
Fish & Wildlife Division
 Environment and Sustainable Resource Development 

Aug 2, 2011 Best Management Practices:  

Managing Waste Management Facilities for Bears and Wildlife 

© 2011 Government of Alberta 

Page 1 of 6 

Best Management Practices:  
Managing Waste Management Facilities for Bears and Wildlife 
Alberta BearSmart: Bear-Resistant Garbage Disposal 

This document provides Alberta Fish and Wildlife recommendations to prevent wildlife conflicts at 
waste management facilities. Preventing wildlife issues at these facilities requires the management 
of two separate issues:   

 Prevention of wildlife to access the facility
 Limiting visual and olfactory appeal of the site to wildlife

About Bears and Garbage 

Bears in particular are highly attracted to a number of odours relating to garbage and other 
human-produced waste, including:  

 animal carcasses
 compost
 human food
 livestock and pet feed
 petroleum products

Bears have well developed senses of smell and can be attracted to waste from extremely long 
distances. Additionally, bears are extremely good at digging, easily able to dig through soil and 
other material to obtain refuse.  

If they are successful in acquiring a food reward from the site and do not have a negative 
experience associated with the location, they will return repeatedly.  

Food Conditioned Bears and Public Safety 

Bears that become food conditioned are a public safety risk and may begin to search for food in 
other human facilities, including campsites, vehicles, and homes. Where waste is not properly 
managed, a large percentage of bear conflicts with people occur by bears that have become human 
food conditioned.    

Negative Impacts of Human-Produced Waste on Bears 

Bears that feed on human-produced waste can  

 experience accelerated tooth decay
 ingest debris or chemicals that can cause internal injuries
 receive lacerations on the paws or mouth that can lead to infection

For more information about living with bears in Alberta, please visit the Alberta Environment 
and Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD) website at www.esrd.alberta.ca and use the 
search term Alberta BearSmart for strategies on how best to manage activities for both 
people and bears.   

http://www.esrd.alberta.ca/
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Best Management Practices to Reduce Conflicts with Bears and Wildlife 
at Waste Management Facilities 

The objective of these Best Management Practices is to reduce conflicts arising between bears and 
waste management facilities. Fish and Wildlife’s recommendations are described as Good and Best.  

 Good practices represent the minimum necessary to prevent bear (wildlife) conflicts.
 Best practices represent the ideal strategy.

In cases where Good practices do not satisfactorily resolve the issue, Best practices should be 
followed. 

Proper waste management will simultaneously reduce conflicts with bears and several other species 
of wildlife, including:  

 Coyotes
 Foxes
 Gulls
 Skunks
 Wolves

These strategies are designed to be continually adapted as new information arises. Please consult 
with your local Fish and Wildlife biologist and Alberta Environment staff to review these 
recommendations and discuss acceptable strategies.    

Landfills 

At landfills, the majority of wildlife conflicts can be prevented with a properly constructed and well-
maintained fence. Electric fences are a cost-effective method to prevent access by bears. The 
combination of an electric fence with a chain-link fence is even more effective and can further 
minimize maintenance costs and prevent garbage from shorting out the electrical circuit.  

Good Fence Recommendations (Minimum): 

Fish and Wildlife recommends that electric fencing be used around all landfills occurring in bear 
habitat in Alberta (Green Zone). Fences must  

 be constructed of permanent posts, galvanized high tensile steel wire and sufficient
grounding to ensure maximum conductivity

 completely surround the active disposal area of the landfill

 have a joule rating of more than 0.7 joules and deliver at least 6000 volts

 include an electrified gate system that is impenetrable by bears

Temporary fencing should be considered a temporary solution until permanent fencing can be 
erected. The fence should be powered at all times between April 1st and November 31st (the active 
bear season) and the charger must be located within the fenced area to prevent damage by bears.  
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Facility operators should consult with a fencing company for advice on proper fence construction at 
their site.  

Additional suggestions for electric fencing: 

• Either a 12-volt portable system or 110v AC power system can be used where AC power is
available.

• A minimum of seven wires at approximately 15 cm, 30 cm, 45 cm, 60 cm, 80 cm, 105 cm,
and 130 cm from the ground.  Fence posts should be made of sturdy material (metal,
fibreglass, or wood).

• The distance between posts is not critical as long as the wires remain at the indicated
heights above the ground.

• A 120-centimetre (four-foot) ground rod should be adequate at most sites.  The fence must
be tested to ensure proper grounding.

• An electrified entrance gate (using same design as the fence) fastened with rubber
fasteners, or an electrified cattle grate entrance.

• All vegetation must be cleared away from the fence area to prevent power shortage or
drainage. Geotextile cloth (landscaping cloth) could be partially buried along the fence line
prior to post installation to prevent vegetative growth.

Best Fence Recommendations 

If the minimum fencing requirements do not adequately resolve bear issues, it is recommended 
that waste management facilities follow these additional recommendations: 

Fish and Wildlife recommends the that a 1.8 metre (6 foot) chain-link fence with 2 strands of 
barbed-wire above the chain-link be used in combination with the permanent electric fence. An 
electric fence surrounding the chain-link fence is the most effective bear and wildlife deterrent.  

This setup will also act to reduce waste blown off-site. To prevent digging, a buried mesh apron 
(e.g., chain link) should be buried at least 1 foot below the surface and extend approximately 1 
metre outward from the fence. 

