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The Andean Bear Conservation 
Alliance in a joint initiative of 
Wildlife Conservation Society and 
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo, in 
partnership with the St. Louis Zoo 
and support of the Bear Specialist 
Group/IUCN. 

The goal of the Andean Bear 
Conservation Alliance is to 
support the conservation of the 
Andean bear through innovative 
funding models, research, and 
the implementation of effective 
conservation strategies for the 
conservation of the remaining 
populations.  

Every 5 years the Andean Bear 
Conservation Alliance develops a 
strategic plan to guide our 
upcoming activities. The alliance's 
2011-2015 strategic plan 
focused on the development of 
inexpensive, effective, rapid and 
replicable techniques to assess the 
state of the remaining Andean 
bear natural habitat  and 
populations within it, as well as 
assessing trends of major threats 
to their persistence.  



and basic ecological research in regional 
workshops?  How could we make the limited 
funds coming from zoos have a strategic and 
significant impact on the conservation of this 
species?

As the idea for the Andean Bear 
Conservation Alliance developed we had no 
real knowledge of the extent and scope of 
work that would eventually be involved, of the 
difficulties and frustrations, the failures and 
successes, in short, the bumpy and beautiful 
road that was ahead of us.  

Now years later, and after completion of the 
first five-year strategic plan of the Andean 
Bear Conservation Alliance we want to share 
with you the results of the past 5 years.

Dear Friends, 

In 2007 we sat down together and attempted 
to write down on paper an idea that we had 
discussed over a period of two years. It all 
began with a simple question. What was the 
most important thing that we could do for 
Andean bear conservation?

We knew that we lacked basic information on 
bear distribution and status. We knew that we 
needed to identify key areas for conservation 
of this species. We knew that we needed well-
trained people collecting accurate data in a 
consistent way, in order to piece together a 
picture of the status of Andean bear 
populations and habitats. 

Along with the identification of needs and 
development of ideas came more questions.

Was there a way to work collaboratively, with 
multiple partners on the ground in Andean 
bear range countries, toward a real regional 
conservation plan for this species – one 
based on accurate and collective data?

Could we link strategic and consistent 
capacity-building efforts with habitat 
monitoring, presence/absence assessments 
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Species Profile

The Andean bear, or spectacled bear, is a wide-
ranging species that lives in the mountainous 
regions of western Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Peru and Bolivia. Its preferred habitat is high-
altitude páramo grasslands and dense cloud 
forests on steep, remote slopes.  

This species is the only representative of the family 
Ursidae in Latin America, and remarkably the only 
extant species of the sub-family Tremarctinae 
(short-faced bears) remaining in the world. As its 
unofficial status as Machupicchu Sanctuary's 
mascot indicates, it is one of the most charismatic 
species found throughout the Tropical Andes 
Region. 

Andean bears are listed as “Vulnerable” by the 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. The most 
serious threats to the species include: lack of 
knowledge about the species due to its reclusive 
nature; habitat fragmentation and loss; human-
induced mortality; lack of institutional capacity to 
manage protected areas (vital rangeland for the 
bears); and limited recognition by authorities in 
charge of Andean bear conservation and 
management. 

As Andean bear range shrinks due to the 
expansion of human activities, bears are forced 
into areas that are populated and used by humans. 
In this new environment, they may prey on livestock 
or eat crops - critical livelihood resources for many 
people throughout the bears' range- when other 
food resources are no longer available. As a 
consequence, human-induced mortality has been 
increasing throughout the bears' range as the 
impacts of other threats continue to grow.

If these threats persist, Andean bear populations 
are predicted to be reduced by more than 30% in 
the next 30 years—a serious conservation 
challenge that the Andean Bear Conservation 
Alliance is working to address. 



Conserving the remaining Andean bear 
populations represents an immense 
challenge. The ABCA has united to tackle 
conservation threats to the species using 
a multifaceted approach. Strategies 
include field research to better 
understand bear  ecology and 
distribution, engagement of local 
protected area management to establish 
and scale robust conservation plans 
focused on population monitoring and 
capacity-building, and the creation of a 
sustainable and collaborative funding 
model to support this work and ensure 
species conservation. 

Today, we can reflect back on the action 
plan from nearly two decades ago and 
note immense progress. In 1999, 
Andean bear distribution was almost a 
mystery in Colombia, southern Ecuador 
and northern Bolivia, due largely to 
landscape inaccessibility and lack of 
capacity to develop large scale 
surveillance and monitoring efforts. After 
continuous efforts by local and 
international NGOs, we now have much 
more information on species distribution, 
yet still lack critical and current 
information/data for many parts of the 
Andean bear range. 

