
July 3, 2021  Apine, Wyoming 

 

To all concerned, 

Grizzly 863, aka Felicia, and her two cubs of the year remain in peril. 

What is happening to Felicia and her two small cubs on Togwotee Pass is worth paying attention to if 
you are concerned at all with what should be the humane treatment and management of our wildlife by 
the government agencies charged with that management. Especially endangered and vulnerable 
wildlife.  

Over the past years I and, others who live nearby, have been fortunate enough to watch Felicia’s life 
play out where it can be observed. As other well-known bears like 399 and 610 in Grand Teton Park, or 
the bears known as Raspberry and Snow in Yellowstone, she chooses to be near the road when she has 
small cubs. Many believe this behavior is to attempt to protect these cubs from male grizzlies who will 
kill cubs to gain an opportunity to mate again with a female. Male grizzlies appear to be much less likely 
to want to be near a road. This belief is borne out by observation that when these females are without 
cubs to protect, they are generally not visible roadside bears and rarely are seen. Felicia’s misfortune is 
that she is currently the only bear that has chosen to live near a road outside the National Parks. She 
certainly will not be the last. 

The road that runs through the middle of Felicia’s home range is US 26, part of the Wyoming Centennial 
Scenic Byway. Her specific bit of it is the Togwotee Trail to Yellowstone. The posted speed limit on all 
signs visible from Moran to almost Dubois is 55 mph. In 2012, as explained by the Wind River Visitors 
council, a seven-year $146 million reconstruction project was completed to provide state of the art 
visitor amenities and safety assets like wider shoulders, scenic pullouts, and expanded parking areas to 
provide year-round access to hiking, biking, snow mobile trails, and scenic vistas and wildlife viewing.  

It is when this wildlife viewing contains Felicia and her cubs that her problems begin. Strangely, cars 
stopped along the road to photograph a scenic vista, or a sunrise or sunset over the Tetons, or a Moose 
standing in a pond, are not an issue. On any given Saturday in winter during snowmobile season there 
are hundreds of pick-up trucks and snow machine trailers jammed into every corner of every pullout and 
parking lot, parked along shoulders, many of them over the fog line and interfering with the snowplows 
struggling to get through the morass of parked vehicles on an icy slippery road. I have personally 
watched vehicles travelling at dangerously excessive rates of speed for the conditions race through this 
scene. I watched a group of eight snowmobiles speed out of the Togwotee Lodge parking lot directly 
into the path of a semi-trailer who locked up his brakes to avoid them. None of this is ever described as 
an issue or a safety concern.  

Down on the highway between Moose and Moran at Elk Ranch Flats on any given day during tourist 
season there can be a massive Bison jam of 50 to 100 cars parked all over the shoulders, visitors crossing 
and walking along the highway in large numbers. Rarely if ever is a park wildlife management unit called 
to oversee it. Rangers have little interest in it and most often describe it as “self-regulating”. Same 
highway, same speed limit, and more traffic than Togwotee. Back up on Togwotee ten cars parked off 
the road on the shoulder watching a grizzly mom graze peacefully in a meadow with her two cubs 



playing next to her is a traffic safety threat that must be dealt with immediately and forcefully?  There is 
something not quite right here. 

A few years ago, I think corresponding with the rise of social media and its ability to flash mob any given 
wildlife sighting, the popularity of Felicia viewing started to grow. The numbers of cars parked in a 
pullout or along the shoulder began to increase from a very few to more than a few. It is true that some 
visitors got closer than is prudent to a grizzly mom, and that occasional vehicles stopped along the road 
not far enough over the fog line and out of the roadway. Other things have been published and claimed 
that are not true however, such as Felicia consuming human food or approaching people or vehicles.  

Felicia crosses the road on a regular basis. It lies in the middle of her range. If cars are parked on the 
road, she will cross between them. She has never come up to a vehicle to beg for food for example. It 
has never happened that can be documented that I know of. For the last few years, a group of local 
residents have been suggesting to Game and Fish and the US Forest Service that a program similar to 
the one used in the National Parks might be useful to facilitate safe viewing practices.  

