Still, the calves’ death could just as well 
be viewed as a side effect of the hunting. We can state the fact that bears tend to watch 
walruses for long periods of time, probably assessing the situation and choosing a good 
moment for attack. There is no doubt that it’s the panic that allows bears to snatch calves 
out of the herd, by upsetting walrus defense behavior mechanisms.   
 

Chasing walruses off the beach when the heard is just beginning to haul out 
appears to make little sense, since small numbers of walruses on the beach greatly reduce 
prey selection opportunities. But if the bears congregating on the spit do it regularly, the 
walruses would lose any opportunity to form a haulout. As a result they would become 
tired and exhausted and that would increase the probability of more of them dying in the 
water and being subsequently washed up on the beach. Attempts by mature bears to 
attack adult walruses and bite them inflicting injuries obviously lead to the same result. 
We observed walruses sporting deep bloody cuts and scars on the head, neck, shoulders 
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and back from repeated bear attacks. These tactics of slowly exhausting and weakening 
the prey that had nowhere to escape were used by bears in wintertime to catch and kill 
walruses wintering in leads as described by W. Calvert and I. Stirling (1990).  
 

Our observations showed that walruses could quite successfully defend 
themselves from attacking bears, both as a group and one on one, actively using their 
tusks as a weapon. Therefore, hunting walruses is a risky pursuit for a bear, one fraught 
with serious injury. A greater percentage of hunts involving contact and standoffs on the 
southern shore, compared to those at the tip of the spit, indicated that when walruses 
hauled out along a stretched-out beach, where a predator could approach unnoticed, the 
likelihood of sudden attacks considerably increased. Hauling out at the tip of the spit 
gave the walruses a better chance to spot the approaching predator early enough to escape 
into the water. Far ends of spits are the optimal locations for coastal walrus haulouts. 
 

The environmental situation caused by total disappearance of ice around Wrangell 
Island, which resulted in the formation of massive coastal walrus haulouts and bear 
concentrations onshore, is detrimental, and if prolonged (as in 1990), practically 
catastrophic for both walruses and polar bears. This is evidenced by considerable 
numbers of emaciated animals and increased mortality observed in both species 
(Ovsyanikov, Kochnev, 1991; Ovsyanikov, 1993). Landlocked bears found themselves 
deprived of the opportunity to hunt ringed and bearded seals, which are their main prey 
and much easier to kill than walruses, for a long period of time. Walruses were forced to 
haulout on the coast in enormous numbers which created social stress and attracted 
predators. Both factors prevened the animals from having a good rest (Kochnev, 1991; 
Ovsyanikov, Kochne, 1991). 
 

Bears of all age groups attempted to approach or attack walruses on the beach, but 
only mature males and females actively hunted them, sometimes achieving success. The 
rest of the bears were forced to “sponge” off successful hunters or feed on old walrus 
hides that accumulated on the spit over the years. Male bears employed much riskier 
tactics when hunting walruses. I believe that the “freeloading” by young and low ranking 
bears, their “sponging” off mature animals plays an important role in the life of the 
population and affects polar bears’ sociality.  
 

Although walruses do not constitute polar bears’ main prey, the data obtained in 
this research shows that both populations periodically find themselves in environmental 
situations when the walrus becomes the main food source determining survival of many 
bears. Polar bear predation of walruses as one of the factors forming behavior pattern 
affects, through selection by behavioral qualities, other characteristics of both species.  
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