Surveying the unassessed patches of 
Andean bear habitat and monitoring the 
conservat ion  s tatus  of  known 
populations is a challenge considering 
the huge areas and difficult terrain 
involved. Equipment, effective techniques 
and funds are needed to ensure this work 

is completed. The ABCA seeks to 
produce robust and up to date 
information of Andean bear populations 
status and distribution at the most 
important strongholds, and to do so in 
cost-effective and practical ways.

We determined that the critical element in 
ensuring knowledge of Andean bear 
population status and hence Andean 
bear conservation, is a group of highly 
trained professionals with the necessary 
tools and skills located in various 
countries throughout the range to assess 
the distribution and status of the Andean 
bear. The national park system personnel 
of Andean countries are particularly 
important for the conservation of Andean 
bear populations. Protected areas are the 
“core” conservation areas in many 
landscapes as they are the best 
preserved areas of remaining wilderness 
and have institutional support for their 
c o n t i n u e d  c o n s e r v a t i o n  a n d  
management.

To ensure they are effective, ABCA 
researchers must be affiliated with or 
o therwise  suppor ted  by  local  
governmental and non-governmental 
institutions that also work to protect 
Andean bears. The national park system 
personnel and early career scientists of 
Andean countries are particularly 
important for Andean bear conservation 
work. With these individuals engaged in 
a collaborative monitoring effort, we are 
better able to understand and protect 
Andean bears. 

The Challenge



Over the last 30 years many local, regional 
and international institutions have funded 
Andean bear research and conservation 
initiatives. Most of these grants were of 
$5,000 or less and many initiatives were 
localized in space and time, focused on a 
narrow or specific issue, without follow-up 
funding or activity, and lacking important 
linkages to a broader, cohesive strategy. In 
other words, funding models, and their 
accompanying Andean bear research and 
conservation efforts, were largely 
unsustainable.

In 2008, things began to change. The 
successful development of the Second 
International Andean Bear Symposium, 
held in Lima, Peru, demonstrated that an 
alliance of many institutions around a 
common goal would be a powerful 
strategy to achieve our ambitious 
conservation goals. With this in mind, 
Andean bear conservation leaders and 
stakeholders decided to establish an 
institutional alliance.

In 2010, the Wildlife Conservation Society 
and Cleveland Metroparks Zoo, with 
support of the IUCN Bear Specialist Group, 
solidified this alliance around a common 
strategic plan for Andean bear 
conservation. We consolidated our efforts 
around a specific conservation goal and 
targeted lines of action. To finance the 
effort, each institution involved committed 
to direct funds it usually devoted to Andean 
bear conservation to the alliance. 

The Andean Bear Conservation Alliance 
(ABCA) was born. 

ABCA History

Cleveland Metroparks Zoo 
is committed to securing a 
future for wildlife around 
t he  wo r ld  t h rough  
initiatives that protect 
wildlife, build conservation 
capacity, and promote 
conservation science.

The Zoo has been involved in the 
conservation of the Andean bear since 
2000 and has been working in 
co l laborat ion  wi th  the  Wi ld l i fe  
Conservation Society on Andean bear 
conservation efforts since 2006. In 2008 
the Zoo provided support for the Second 
International Symposium on the Andean 
Bear and began to work with WCS on the 
development of a coordinated approach to 
the conservation of the Andean bear 
throughout its range. In 2010 this effort 
was formally adopted as the Andean Bear 
Conservation Alliance. 

education and inspiring people to value 
nature. WCS is the pioneering institution 
in  Andean bear  research  and 
conservation. Starting in the late 1970's 
with Bernard Peyton's work in Peru, WCS 
has worked continuously on Andean bear 
conservation initiatives in Venezuela, 
Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia. 

The Wildlife Conservation 
Society saves wildlife and 
wild places worldwide 
t h r o u g h  s c i e n c e ,  
conservation action,  



The strategic plan for the 2011-2015 
period focused on three objectives: 

1) The development of monitoring tools 
that allow the gathering of precise 
information about the status of Andean 
bear populations; 2) capacity building for 
relevant stakeholders focused on the use 
and implementation of ABCA tools; and 3) 
the promotion of extended and long-term 
use of ABCA tools throughout the Andean 
bears' distribution. 

ABCA 
Strategic Plan 

1_ Development of a monitoring tool

Design, test and adjust a monitoring tool to 
evaluate the status of Andean bear 
populations.