In Grand Teton, for example, there is a “Bear Brigade” made up mostly of volunteers who are on the 
scene of a roadway animal jam to help make sure that the people are safe, the animals are safe, and 
traffic continues to move through this event unimpeded and safely. After those requirements are 
satisfied the next priority should be to provide the visitors with the best viewing experience and 
opportunity possible. Although there are some issues with lack of volunteer training and volunteer 
vetting for suitable crowd control, this program is largely successful and has contributed to an improved 
visitor experience. It was a program such as this that was suggested be tried In the National Forest 
Jurisdiction.  

There was little official response to this suggestion other than the agencies had no budget, there were 
no resources available. For several years there did not seem to be much official interest in Felicia at all. A 
small group of locals however had foreseen Felicia’s predicament and attempted to get Forest Service 
cooperation for a Bear Ambassador type of solution. Since the overriding reason the Forest Service 
continued to give for not supporting this solution was a lack of funding, private funds were raised 
through gifts and donations and in the early spring of 2021 the Forest Service agreed to implement a 
bear ambassador program with two volunteers paid a stipend and given a Forest Service truck, 
uniforms, and radios. Their stated purpose was to keep Felicia and her admirers safe. However, this was 
not implemented as promised.  

As I relate the following events, I choose not to use any individuals’ names. It is not my intention to 
criticize anyone personally but to offer my observations of these government agencies based on what I 
witnessed and actual conversations I have had with agency personnel. The actions of the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, US Forest Service and Wyoming Game and Fish combined with their statements relative 
to Felicia and her cubs lead me and many others to believe they are not completely truthful, open and 
transparent in their dealing with the public. I am saddened and disappointed with the government 
bureaucracies charged with managing and protecting these bears. 

May 2021 arrived, Felicia made her hoped for appearance with two newborn cubs, and in spite of 
accepting funds and private support for the project, there was not the promised presence of any bear 
ambassadors from the Forest Service. Eventually, as the month went on, there was the sporadic visit of 
a Forest Service truck and a fellow who was reported to be the bear Ambassador. This fellow was also 



dispatched to police Forest Service campgrounds for food violations and untended fires etc. Most of his 
time was consumed with these other duties. On occasion there were other Forest Service trucks and 
representatives doing drive throughs of the now growing numbers of Felicia’s viewers. There was no full 
time or devoted presence of any Forest service representatives to help manage the visitors that wished 
to view Felicia and her two adorable little cubs.  

Without any sustained management effort, the situation grew rapidly worse. Crowds got bigger and I 
am certain there were driver complaints to law enforcement, as the occasional driver passing by would 
blow his horn and shout at the folks watching and taking photographs of the bears. There was the angry 
diesel pick-up driver that would stomp on his fuel pedal and blast the crowd with black diesel smoke. 
There are those people that hate the very existence of these grizzlies and make that plain.  

This culminated with the arrival of the Highway Patrol and Game and Fish agents. They ordered 
everyone off the road shoulders and requested that all cars leave the area. It was promised by the Game 
and Fish agents that if we all agreed to leave the area, Felicia and her cubs would not be hazed as they 
were threatening and preparing to do. The group complied with the request, left the area, and almost 
immediately Felicia was hazed with shotguns and cracker shells despite the promises not to do so. WY 
Game and Fish was not earning our trust. A few days of discussion followed this incident and Game and 
Fish and the Highway Patrol agreed that if all viewers could park in pullouts along the highway the bears 
could be observed from there. It was the danger of a car accident that was the main concern. 

For a short time, WY Game and Fish agents patrolled during the day, managing the viewers, and keeping 
the situation under control. Game and Fish continued to haze Felicia with cracker shells during this 
period, forcing her farther from the road when she was grazing close to the roadway. This was also 
augmented by the occasional Forest Service truck and representative that helped in this regard. 

 Then something changed. Game and Fish left the scene and the visits by Forest Service lessened. The 
requested and promised bear Ambassadors from the Forest Service were still not present. One day I 
received a call from a friend who said Felicia was out and cars were parked along the shoulders and the 
Forest service was ok with it. I was in Grand Teton Park so I drove up to see what was going on. Felicia 
was grazing in a meadow about 50 yds off the road. There were maybe 30 cars parked along the guard 
rail and on the road shoulders. Some people were out of the cars and closer than they should have been 
trying to get cell phone pictures. There were photographers standing along the shoulder. It was 
everything viewers were asked not to do. Parked at one end of this line of cars was a Forest Service 
truck with two uniformed reps inside. At the other end was a Forest Service truck and the fellow 
previously said to be one of the promised Bear Ambassadors. Neither were speaking with anyone in the 
crowd or asking them to go to a pullout.  