In addition to fencing, Fish and Wildlife recommends the following strategies: 

• Regularly covering waste will help to minimize odours and the attraction of the site to bears,
as well as reduce the ability of birds to carry away refuse. Garbage should be completely
covered with at least 15 cm of soil daily.

Covering waste cannot be used as the sole strategy to prevent access to landfill facilities by
wildlife, and must be combined with an adequate fencing system.

• In situations where facilities close during certain hours, bear-resistant garbage dumpsters or
bins should be available outside of the fenced area.  This will help to prevent random
dumping of waste in surrounding areas.
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Transfer Stations 

Good Recommendations 

Transfer stations should consist of a bear-proof, solid metal or chain-link enclosure (1.8 m) that 
prevents access by bears and other wildlife. 

The enclosure gate should be opened and closed each time garbage is dumped into the facility, and 
should not be left open when unattended.   

Best Recommendations 

Bears will be attracted to odours at the facility, so the enclosure should be surrounded by a bear-
proof fence (See recommendations for fencing in the Landfills section) to prevent bears from 
investigating the site when people are present, leading to public safety concerns.   

Materials that are not attractive to bears (recyclables, building materials, appliances, tires, brush) 
can be stored outside the garbage cage, but inside the fenced area. All materials should be at least 
1 metre from the fence. 

General Recommendations for Waste Management 

The following practices are recommended for all waste management systems dealing with wildlife 
issues.  

After Hours Management 

In situations where facilities close during certain hours, bear-resistant garbage dumpsters or bins 
should be available outside of the fenced area.  This will help to prevent random dumping of waste 
in surrounding areas. 

Public Education 

Because community dumpsters are regularly visited by the public, informational message should be 
present that alerts people to the dangers of feeding wildlife and the importance of proper waste 
management in reducing human-wildlife conflicts.  A variety of signs, posters and educational 
brochures are available as part of the Alberta BearSmart program. 

Site Maintenance 

• Any waste spilled outside of the fenced area or bear-resistant container should be cleaned
up immediately.

• Examine the perimeter of the fence at the beginning of each active season and regularly (at
least weekly) thereafter to check

(1) for evidence bear activity, particularly entry points or attempts to dig under the fence,
(2) damage to the fence,
(3) wire height and tension, and
(4) voltage levels
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Clear vegetation and other objects that may short-out the fence.  Any areas showing 
evidence of digging should be filled in with boulders. 

• Electric fence function should be tested at least weekly, and preferably every day.

Community and Residential Dumpsters 

The following are recommendations for dealing with temporary waste management facilities. It is 
recognized that these strategies are outside the purview of Alberta Environment, and are listed 
here for information purposes. For more information, please consult the Alberta BearSmart 
information on the Alberta ESRD website at: www.esrd.alberta.ca.   

Community or residential waste can be major attractants for bears and other wildlife, leading to 
human-wildlife conflicts and public safety concerns. Because these facilities are often located within 
or immediately adjacent to areas regularly frequented by people, it is important that they do not 
become focal points for bear activity.   

Good Dumpster Recommendations 

• Garbage dumpsters should be completely enclosed by surrounded by a fence system to
prevent access by bears and other wildlife. See recommendations for fencing in the landfills
section.

Best Dumpster Recommendations 

Bear-resistant garbage dumpsters consisting of:  

• A securable container constructed of a solid non-pliable material capable of withstanding
270 joules (200 foot-pounds) of energy. When secured and under stress, the container will
not have any cracks, opening or hinges that would allow a bear to gain entry by biting or
pulling with its claws. Wood containers are not considered bear-resistant unless they are
reinforced with metal.

• Bear-resistant garbage containers are an effective means of restricting bear access to
garbage only when the lids are secured. Containers that do not have lids or have insufficient
lids are not considered bear-resistant. Often bears will access garbage through a poorly
maintained lid or one that was left open.

References 

 Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development. Alberta BearSmart.  
http://esrd.alberta.ca/recreation-public-use/alberta-bear-smart/default.aspx

 British Columbia Get Bear Smart Society. Waste Management. 
http://www.bearsmart.com/becoming-bear-smart/community/waste-management.

http://www.esrd.alberta.ca/
http://esrd.alberta.ca/recreation-public-use/alberta-bear-smart/default.aspx
http://www.bearsmart.com/becoming-bear-smart/community/waste-management


Best Management Practices:  
Managing Waste Management Facilities for Bears and Wildlife  

Aug 2, 2011 Best Management Practices:  

Managing Waste Management Facilities for Bears and Wildlife 

© 2011 Government of Alberta 

Page 6 of 6 

 Government of Alberta, Alberta BearSmart Program Manual: enhancing the opportunities for
humans and bears to co-exist in Alberta (Draft), 2008, 78 pp.

 Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. Guidelines for the installation of electric fence for
excluding black bears. Accessed 17 September 2009 from
http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/en/Business/Bearwise/2ColumnSubPage/STEL02_167680.html

 Thompson, S., J. Jonkel, and P. Sowka, Living with predators resource guide, practical
electric fencing resource guide: controlling predators. Living with Wildlife Foundation, 2009,
70 pp.

http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/en/Business/Bearwise/2ColumnSubPage/STEL02_167680.html



