
Intro (00:01): 

Welcome to Earthly, a Clemson University podcast discussing issues of agriculture, horticulture, nature, 
and design impacting the world nation, state of South Carolina and even your home. Here's your host, 
Jonathan Vet. 

Jonathan (00:17): 

There's an old campfire song where a bear goes over the mountain to see what he could see. Well, 
lately, there are a lot of media reports about a lot of bears going over a lot of mountains, and what 
they're seeing is tract houses, hot tubs and minivans. Today on Earthly, I talk with Clemson associate 
professor Sherry Rodriguez about why these bears are moving into the suburbs. Here's a hint: It's not to 
join the homeowners association. 

Jonathan (00:42): 

Rodriguez researches the human dimensions of wildlife conservation and management, and that 
includes human wildlife interactions and conflicts. She's also going to help us think through the human 
attitudes towards our encounters with animals that can kill us. And we're going to spend some time 
trying to understand the trend of humans risking life and limb to get close to dangerous animals in 
national parks. What seems like pure lunacy might be something more. Sherry, thanks for joining me on 
Earthly.  

 

There have been a lot of reports in the media lately about black bears roaming around South Carolina 
suburbs. It seems like most of the sightings are in the Piedmont and the upstate, but are there bears in 
other parts of the state as well? 

Shari (01:23): 

First, thank you for having me and allowing us to discuss this really important topic because it's just 
going to get more and more prominent in the news. Yes, there are two major populations of bears in 
South Carolina. There is a coastal population and there is an upstate sort of Piedmont Mountain 
population. Right now, the population sort of in the center, Sandhill area, you know, center of the, the 
state, it's not big. But there's probably a few stray bears here and there. Our, our South Carolina 
population, just like the population in the, in the United States, is growing and expanding. We can 
expect to see bears in places in the future where we haven't seen them before. 

Jonathan (02:06): 

Do we know what the numbers are. 

Shari (02:08): 

The Black Bear population is really healthy across the United States. It is also quite healthy in South 
Carolina. So yes, it is growing and expanding in South Carolina. The estimates put the population 
between eight 800 and about 1,500. I would expect that's probably pretty accurate. The interesting 
thing about black bears in South Carolina is it's both listed as a game species and a species of priority. So 
it is a moderate priority species on the state wildlife action plan, which means in some areas it has to be, 
if not protected, it's not hunted in other areas. There's actually a season, so in the upstate, there's 
actually a bear dog season. So you can hunt bears with dogs for one week in the Upstate, and then 
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there's a coastal hunting season. So again, in some areas you can hunt them and in other areas you 
cannot. 

Jonathan (03:07): 

How do we count bears? 

Shari (03:09): 

Yeah, typically, so like any large mammal, we use some, you know process like marker capture. So we 
would use, in this day and age, there's several ways you can do that. You can use a camera trap, like of 
course you can go out and count bears. Bears don't typically show up on cue right? For you to count 
them. So you've gotta find another way. And the easy ways to do it are camera traps, right? You set up 
camera traps. In a grid pattern, you do a marker capture process. It's a fairly lengthy process, but you're 
basically, you know, counting them, getting a density, getting an occupancy. Or you can also use other, 
you can use footprints. You can use scat. Sofecal matter. You can also use hair. Hair is sort of an older 
method where you set up barbed wire and as the bear passes under the barbed wire, it sort of gets hair 
pulled out, and then you can run DNA on that bear and, and actually identify individuals. So there's lots 
of ways with larger mammals that you can, larger fur bearers, that you can count them. 

Jonathan (04:19): 

So there's a lot of talk about human encroachment on bear habitat. We know that the population of 
South Carolina is growing and those people have to live somewhere, but is that the primary factor in the 
bears showing up in the suburbs, or are there other factors at play? 