2_ Capacity building of stakeholders

Enhance the capacity of relevant 
stakeholders to use the monitoring tools, 
produce data and disseminate the 
information generated 

3_ Evaluation of the status of the 

Andean bear populations

Apply the ABCA tools by different 
stakeholders and synthesize new and/or 
u p d a t e d  i n f o r m a t i o n  i n t o  a n  
understanding of the conservation status of 
Andean bear populations. 



The ABCA set out to develop a 
monitoring tool that could be used to 
assess the status of and threats to 
Andean bear populations. In order for 
a monitoring tool to perform well and 
address the need, in our case, 
assessing in a cost-effective way the 
status and threats of Andean bear 
populations, it should be useful, 
precise, and practical. 

By “useful”, we mean that the tool had 
to be able to produce the information 
needed by stakeholders to make 
management and conservation 
decisions. 

By “precise”, we mean that the tool 
must produce information with a 
known level of certainty about the 
trends of the population and the most 
prevalent and important threats. 
 
By “practical” we mean that the tool 
could be implemented with the existing 
logistical, human and financial 
resources available to most of the 
conservation stakeholders working 
with Andean bears throughout its 
distribution. 

In our efforts to develop a tool fitting 
this criteria, we tested a variety of 
approaches. Previous experience 
demonstrated that mark-recapture 
techniques (repeated capture and 
identification of individuals) were too 
expensive, intensive and time 
consuming for most conservation 
stakeholders in the region. An 
alternative had to be developed. We 

began working with classical relative 
abundance models using Andean bear 
signs. After extensive field work, we 
shif ted to occupancy models  
(evaluation of the probability of 
presence) of the species at the 
landscape scale, which, in many cases 
included sampling outside of protected 
areas.

After five years of work, we have 
developed a tool that meets our 
required criteria. During the process of 
testing the final monitoring tool, we 
have gained significant knowledge on 
the use of research tools such as 
camera traps, and demonstrated their 
value in evaluating Andean bear 
presence and identifying individuals. 
We have published camera trapping 
and occupancy modeling protocols as 
technical guides, so that interested 
local and international researchers 
and stakeholders can use the same 
monitoring tool and increase range-
wide understanding of the Andean 
bear.

Development of this tool was made 
possible thanks to ABCA's partnership 
with the National Natural Protected 
System of Colombia, particularly the 
leadership and personnel of the 
Chingaza National Natural Park who 
worked hand in hand with ABCA teams 
testing all proposed methodologies 
and designs over this five-year period.

In the following pages we present an 
overview of the occupancy monitoring 
tool implementation roadmap.

The “tool”
designing, testing and 
adjusting a monitoring 
tool to evaluate distribution 
and conservation status 
of Andean bear 
populations



The “tool”
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The ABCA has implemented an 
ambitious and innovative capacity-
building program throughout the 
known Andean bear distribution. Our 
target stakeholders were and continue 
to be national park system personnel 
and early-career conservationists. To 
provide an accurate and regularly 
updated assessment of population 
distr ibution, the ABCA needs 
hundreds of trained conservation 
professionals monitoring these areas 
w i t h  t h e  s a m e  t o o l s  a n d  
methodologies. We believe that if we 
know the status of Andean bear 
populations within national parks and 
their areas of influence, important 
bear populations can be preserved 
and effectively managed. 

Capacity building involved three 
activities: conferences, workshops and 
scholarships. A total of 72 capacity 
building activities involving 792 
participants (30 presentations and 42 
workshops) were done during the 
2011-2015 period. 

The presentations targeted two 
different audiences, universities and 
national park systems. They focused 
on communicating the tools for the 
assessment of the distribution and 
status of Andean bear populations, 
and the value of the information 
generated by the tools in the 
conservation and management of 
Andean bear populations. 

The workshops focused on the 
understanding of the occupancy 
models and occupancy monitoring as 

the tool for the assessment of the 
conservation status of Andean bear 
populations. Workshops lasted 
between 10 to 15 days and presented 
both the theory and practice of 
occupancy modelling, including 
sampling design, field work, and data 
analysis. During the 2011-2015 
period we trained a total of 792 
persons, among them 141 personnel 
from the national park systems of 
Colombia and Peru. 

