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A Bear-y Good Surprise.

The Syrian brown bear is the largest animal in the Carnivore section of
the Zoo and this year when they emerged from a long winters sleep they
had a nice surprise waiting for them. The Syrian brown bear is extinct in
Egypt, Israel, Lebanon and, more recently, Syria. Outside the ex-USSR,
it occurs in Iran, Iraq and Turkey. Due to habitat loss and the fact they
are a popular target for big game hunters in the Middle East and Asia,
the population is declining. Addtionally, Bear bile (ursodeoxycholic
acid) is a valuable commodity because of its use in traditional Chinese
medicine as an assumed cure for rheumatism, poor eyesight and gall
stones. Generally found in the mountainous areas throughout its home
range, the Syrian brown bear forages for food in grasslands, meadows,
forests and have even been known to enter mountain villages to feed on
grains and nuts. In order to build up the fat supply they need for the
winter, Bears have fo eat a great deal of nutritious food during the
summer and autumn. At the Zoo they get fed vegetables, fruits, seeds,
nuts and vitamin supplements. Once a week they recieve chicken or
meat and they fast one day week to stay healthy. This diet fattens them
up nicely for their entrance into the den around November. The Syrian
brown bear goes into a period of deep sleep in the winter. This is often
called hibernation, but it is not as deep as the true hibernation of some
smaller mammals. Many prefer to use the term "denning" in place of
hibernating. A bear's body temperature remains relatively stable
(depressed from 37°C to approximately 31°C) and it can be easily
aroused. (In contrast, hibernating ground squirrels may have core body
temperatures as low as -2° C.) During this dormancy period, which can
be as long as six months, Bears depend on stored body fat to provide the
energy they need to stay alive. Bears often dig a den into the ground for
a warm and protected sleeping place, or they might use natural caves or
hollow trees. Here at The Jerusalem Zoo, the Bear house has a den
already made with a peep hole for the keepers to check up on them daily
without disturbing them. The Bears at the Biblical Zoo have been doing
this for years so why write about it in the Propil? Because this year they
had a surprise waiting for them in the spring, and it only took about 8
minutes before they found it. Some of you may have noticed that the
Bear enclosure is rocky, which doesn’t provide much activity for those
long claws designed to dig in the ground and climb up and rake things
off of trees. Every winter, while they are in the den, the Bears' toys are
updated and changed for them but this year, a project four years in the
waiting, was completed. At the far right of the exhibit, in front of the
three large windows, is a giant bear sized dirt box filled with compost
from our zoo and daily filled with food for the bears to dig after. One
day in the middle of March, we all stood around to watch their initial
cncounter with the dirt play box. Albert, Shoshana, Shachar and Aliza
all came out for the first time after a long winter’s hibernation. They had
that skinny spaced out look of almost awake bears that weren’t quite
sure if they even wanted to be there. Truth is they may decide to stay
inside for a few more days before coming out for good. Albert was the
first to wander over, and after examining the outside of the box from all
sides, climbed in. He was quickly followed by Shachar and Shoshana
and it was a treat to watch them figure out just what this funny stuff
under their feet was, We watched them lifting their feet high up and put
them back it gingerly back down as they sniffed and snuffled at the
strange stuff. In the coming weeks I expect we will see lots of rolling
and digging and general enjoyment of their new toy. The best part is that
it’s all happening just the other side of the window where everyone will
get to see them up close. So come and enjoy together with the bears a
Bear-y Good Surprise!

Wishing you all a Happy Pesach.

Check out our website for Pesach events at the Zoo:
wwe.jerusalemzoo.org.il
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