Shari (04:36): 

So we have to first talk about standard population growth, right? Bears are healthy, the population is 
healthy, they're growing. So they have what's called the positive lambda. No matter what we throw at 
them, what we're doing to cause mortality, let's say, let's say, you know the increase in the number of 
roads is causing more bear collisions. That's killing bears, but the population growth is gonna continue to 
allow that population to grow. But, yes, our population is growing much faster than bear population. So 
in order to accommodate human population growth, we're expanding and developing into areas where 
they were. It was previously rural. And that expansion is moving into areas that were, say, core habitat 
for black bears where they were undisturbed. Once we build new suburbs into those areas, we are 
disturbing them. It doesn't matter where we build, we're going to have bears. And since the population 
is growing, it's just a matter of time before someone starts seeing bears as far as like them heading into, 
you know, more urban areas. A bear's gonna be a bear, and often a bear's behavior, any animal's 
behavior, comes down to energetics. Whatever they can do to save energy is the best thing for them. 
And it really comes down to what we do that can prevent that. 

Jonathan (06:13): 

So it sounds like you're discussing a sort of inevitability. Bear populations are growing, human 
populations are growing, and we're sort of clashing in a way. Can you talk a little bit about the bear 
lifecycle? You said that populations are growing. What does that mean? Like, how many cubs do they 
have? 

Shari (06:29): 

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kZ1P-B1-Pr6lGtC65m0SPiXlAm5gpk3iER0bLoTrwN0qRoKCO5WVBAEfr67g66b3B16IQpb9mJExKUc_eMWUVtAp_Aw?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kZ1P-B1-Pr6lGtC65m0SPiXlAm5gpk3iER0bLoTrwN0qRoKCO5WVBAEfr67g66b3B16IQpb9mJExKUc_eMWUVtAp_Aw?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kZ1P-B1-Pr6lGtC65m0SPiXlAm5gpk3iER0bLoTrwN0qRoKCO5WVBAEfr67g66b3B16IQpb9mJExKUc_eMWUVtAp_Aw?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kZ1P-B1-Pr6lGtC65m0SPiXlAm5gpk3iER0bLoTrwN0qRoKCO5WVBAEfr67g66b3B16IQpb9mJExKUc_eMWUVtAp_Aw?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kZ1P-B1-Pr6lGtC65m0SPiXlAm5gpk3iER0bLoTrwN0qRoKCO5WVBAEfr67g66b3B16IQpb9mJExKUc_eMWUVtAp_Aw?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kZ1P-B1-Pr6lGtC65m0SPiXlAm5gpk3iER0bLoTrwN0qRoKCO5WVBAEfr67g66b3B16IQpb9mJExKUc_eMWUVtAp_Aw?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink


Typically a female will have two cubs, but on a good year, like, I mean, you think about it, the resources 
are good. You can produce more young, so they can have up to like five or six young, but that's not 
typical. So in a good year, you might see triplets, you might see four on a poor year where you know, 
there's not a lot of food. Maybe they'll have a single cub or, you know, sometimes they'll have triplets 
and there'll be a runt and the runt doesn't survive. And the two, you know, more stout, robust cubs will 
survive. But it's typical to have two. 

Jonathan (07:07): 

We know development is not gonna stop and the population of South Carolina is increasing, and there's, 
there has to be places for people to live. And we know there's a certain inevitability towards this 
process. But that being said, are there steps that humans can take to reduce the likelihood of bears 
coming into their subdivisions and their home sites? 

Shari (07:28): 

There are things we can do to remove bear attractants. Bear attractants include things like barbecues, 
bird feeders, garbage even, you know, beehives. So apiaries and gardens even potentially could be an 
attractant. And the things that we can do is to minimize those, those effects. So not leaving a barbecue 
out, that's dirty. So that means putting it inside not leaving pet food outside. If you're going to use a bird 
feeder, then the, the recommendation is to hang it 12 feet high or higher across a wire between two 
trees, because if you hang it off a tree, they're gonna climb it and eat the bird seed. If you have bees, 
you're raising bees or you're raising chickens, then making sure they're appropriately protected and 
fenced. There's no guarantee there, right? The bear can still bears climb really well, so they can still get 
into those protected areas. 

Shari (08:31): 

Garbage is a huge thing. It's easier to put the trash out the night before so that we don't have to get up 
early in the morning to meet the trash guy, but that's really poor bear behavior. That's bear unfriendly 
behavior, if you will. So putting it out, you know, an hour before the garbage comes is going to minimize 
the exposure of that situation, or bear proofing. It's not gonna remove the attractant, but it is going to 
keep the bear from getting into the garbage. The bear learns that, Hey, I can't get into this garbage. I've 
done that. They're smart. I've been to that house. I can't get into the garbage. I'm not going there again. 
So, yes, there are things that we can do to minimize it, but again, there's no guarantee that you're not 
gonna see a bear. 