Scholarships were granted to three 
Colombian undergraduate students. 
Carlos Herney Caceres, from the 
Universidad de Pamplona, worked on 
the distribution and status of the 
Andean bear at the Tama National 
Natural Park. Carlos has already 
published two manuscripts in peer-
rev iewed journals  about  h is  
undergraduate thesis and continue to 
be associated with the University of 
Pamplona. Luisa Maria Rincon 
Bustamante and Laura Vanesa 
Cas t r i l l on  Hoyos ,  f r om t he  
Universidad del Quindio, worked on 
the distribution and status of the 
Andean bear population at the 
Tatama Natural National Park. Both 
Luisa Maria and Laura Vanessa are 
working as field biologists associated 
with the project “Conservamos La 
Vida” a joint initiative of the Colombia 
National Park System, The Argos 
Group, Corporación Autónoma del 
Cauca and Wildlife Conservation 
Society to conserve Andean bear 
populations at the western mountain 
range of the Colombian Andes.

The “ability”
developing capacity among local stakeholders 
to use monitoring tools and generate important 
data for Andean bear conservation



1_   Universidad de Pamplona;  Presentation about the Andean Bear Conservation Alliance, 
    Ocupancy      monitoring and the ABCA Scholarships. 

2_   PNN Tama; Field Work with scholarship recipient Carlos Herney Caceres

3_   Zoológico de Medellín; presentation about the AB occupancy monitoring

4_   PNN Chingaza; Workshop Occupancy Monitoring Field Work Workshop 
    3 presentations about the advances and results

5_   PNN de Colombia; Bogota, 3 presentations about the methodology

6_   CORTOLIMA; Ibague, Juntas, San Joaquín, Villa Rica; 6 presentations about AB
    ocupancy monitoring, advance of the work, and results. 3 Capacity Building workshops

7_   PNN Tatama; 3 presentation about the Andean bear occupancy monitoring 6 fieldwork workshops

8_   Universidad del Quindío; Presentation about the Andean Bear Conservation Alliance, 
    the Ocupancy monitoring and the ABCA Scholarships. 

9_   PNN Hermosas; Andean bear occupancy monitoring methodology presentation, 
    general workshop, and field work. 

10_  Territorial Pacifico y Territorial Andes Noroccidentales PNN; 
    4 presentations about the occupancy methodology

11_  PNN Farallones de Cali; 3 field capacity building workshops in the framework 
    of the  project “Salvemos La Vida”.

12_  PNN Munchique;  6 field capacity building workshops in the framework 
    of the project “Conservamos La Vida”.

13_  PNN Purace; 1 field capacity building workshop in the framework of the project “Salvemos La Vida”.

14_  PNN Complejo Volcánico Doña Juana-Cascabel; 1 presentation, 1 occupancy monitoring 
    workshop, and 1 field work workshop as part of the GEF project  “Mosaicos de Conservacion”.

15_  CORPONARIÑO; Pasto y Funes,  1 presentation, 2 occupancy monitoring workshop, 
    and 1 field work workshop as part of the project  “Corredor Este”.

16_  Universidad Nacional Agraria La Molina y Universidad Peruana Cayetano Heredia; Lima, 
    Presentation about the Andean Bear Conservation Alliance, the   Ocupancy monitoring and 
    the ABCA Scholarships. 

17_ PN Manu; Perú, 1 occupancy monitoring workshop, and 1 field work workshop.

18_ SHN Machupicchu; Perú, 1 presentation, 4 occupancy monitoring workshop, 
    and 2 field work workshop.

19_  Universidad San Antonio Abad; Cusco, Presentation about the Andean Bear Conservation 
    Alliance, the  Ocupancy monitoring and the ABCA Scholarships.

Capacity Building Footprint 

2011-2015

ABCA activities

Potential distribution

792 people trained 

141 protected area 
personnel trained



Institutional Impact Footprint

2011-2015

Institutional footprint

Potential distribution

26% of the actual 

distribution of the 

Andean bear with 

institutional capacity 

to monitor Andean 

bear occupancy 

with ABCA tools
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6
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1_ Parques Nacionales Naturales de Colombia

2_ Corporación Autónoma de Tolima

3_ Corporación Autónoma de Nariño

4_ Ministerio del Ambiente, Ecuador

5_ Servicio Nacional de Áreas Protegidas del Perú

6_ Gobierno Regional del Cusco



The ABCA has been directly involved in the 
implementation of occupancy monitoring 
at the Chingaza, Tama and Tatama 
national protected areas in Colombia, and 
at the Machupicchu, Choquequirao and 
Manu protected areas in Peru. The 
monitoring tool has also been used by 
conservation stakeholders at nine 
additional sites in Colombia and Ecuador.

Our occupancy monitoring tool has been 
used to improve knowledge of Andean 
bear distribution and conservation status 
of 15 different sites that house important 
Andean bear strongholds – that translates 
to 26% of the remaining Andean bear 
range in Colombia, Ecuador and Peru.