I parked and walked up to the truck containing the two representatives and asked why they were 
allowing this. The answer was we have no authority and so cannot ask these people to move. I replied 
that I could ask them to move but since you are in a government truck wearing government uniforms, 
they will listen to you. I then explained that people here think because you are watching this and not 
acting, they believe it is allowed, and are calling other people who are driving up as we speak. It is 
getting worse because you are not acting. The answer was simply we have no authority. We spoke for 
about 20 minutes and they refused to act.  



I drove away confused with what I had witnessed. It was only later after I saw photos of this bear jam, 
with Forest Service credits, being used for justification for Felicia’s potential trapping and removal that I 
came to believe the Forest Service was intentionally making the situation worse in order to photograph 
it for evidence. At the same time, they were accepting funding for a bear ambassador program. The 
duplicity was stunning.  

Not long after this, at 6:00 am on Thursday June 10th, I drove up Togwotee to see if Felicia was visible 
and what was happening around her and the cubs. I was quite surprised to see a convoy of government 
vehicles already parked in a pullout near Flagstaff Road. There were multiple trucks and vehicles from 
the Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, National Park, WY Game and Fish. It was reported that 
WY Highway Patrol and Teton County Sheriff’s Office were also participating in what was described to us 
as a multi-agency 14-day hazing project on Felicia. There had been no notification to anyone that this 
was to take place. No public notice of any kind that we were aware of. 

It was explained to us that for at least 14 days at first Felicia was to be subjected to hazing by rubber 
bullets fired from shotguns, and cracker shells (noise making fireworks also shot from shotguns) 
whenever she approached the road. She would be hit “hard and heavy” we were told until she “learned 
her lesson” and ran away from people and cars whenever she saw them. She would be “taught” not to 
come near the road. If she was a “stubborn bear” and couldn’t be taught to stay away from people, she 
would be either trapped and relocated or possibly euthanized. I tried to explain that the road is in the 
middle of her range and that in her normal routine she will cross the road nearly every day. You will not 
be able to “teach” her to stay away from the road completely. You are doomed to fail.  

In my first conversation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service I was told Felicia was a “surplus bear”. I 
had never heard that term used with regard to a bear, so I asked what that meant. It was explained to 
me that grizzly bears were managed under the Endangered Species Act as a general population and not 
as individual bears and that removing a “problem bear” like 863 aka Felicia would not have a significant 
impact on the overall population as it is managed under the Endangered Species Act. Grizzly 610’s 
subadult had just been executed for being a “problem bear” and the sibling trapped and relocated. 
These subadults had not even been given a chance to find their way after being hazed and separated 
from their mother very recently. Similar talk about Felicia is very worrying.  

Felicia has proven over the years to be a patient docile bear. She has never acted aggressively or in a 
threatening manner towards people. On the contrary, her only crime is trusting people. When she feels 
threatened by a boar or other threat, she will run closer to the road for safety for her small cubs. This is 
the behavior that makes her a “problem” to the Agencies. She becomes visible to travelers and viewers 
on the road. People naturally want to stop and watch her. 

I asked how many grizzlies are actually in the general population. It was explained to me by the US Fish 
and Wildlife biologist that estimates range from 800 to maybe as many as 1000. I asked then how many 
bears considered roadside bears at any given time needed to be managed as individuals. Almost always 
it is grizzly moms with cubs that choose to be near the road. Sometimes subadults newly estranged from 
their mothers for a short time. Females without cubs are generally not visible and individual 
management of them is not needed. Males invariably choose to live in the backcountry unless they are 
chasing a female.  



The biologist thought for a minute and answered maybe five or six roadside bears at any given time. All 
are within the boundaries of the National Parks except one, Felicia.  

I argued that surely given the vast resources of the US Government and the entire US Fish and Wildlife 
Service we could find the resources to manage one roadside bear outside the Parks. Felicia will certainly 
not be the last bear visible from the road outside the Parks. Unless they trap or kill them all. 

