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Asiatic brown bears Ursus arctos are the least studied
populations of this species, thus assessment of their status and
distribution is recognized as a priority by the IUCN. In fact, the
brown bears of Asia have lost more than half of their former
range during the past century, yet little scientific information on
different aspects of their life is available. Bears of the Caucasus
are of particular interest as their populations, for various
natural and human-induced causes, are almost isolated from
the Eastern European populations and their taxonomic status
remains understudied. In the meantime, Iranian bears, at the
crossroads of three continents, show a significant diversity
from other brown bears and form a unique clade unrelated to
any extant lineage. However, no rigorous data on population
size, genetic diversity, and conservation status of the bears of
Iran is available.

With an area of ~800 km?, Arasbaran Protected Area (APA) is
one of the last nuclei of mixed deciduous forest in Northwestern
Iran. The areas have officially received protection since 1973
and declared as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1976.
Nevertheless, conservation of APA has faced major challenges
as more than 23,500 nomads live within its perimeters, mainly
as traditional pastoralist and bee keepers. As a result, carnivore-
human conflicts are high, usually leading to persecution of
the so-called problematic predators. Meanwhile, the area
has been subject to unsustainable logging, illegal mining,
road construction, and poaching in recent decades. Thus, we
urgently need to assess the status of bears in this protected
area in order to plan more effective conservation programs.
APAis a well-known habitat of the brown bear across the Iranian
Caucasus, where it appears to act as a source population
to those of adjacent marginal habitats. Therefore, assessing
the population size and genetic status of this population can
provide valuable guidelines for conservation and management
of the brown bears throughout the Caucasian eco-region in
Iran.
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B Main research questions

1. What is the population size of brown bears in Arasbaran
Biosphere Reserve?

2. |s the Arasbaran population genetically isolated?

3. Is there any risk of inbreeding depression?

B Methods

The method will be based on collection of fecal samples
throughout the study area in order to perform both a statistically-
based population assessment and a genetic analysis. APA will
be divided into geographically separated blocks and, given
their accessibility and availability of potential bear habitats,
transects of different length (maximizing the coverage extent)
will be assigned to different teams to search for bear scats by
walking the area. Accordingly, a minimum of seven major blocks
are recognized that each will be searched in 4-6 days. Scat
collection will be based on guidelines provided by Murphy et al.
(2002) and Stenglein et al. (2010). Samples will be kept in room
temperature prior to the lab work and the remains will be used
to determine summer dietary intake of bears. DNA extraction
and genotyping for individual identification will be done in
accordance with previous similar studies (e.g. Bellemain et
al. 2007, De Barba et al. 2010). Moreover, population genetic
parameters and relatedness for population genetic analyses
will be studied. We will use rarefaction indices for estimating
current population size of Arasbaran bears in line with models
developed by e.g. Kohn et al. (1999) and Eggert et al. (2003).
Finally, genetic makeup of Arasbaran bears will be compared
with those of previously reported populations.
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