The “knowledge”
Generating updated 

information on 

Andean bear 

distribution and 

conservation status



1_   PNN Tama

2_   PNN Chingaza

3_  PNN Tatama

4_  PNN Hermosas

5_  PNN Nevados

6_  Farallones de Cali-Tatama-Munchique Landscape

7_  PNN Purace

8_  PNN Complejo Volcánico Doña Juana Cascabel

9_  Cordillera Oriental de Nariño Landscape 

10_  Pambilar-Cotacachi Cayapas Landscape

11_  Cotacachi Cayapas-El Angel Landscape

12_  Corredor Cofan Bermejo- Llanganates Landscape

13_  Parque Nacional Podocarpus Landscape

14_  PN Manu

15_  Machupicchu-Choquequirao Landscape

ABCA Conservation Impact Footprint 

2011-2015

Colombia
Direct Impact    1.22%
Overall Impact  12.81%
Ecuador
Direct Impact    0%
Overall Impact  15.16%   

Perú
Direct Impact   6.09%
Overall Impact  6.09%

ABCA sites

Implementing projects and sites

Potential distribution



As we assess the first phase of strategic 
ABCA conservation work, we look 
forward to the next phase of 
implementation: 2016-2020. Our 
goal in implementing the ABCA 2016-
2020 strategic plan is to support the 
conservation and management of the 
A n d e a n  b e a r  b y  c o n t i n u e  
strengthening institutional capacities to 
accurately assess the distribution and 
status of Andean bear populations 
throughout the region. We plan to 
consolidate monitoring programs in 9 
key  Andean bear  landscape  
strongholds:

Chingaza – Sumapaz; 
Doña Juana - Purace – Guacharos ;
Tatama - Farallones de Cali – 
Munchique ;
Pambilar - Cotacachi - El Angel;
Cofan - Bermejo - Llanganates;
Podocarpus;
Machupicchu – Choquequirao;
Manu – Amakaeri; 
Madidi - Tambopata;

The work done and facilitated by the 
ABCA in Colombia, Ecuador and Peru 
since 2010 has been impactful. Tools 
and techniques for monitoring Andean 
bear populations have been developed 
and tested, valuable ecological studies 
and explorations have been completed 
and capacity-building and training 
efforts have been carried out.

This multifaceted approach is central to 
achieving the goals of the ABCA and 
approaching a regional conservation 

strategic plan for the species that will 
direct and promote Andean bear 
conservation in range countries and on 
a regional level.

The ABCA Strategic Plan for 2016-
2020 will continue work in the existing 
ABCA target locations, expanding them 
to the landscape level, and also expand 
work to addit ional important 
conservation landscapes. We will 
continue and increase capacity-
building efforts, and work with partners 
on the ground in Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador 
and Colombia to establish local, 
regional and national monitoring 
programs for Andean bears.

We will apply the monitoring tools with 
the people that can have the biggest 
impact, and increase the number of 
partners and resources to achieve our 
goals. 

To date the alliance has financial 
commitments for the 2016-2020 
strategic plan from Cleveland 
Metroparks Zoo, Wildlife Conservation 
Society, and St. Louis Zoo, covering part 
of ABCA's financial needs. We invite 
new partners from zoo institutions and 
beyond to join this important and 
highly impactful effort.

For more information, please contact
 
Kym Gopp
(kog@clevelndmetroparks.com) or
Isaac Goldstein (igoldstein@wcs.org)

The future 



Área de Conservación Regional 
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Corporación Autónoma Regional del 
Valle del Cauca, Corporación 
Autónoma Regional del Tolima, 
Fundación Ambiente Colombia, 
Fundación del Grupo Argos, Fundación 
Machiramo, Fundación Terranova, 
Global Conservation Connections, 
INKATERRA, Parque Nacional Natural 
Chingaza, Parque Nacional Natural 
Tamá, Parque Nacional Natural 
Tatamá, Parques Nacionales Naturales 
de Colombia, Patrimonio Natural, San 
Antonio Zoo, Universidad de 
Pamplona, Universidad del Quindio, 
Universidad Nacional Agraria La 
Molina, Universidad Nacional San 
Antonio Abad, Universidad Peruana 
Cayetano Heredia, WCS Colombia, 
WCS Ecuador, WCS Perú, SERNANP, 
Santuario Histórico de Machupicchu, 
Parque Nacional Manu, Gobierno 
Regional de Cusco. 
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