Jonathan (09:18): 

We talked about the cubs. What are they learning? I mean, it sounds like if mom and dad are bringing 
these cubs into the neighborhood to chow down on the bacon drippings that are left on the barbecue, 
it's teaching them that too. 

Shari (09:34): 

When you have a bear that is so reliant on the human dominated system, it's almost inevitable that 
eventually that animal's gonna hurt somebody or something, whether it be a dog, whether it be a, a 
person, and it's not because the bear is bad or evil, it's that it's going to be defending itself. It happens 
all the time. I mean, I just saw a video on Facebook of a friend who, you know, lives in a mountain area 
and bear came in, mama bear with her cubs, and her dogs went running after it, and one of her dogs got 
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swiped in the head and has a big cut in its head. It goes back to our behavior. We can control our 
behavior with intention where again, that bear is just looking to make a living. 

Jonathan (10:20): 

Okay. Let's talk about the human attitudes towards these interactions. I would imagine the psychology 
and emotions surrounding interactions with wildlife varies pretty greatly depending on the species and 
the circumstances. I mean, I'm the kind of person who gets excited when I see a bear in my 
neighborhood or an alligator down in the low country. I think it's really cool that we live in a place where 
these wild creatures live among us. But what does the research teach us about how most people feel 
about this? 

Shari (10:46): 

First, let me give a nod to E.O. Wilson, who is a, you know, was a — he passed in the past couple years 
— but a brilliant conservationist and, and biologist. And he came up with this theory called biophilia. 
And biophilia says that people are inherently attracted to nature and animals. And there is, I would 
divide people into three groups. I would divide people into the first group, which is people like you and I 
who get really excited to see the bear, to see the alligator, even though we know it could kill us, right? 
It's exciting to see that and we're attracted, inherently attracted to those animals. Then there are the 
people who are indifferent who just, you know, it's a kind of the middle ground. They just don't really 
care one way or another. I would say that's the minimum or the minimum portion of all people. 

Shari (11:41): 

But then there are the people who are who are afraid of bears, who haven't been exposed to wild 
animals maybe, or they had a bad experience as a child, whatever the reason they are afraid. So we 
have this interesting mixture that makes dealing with wild animals really it, from my perspective as a 
human dimensions researcher, we're, we're rather unpredictable when it comes to, you know, who's 
going to react in what way to the animal. And while attitudes towards the animals are important, they, 
they predict our tolerance for those animals, right? Prior to an event happening where you have some 
sort of actual interaction, likely a negative interaction, a conflict as we would call it, you know, when we 
think about it prior to that, people get excited. There's some component, some some aspect of 
excitement and seeing that animal, but the attitude only goes so far. 

Shari (12:45): 

What really becomes important is the behavior, our behavior, so to what happens after an interaction. 
And then it really depends on what we do in response. Do we retaliate? Do we say get rid of all the 
bears? Or do we say, you know what this is, I live in bear country. I have a grad student who is doing a 
project a human bear conflict project on the coast in the northern or greater Myrtle Beach area. There's 
an area called Carolina Forest where we're actually, we, we've concluded our data collection and now 
we're entering data to see what we've got. But the entire study, the entire questionnaire is about how 
people are attracting what their behavior is doing to attract bears, because it is the one area in, on the 
coast of South Carolina that has bear conflicts. This area, it's like 34,000 homes, and it is a concentrated 
area of conflict. So we need to understand what we are doing, humans are doing to attract the bears so 
that we can limit that, mitigate that behavior in order to keep them at a safe distance. 