I then made the argument that all these roadside bears, inside and outside the National Parks, should 
indeed be managed as individuals, and not by driving them into the back country where no one can see 
them. They are Golden Ambassadors for their entire species. These are the only grizzlies that people get 
to see and watch. To be able to watch a mother grizzly interacting with and teaching her cubs is a special 
precious gift that should be protected and preserved, not destroyed by shooting them with rubber 
bullets until they run away and never come back.  

These roadside bears generate untold support for the endangered species act and all wilderness and 
wildness. They create uncountable economic revenue for local hotels, restaurants, wildlife tour 
companies and other businesses that cater to visitors and area tourism. I have spoken to people from 
around the country and around the world who have traveled thousands of miles and spent thousands of 
dollars just for a chance to see a roadside bear like Felicia or 399 and their cubs. I continued that we 
should be managing these bears as an opportunity to observe them living their life in the wild. To see 
the excited reaction from a visitor or child who sees a wild grizzly for the first time is a wonderful thing 
and should be encouraged.  

 We discussed the possibility of creating a community organized and funded volunteer corps of people 
who could be trained and deployed to monitor and interact with the bear watchers. All this could be 
easily organized and funded by local supporters. Local residents were eager to volunteer to help Felicia. 
All that would be needed from US Fish and Wildlife would be approval and support. The goal would be 
to keep the people safe, the bears safe, and traffic moving safely past the cars watching the bears.  

 All the agency representatives I spoke to claimed their support for such a program and said it was 
something that deserved to be tried. Several had suggestions for ways it could be organized. It was 
agreed that it would be done under the auspices of the US Fish and Wildlife Service because they had 
jurisdiction over the grizzlies under the Endangered Species Act.  

Four days after the brutal hazing project began, we had some assurances from the US Fish and Wildlife 
reps that the Bear Ambassador volunteer program would get support if the local community could 
organize it. Only formal approval from Denver stood in its way, and that would be sought immediately. 
Because we had that implied agreement in place, and because a plan to keep Felicia from being 
relocated or executed was being formulated, many of the local photographers and bear watchers 
agreed to not drive up the pass and to stop observing what the hazers were doing to Felicia and her 
cubs. To let them finish the 14 day “treatment” of the bears without outside monitoring. 

The community sprang into action, social media was employed, volunteers were lined up, supporters 
were gained, funds were pledged to begin this program. The community anxiously waited for formal US 
Fish and Wildlife approval of the plan so we could begin in earnest.  

Instead of approval we got obfuscation, delay, and stalling tactics. After the 14 days were up the US Fish 
and Wildlife Service issued a press release announcing that the initial hazing project was considered a 



“success” and there would be no community organized Bear Ambassador program. It was not 
recommended by any of the participating agencies. Felicia’s situation would be reviewed. Periodic 
maintenance hazing was recommended for the time being and is being conducted as I write this. 

I believe the US Fish and Wildlife Service never intended to allow a community organized bear 
ambassador program. The fact that the press release stated there was no multi agency support for one 
exposes the lie they were perpetrating on the local community. It further exposes the US Forest Service 
for the apparent hoax they appear to have been conducting in accepting funds for a volunteer program 
they never implemented. If, as they say, there is no agency support for a volunteer program, why were 
they doing this?   

The US Fish and Wildlife Service said in a more recent press release that maybe next year they will 
support such a program. More likely Felicia will simply disappear and there will be no need for one. 
Another stalling tactic to relieve them of some community pressure. Felicia and her cubs remain in grave 
danger from the government agencies charged with managing and protecting her. Instead, she is 
considered a problem that must be solved. The easiest solution for them is to make her disappear. 
Felicia’s future is tenuous and uncertain at best. Felicia has done no wrong, she is simply a grizzly mom 
trying to protect her young. 

Please continue to speak out for Felicia. She needs your help.  Do not relax your efforts. Remind these 
agencies that they have been entrusted with precious wildlife resources to manage. They should be 
managing these rare animals with humanity and compassion, not with barbarism and brutality. We need 
to put pressure on wildlife managers to find more humane ways to manage wildlife, not simply kill them 
when they don’t behave according to our rules. When a grizzly shows up in a place where they have 
been absent for 100 years that fact should be celebrated as a success, not a thorny problem to be 
eliminated.  

 

Walter Ackerman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


