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Measure 18 and Beyond
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Sub-adult influx::Chaos
– Aggression between 

cougars
• loss of breeding females
• Infanticide 
• kitten orphaning
• death by dehydration, 

starvation or predation

– Increased 
human/livestock 
conflicts

– Loss of numerically rare 
prey species

• Lambert et al. 2006)
• Stoner et al. (2006, 2013)
• Cooley et al. 2009
• Robinson and DeSimone (2011)
• Wielgus et al. (2013)
• Robinson et al. (2014)
• Keehner et al. (2015)

The unseen cost of trophy hunting
Photo Credit: National Geographic



By increasing cougar harvesting and 
maximizing mortality via use of 
target zones, the Oregon Plan sought 
to:

• Reduce cougar conflicts
• Help enhance ungulate 

populations

These goals have not been achieved 
according to ODFW’s own summaries: 
Major revisions needed.

Current Plan has failed to meet 
Plan Objectives: Needs Major Revision

4



Comments on Existing Plan from Peer Reviewers:
Dr. Wielgus, WSU Director of Large Carnivore Conservation Lab:
• “The claims made in this report… seem based on pre-determined beliefs and 

philosophical positions, not scientific evidence. Without a doubt results would 
never be acceptable in a peer-reviewed journal.”

Other peer biologists’ comments:
• “unrealistic population estimates” and “grossly overestimated cougar density”
• “line of reasoning like a house of cards, unproven assumptions piled one upon 

the other…”
• “scientific design seriously flawed…based on unpublished data,  no replicants, 

no controls…descriptive instead of statistical tests that are meaningless”
• “Estimated cougar population increase of 64% in one year a biological 

impossibility”

The new plan should:  
1. Be peer-reviewed and respond to expert comments

Update Cougar Management Plan



2. Revised Plan must eliminate 
all 1994 benchmarks as 
triggers for increasing 
mortality

Outdated, not statistically tested 
(based on unpublished data or 
speculation), do not incorporate 
Best Available Science 
accumulated since early 1990s.

Update Cougar Management Plan



3. Plans must have sound population estimate to produce 
a sustainable, not-to-exceed harvest threshold. 

• Incorporate Beausoleil management recommendations  
(extensive studies cited)

• Based on peer-reviewed studies throughout western U.S. 
and Canada:
- use intrinsic rate of growth =  12-14%
- use density averages of  ADULTS = 1.6 cougar/ 100 km2

• Eventually updated to be based on long term, widely 
sampled radio telemetry and GIS based research

Update Cougar Plan Parameters



Heavy hunting alters cougar 
social structure
Sub-adult immigration:

– Increased aggression 
between young cougars

• loss of breeding females
• infanticide 
• kitten orphaning
• death by dehydration, 

starvation or predation

– Increased complaints and 
livestock conflicts

– Prey switching by females 
i.e. bighorn sheep

Incorporate Real World Impacts 
of Trophy Hunting



ODFW created Target Zones* to
maximize cougar kills in order 
to:

– Reduce livestock loss
– Recruit mule deer and big horn 

sheep 
– Promote human safety

* = areas where government 
agents are contracted to 
exterminate cougars using 
hounds and traps

Eliminate Target Zone Approach

Photo Credit: Joe Austin



Best Available Science shows that heavy harvesting (as 
in Target Zones) has NOT been a successful approach 
and often results in: 

- More complaints 
- More depredations
- No significant increase in mule deer populations over 

long term

Eliminate Target Zone Approach



Human Safety

• Sport hunting doesn’t 
reduce attack risks

“No scientific evidence” exists that suggests 
sport hunting reduces the risk of cougars 
attacks on humans (Cougar Management 
Guidelines 2005). 

• 18 Human Mortalities
1890 to 2015

“Hunting cougars exacerbates human and 
livestock problems with cougars” (Peebles et 
al. 2013).

Courtesy, 
David C. Jones
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2010 US Cattle Losses (USDA-NASS 2011)

< 1% of cattle loss in U.S. killed by predation 



Public complaints  
• Not verified, unreliable
• Often based on public 

perceptions 
• Misconception that  more 

anecdotal observations = 
more cougars

• Heavy cougar removal = 
subadult immigration, higher 
subadult densities, higher 
potential for livestock 
depredation

Livestock Loss

Photo Credit: CABBR



 Cougar complaints often drive management decisions
Yet in reality can be result of:
• Habitat fragmentation
• Public perception
• Fear factor
• Dissatisfaction with ungulate quotas
• Urban and rural sprawl
• Prey movement 
• Cougar social structure
• Political climate

“Complaints” not based on any scientific criteria
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Mule Deer & Bighorn Sheep Loss

Photo Credit: John Swallow• Long term studies: cougar removal “generally 
had no effect” on ungulate populations 

• The Oregon Cougar Management Plan:
“Target area harvest will cease when it is 
determined that intensive cougar removal 
cannot meet objectives.” 

• Failed objectives: ODFW’s (2015) Oregon Mule Deer Initiative 
Summary 2010–2015 states with regards to cougar target areas: 

• “Measureable impacts were difficult to document at the end of 
the removal period.  As of this time we have not been able to 
document a significant change in (mule deer) population.” 
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Ungulates: Primary limiting factor of 
population is nutrition, not predation

1. Heavily persecuting cougars does not address the underlying nutrition 
problems that is a primary determinant of  mule deer population dynamics 
(e.g., Bishop et al. 2009, Hurley et al. 2013).

2. Deer need habitat and excellent nutrition in order to survive and reproduce, 
not be overhunted (e.g., Forrester & Wittmer 2013, Montieth et al 2014).

3. Problems: weather, habitat loss, livestock competition & disease, O&G, fire 
suppression, climate, etc. (Ibid.).

4. Trophy hunting cougars leads to social chaos, subadult immigration and 
female emigration. Females move to higher elevations (suboptimal habitat) 
and take numerically rare prey (Keehner et al. 2015).



Current Plan Design fails to satisfy:
• Hunters (deer populations not enhanced)
• Ranchers (depredations at risk of increasing due to post-

harvest subadult immigration)
• Rural residents (complaints go up due to potential increased 

density by subadults, increased pet/livestock take, increased 
political angst)

• Non-consumptive users (Despite Measure 18, hunting and use 
of hounds and bait has increased via Plan)

• Conservationists / All users of ecosystem services (habitats 
become less balanced, lose biodiversity due to skewed, 
degraded predator-prey cycles due to top predator loss)

What’s at stake for stakeholders
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To satisfy stakeholders and achieve Conservation 
Mission of ODFW, New Plan Should:
• Use Best Available Science
• Use peer-reviewed process and be responsive to public comment 
• Apply education, conservation, restoration for human conflicts and 

ungulate enhancement
• Apply updated sustainable “harvest thresholds” and 1.7/100 km2

density average
• