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Objectives 
Students will be able to: 
• Identify interest groups 

involved in bear 
conservation 

• Critically evaluate issues 
presented and make 
educated decisions 

• Make oral presentations 
of their opinions to the 
class 

 
Grade Level 
6-8 
 
Time to Complete 
One class session 
 
Subjects 
Science, social studies 
 
Materials 
• Copies of role play 

character summaries 

• Optional: supplies for 
creating props for the 
hearing 

 
  

 

Grizzlies in Our Backyard? 
 
 
Summary 
 
In this activity your students will take on the roles of different interest groups involved 
in a grizzly bear conservation issue. This particular scenario is based on real events and 
is meant to introduce students to the complexity of conservation issues. 
 
 
Background—U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service Proposal 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed reintroduction of the grizzly bear into the 
Selway-Bitteroot wilderness of Idaho and Montana. The proposal points out that this 
area is part of the historic range of the grizzly, and that the ecosystem needs its 
primary predators in order to be in ecological balance. Opponents of the proposal fear 
bear attacks on humans and livestock, poor or inadequate management of the 
operation, and intrusion into their private lives. People who make their living in these 
habitats—from logging, guiding hunters, grazing livestock, or mining—fear that the 
presence of grizzlies will keep them from doing these things economically and cut into 
their profits. Some hunters and guides are also concerned that grizzlies will kill too 
many young elk, leaving fewer for hunters. 
 
Because of the multitude of viewpoints, a panel of judges has been assembled to hold 
a hearing to listen to all sides of the case before deciding if the reintroduction can go 
forward. 
 
 
Preparation 
 
Prepare enough copies of the role play character summaries for each team. 
  
 
Procedure 
 

1. Introduce students to the proposal put forward by the Fish and Wildlife 
Service. You may wish to write it on or project it on the board, or read it out loud.  
 

2. Explain to the class that today they will take part in a public hearing to debate the merits of this proposal 
and decide the fate of grizzly reintroductions in this area. 

 
3. Have students brainstorm who they think the stakeholders would be in this debate. 

 
4. Divide the students into 6 groups: 5 interest groups and the panel of judges, who will make 

the final decision on the proposal. Explain that each group will take on the role of a 
particular interest group. 
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5. Hand out the role play information sheet appropriate for each group to that group only. Optional: groups 
may create or use props to demonstrate who they are representing. 
 

6. Emphasize that they are to debate the proposal based on the interests of the groups they are playing, NOT 
on their own personal opinions. Tell the students that they should read and discuss their position and be 
prepared to present it at the hearing.  

 
7. Give students about 15-20 minutes to read their cards and discuss their stance on the proposal. They can do 

additional research if time allows. You may want to suggest that each group appoint a note-taker and a chief 
spokesperson.  

 
8. While the groups are discussing, the panel of judges should go to another room and discuss what they think 

should happen before hearing the interest groups. This way they will not overhear the positions of the 
groups ahead of time. 

 
9. Once everyone is ready have the judges take their places at the front of the room. A spokesperson from 

each group should come to the front, one at a time, and present the position of the group. After each 
presentation, the judges should have a few minutes to ask questions. You may also want to give members of 
the other groups a chance to ask questions. 

 
10. When all the groups are finished, have the judges leave the room to discuss how they will vote. Give them 5 

minutes to discuss how they will vote on the proposal. 
 

11. When the judges are ready they should return to the classroom and explain their decision on the proposal to 
the class. 

 
12. After the judges announce their decision, lead a discussion with the whole class, who can now leave their 

roles behind and express their own opinions. What did they think of the outcome? Were they happy with it? 
Why or why not? How did it make them feel? What did they learn from this exercise? Did anyone change 
their minds from what they might have thought about the issue before the role play? 

 
 
Assessment 
 
Have students write newspaper articles as if they were reporters covering the reintroduction controversy. 
 
 
Extensions 
 

• Attend a public hearing on a wildlife issue. 
• Explore the legal/public doctrine/concept “wildlife as a public trust.” 
• lf you have time, have students conduct internet/library research to see if their interest groups are correctly 

represented in the role play cards, and have them determine what happened with the proposal (see 
Resources below). 

• Research other wildlife reintroduction efforts (wolves, for example). 
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Resources 
 

• Grizzly Bear Recovery in the Bitterroot Ecosystem, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service: 
http://www.fws.gov/pacific/news/grizzly/glizzlyQandA.htm 

• Grizzles in the Bitterroot Mountains Politically Thorny, Missoulian, January 17, 2010: 
http://missoulian.com/news/local/article_9dd378a2-032b-11df-8285-001cc4c002e0.html 

• Grizzly Bear, Fire Effects Information Database, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/animals/mammal/urarh/all.html  

• Bear Aware, Montana Magazine, November/December 2007: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/animals/mammal/urarh/all.html  

• Grizzly Bear, Wildlife Library, National Wildlife Federation: http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-
Library/Mammals/Grizzly-Bear.aspx  

• Public Opinions and Attitudes Toward Reintroducing Grizzly Bears to the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness Area 
of Idaho and Montana, Responsive Management: 
http://www.responsivemanagement.com/download/reports/Grizzly.pdf  

 

Adapted from “Grizzlies in Our Backyard? You Decide!” from Bears Educator’s Guide, National Wildlife Federation, 2001. 

http://www.fws.gov/pacific/news/grizzly/glizzlyQandA.htm
http://missoulian.com/news/local/article_9dd378a2-032b-11df-8285-001cc4c002e0.html
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/animals/mammal/urarh/all.html
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/animals/mammal/urarh/all.html
http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Mammals/Grizzly-Bear.aspx
http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Mammals/Grizzly-Bear.aspx
http://www.responsivemanagement.com/download/reports/Grizzly.pdf
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Role Play Summaries 
 
 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
 
The grizzly bear is listed as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act. When a 
species is listed, it falls to your agency to provide recovery plans, so this reintroduction plan is 
part of your job as required by law. When grizzly bears were listed as “threatened” in the lower 
48 states in 1975, that meant that the U.S. government was obligated to restore grizzly bears to 
suitable areas of their former range. In the lower 48 states, other than the Yellowstone National 
Park ecosystem and the Bob Marshall/Glacier Park wilderness complex where healthy grizzly 
populations already exist, only the Selway-Bitterroot Ecosystem offers the space, habitat, and 
wilderness crucial to support another viable, self-sustaining population. The Selway-Bitterroot 
wilderness can hold about 250 bears, a 4% increase in the population south of Canada.  
 
When agencies work to recover the grizzly bear in the Selway-Bitterroot ecosystem, they act on 
behalf of people across the country. Although some local citizens may disagree with federal 
actions, federal lands and wildlife belong to all United States citizens. 
 
 
 
 
Bears, Unlimited 
 
As a conservation group, you believe that grizzly bear reintroduction is essential to a healthy 
ecosystem. Efforts to reintroduce grizzly bears to their historic habitat benefit not only grizzlies 
themselves, but countless other species. Ecosystems that have their full array of wildlife, 
including large predators, are healthier, more resilient, more complete than an ecosystem 
where the predators are absent. Without large predators, an ecosystem can be out of balance 
with an incomplete food chain. ln addition, you know that bears, though often portrayed as 
fierce carnivores, eat mostly grasses, roots and berries. Despite popular misconception, bears 
are usually shy and not aggressive. 
 
Grizzly bears also help protect other species in a less direct way. The grizzly is known to 
scientists as an “umbrella” species. This is an ecological concept which recognizes that if areas 
are large and undisturbed enough to permit survival of grizzly bears, that many other plant and 
animal species will be protected by default. Species which benefit from the grizzly “umbrella” of 
protection in the Rocky Mountain West include lynx, wolverines and wolves, as well as the prey 
on which these species depend. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



National Wildlife Week   ►   March 17-23, 2014   ►   www.nwf.org/nationalwildlifeweek  

Wildlife Travel Agency 
 
You see a tremendous opportunity for tourism if the bears are reintroduced here. In your 
industry, grizzly bears are an especially big attraction. Studies in Alaska have shown that people 
are willing to pay more for trips to areas that have bears than for trips that have other wildlife 
species. This is the case even in Alaska where bears are abundant. Where bears are relatively 
scarce, such as the lower 48 states, the value of seeing grizzlies must be much higher! 
 
You know that in small towns bordering Yellowstone National Park, the local economy is getting 
a boost from the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone, with park visitors rating wolves as 
the animal they most want to see. Prior to wolves being reintroduced into Yellowstone, grizzly 
bears were listed as the animal people most wanted to see. 
 
Bears in the Selway-Bitterroot Ecosystem would offer visitors a chance to perhaps see one of 
America’s most awe-inspiring animals. Such anticipation will certainly add to the excitement, 
and if visitors are lucky enough to see one, it could well be the highlight of their trip. You are 
eager to get started selling “Bear Tours” to visitors. There is no clearer example of how grizzly 
restoration can benefit people AND wildlife! 
 
On the other hand, you live in the area and you know that some people are very worried that 
the bears pose a danger to their children and their ranches and their hunting trips. You think 
that if there are any bear attacks, and word gets out, tourism could definitely suffer. 
 
 
 
Ranchers and Hunters, Unlimited 
 
You are very concerned about the bear reintroduction proposal. Increased numbers of bears in 
your area will threaten your livestock and perhaps your families. You have heard that bears can 
be vicious and aggressive animals. You worry that they will attack and kill your livestock—on 
which you depend to make a living. You are also worried that these bears may wander too close 
to your home and become a threat to your young children. You do not want your families to be 
in danger. You are also not crazy about the idea of the government interfering in your area and 
making changes to the way nearby land is managed. You like the Selway-Bitterroot area just the 
way it is. 
 
As hunters, you are worried that grizzlies will kill so may elk and deer that there will not be any 
left to hunt, or they will be very hard to fìnd. Some of your group members have a thriving 
business in leading others to good hunting spots and you are worried that the business will fail 
once bears are roaming the forests again. 
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Citizens United of Selway-Bitterroot 
 
You have very mixed feelings about the reintroduction proposal. On the one hand, you are 
excited about having these animals nearby and having visitors come to your community to see 
them. You know that increased tourism will be good for your community. You also know that 
this area is one of the bears’ historic homes, and that it’s important to protect them under the 
law. On the other hand, the hunters among you are worried about the bears as competition for 
their hunting of deer and elk. How many bears will there be? Will they eat many deer and 
threaten opportunities for successful hunts? You are worried that the reintroduction may place 
restrictions on what you are allowed do in your “backyard” wilderness area, where you love to 
spend time. You have also heard stories and seen movies about bears attacking humans and 
you worry for the safety of your family. You like to bring your children hiking and camping in 
the wilderness area and are worried that if bears are reintroduced there, you won’t be as safe 
as you are now. 
 
You feel it is important that citizens of the local area have a say in how the reintroduction will 
be handled, if it happens, rather than leaving all the decisions to the federal government. The 
people who live here should be able to decide how issues in their area are resolved! 
 
 
 
 
Panel of Judges 
 
You want to do what’s right for the people, because you want to be fair. Your goal is to come up 
with a decision that is as fair as possible and that balances the needs of the different groups of 
people you serve. You are charged with upholding the laws of the land, both those that protect 
wildlife and those that protect people from too much government interference. So you are 
determined to listen carefully to all of the arguments and make a well-thought-out decision. 
Make lists of the arguments you think you will hear in favor proposal and against it, to prepare 
you for presentations. 

 