Jonathan (13:59): 

And once we understand that, what happens next? 
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Shari (14:02): 

There's policy. Hey, make a rule that you can't leave out a bird feeder, you know, in the summer, you 
can only do it during the winter or, and that's just an example, not a realistic one. Um, or once you finish 
using your barbecue, you need to put away, or more importantly, and we see this actually happening is 
with garbage cans is, you know, you have to have a bear-proof trash can or you can only leave it out you 
know, an hour before pickup, right? These trash companies have a lot of power to influence people's 
behavior based on their policies. So that's one way to do it. Yes, education's another way to do it. But 
our research shows us that, you know, unless the person has a direct interaction with a bear, direct 
experience is the most influential thing with regards to human behavior. Once there's an interaction, 
then there's likely to be some sort of change. But prior to that, there may not, may or may not be 
change. It really depends on how environmentally conscious that person is. You know, there's a variety 
of factors. But yeah, what we can do, what humans can do to mitigate conflict is how we change human 
wildlife conflicts? 

Jonathan (15:23): 

As I mentioned before, I think it's, it's really exciting that we live among animals like bears and alligators, 
but I'm not gonna go and try and pat 'em on the head. Yet there seems like an epidemic of, I have no 
other way to describe it, of some kinda lunacy where people are walking up to dangerous animals, 
especially in in national parks, that I have this theory that you know, a hundred years ago, 150 years ago, 
we lived a pioneer lifestyle. And since we lived that sort of pioneer lifestyle, we as humans understood 
both the beauty and awe of nature. And, and because we lived so close to nature, we also understood 
its dangers. And in a sense, I feel like now people have almost forgotten how dangerous nature can be 
and animals can be. So we do stupid things like walk up to a bull bison and get a selfie. 

Shari (16:26): 

The research shows very clearly that there's a disconnect between humans and nature. And, and that is 
really because, you know, we're living in cities more and more. Um, I think that we definitely have a 
disconnect. And, you know, there's the, the book last Child in the Woods, I can never remember the 
author's name. Brilliant, brilliant concept. But this concept of nature deficit disorder, that we have this 
disconnect, and granted, it's more pronounced according to the research, it's more pronounced in the 
younger generation. I get the pleasure of, you know, working with all these undergrads and graduate 
student who grew up like me. They are the exception in this day and age where I'm preaching to the 
choir when I'm talking about the things I'm talking about in class. And I find it's the kids who, you know, 
their parents cultivated a love for nature as a young child and into their, you know, teens and adult 
years. They're the ones that are gonna be our conservationists, and they're gonna be the ones that are 
gonna drum up this interest in the rest of the population, right? It has to be people who have this 
passion and this fire for animals and nature that are gonna hopefully ignite that passion in other people, 
even if it's just a hobby. You know, for me it's a, it's a career. It's a passionate career. And a lot of these 
students that I have the pleasure to teach they are very similar in that way. 

Jonathan (18:05): 

So speaking of your career you've done some pretty innovative research into feral hogs and, and tigers 
and, and other types of animals. Tell us about about your research and some of what you found out 

Shari (18:21): 
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My more recent work has. So I have kind of what I call two branches of work right now. Well, three 
branches. One is recreational hunting behavior, so human hunters. Um, I just publishing with a couple of 
grad students that graduated about three years ago. Were just getting to the process of finishing up 
these publications and they're hunting publications, Turkey hunters and WMA users. But I haven't done 
any hunting research in a few years now. What I'm really concentrated on is human wildlife conflicts. 
And the cool part being a, you know, a woman of color the cool part is that there's always DEI 
component, an environmental justice component to the conflict research that I do. And I love that 
whether it's talking about, you know, unrepresented peoples, whatever it might be, but what have I 
done recently done some human back conflict research mainly concentrated on stump house tunnel 
with a former grad student, Becky Brown, who now works for DNR that really just showed that, you 
know, people are willing to make concessions in order to, to protect the bats in Stumphouse tunnel 
because they, you know, white nose syndrome is a huge issue, spreads very easily. 

Shari (19:43): 

The bats are disturbed, you know there's already some protection for those bats, but people are willing 
to make more concessions in order to protect those animals more. I'm working on a couple of tiger 
projects. She's looking at sort of connectivity and, and conflict hotspots in in northern India. I also 
started a project a few years back that hopefully I'm gonna be finishing in the next couple years on 
looking at, India relocates people from areas that would make good national parks. So tiger numbers in 
India are increasing because they're taking such, I would say, assertive strategy of creating more habitat 
for tigers, but it's at the expense of local people because they're being relocated out of areas to make 
room for tigers. So those people haven't had a voice, we're giving them a voice. Um, I have a student 
doing human jaguar research in Columbia. She's Colombian. And so we're looking at, you know, sort of a 
variety of things, but one of them is we're using an economic theory to sort of roll it into this idea of 
whether people buy into conservation. So, literally, it's consumer theory, but we're using it for, you 
know, like more of a sort of an offhand like are they buying into conservation? 

Jonathan (21:15): 

So I want to ask you a follow up question to the to the research you did in India. One of the things I'm 
interested in is, I would imagine there's an economic component to that, right? We have tourists who 
are visiting India. My brother was just there on a birding trip. He got to see some tigers. Talk a little bit 
about thatbecause that sounds like it's more of it sounds like it might be as much of an economic 
decision as it is a conservation decision. 

Shari (21:39): 

It's entirely an economic conservation decision, right? The conservation leads directly to the economy. 
So tigers drum up a huge amount of revenue in India. They're one of their biggest revenue makers, to 
my understanding, the largest proportion is in India. And so, you know, people go to India to see tigers, 
and it's one of the only places left where you can go and you're almost guaranteed to see one. But 
what's interesting, it's an interesting topic because while, while India's making these national parks, the 
research shows that the majority of tigers are living outside of national parks. India's pretty forward 
thinking when it comes to economic drivers with regards to conservation. So yeah, but again, it's at the 
expense of people because I was really lucky to go to two separate villages, two villages that had been 
relocated out of really dense forest that, you know, a five hour, a five hour travel time to get to a city. So 
that means medical care is not easy. Education's pretty much doesn't, doesn't happen. So relocating 
them can be really good so that they're closer to infrastructure, but it also takes 'em away from these 
ancestral homes where they've lived for generation after generation. 
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Jonathan (23:05): 

Sherry, talk a little bit about the importance of hunting to managing wildlife. I know that there are a lot 
of people who are against it and feel like it's a violent act. 

Shari (23:15): 

Yeah. Thank you for asking that. That's such an important topic. And I get it, I get that people find 
hunting unsavory, totally, completely get it. But I have since learned, not just in grad school, but also 
from traveling the world, how important hunting is. And I wanna bring it back of courseto the black 
bears that we started talking about, but I wanna just talk about hunting in general. Um, hunting gives 
animals value. Unfortunately, sometimes without the hunting, animals don't have value, especially if 
they're conflict species, a species that you know, does some sort of harm. If there is not hunting, or at 
least tourism, that species may not have value to us economically. Internationally, one of the biggest 
lessons for me was going to East Africa. And I did my master's research in Kenya and seeing Kenya 
against Tanzania, Tanzania at the time held about 25% of the remaining wildlife on the continent 
because they did big game hunting. 

Shari (24:31): 

So while people demonize hunting and definitely demonize big game hunting, it has a place, it is a tool in 
the conservation toolbox. As contrary as it may seem back here in the U.S. what I really wish people 
understood was how important hunting is in our current format of, of funding for non-game species. So 
when a hunter buys a license, buys the equipment, they pay an excise tax, and that excise tax per the 
Pittman-Robertson Act or the Dingle-Johnson Act, Pittman Robertson is for hunting, Dingle Johnson is 
for fishing. That excise tax goes into a pot of money at the federal level, and then it gets later spread to 
the states. And so that money from hunters goes to fund non-game species like salamanders, like the 
non fur bearers you know, what the birds, you know, raptors, et cetera, species that we would not hunt. 
Hunters are actually funding that conservation effort. If we didn't have hunters, we wouldn't be able to 
save these non-game species that we have in our incredible state of South Carolina as well as 
nationwide. 

Jonathan (25:56): 

Sherry, this has been really interesting. I think we've learned a lot today about human animal conflicts, 
why the bears are moving into the suburbs. It's not because of the good schools,there are other reasons, 
<laugh>, and I appreciate you coming on. 

Shari (26:10): 

Yeah, thank you so much for, for this, Jonathan. This is really fun. 

Outro (26:20): 

Earthly is a production of Clemson University and can be found wherever you get your podcasts. 
Listeners can find archived episodes of earthly transcripts and learn more about our guests by visiting 
clemson.edu/earthly. 
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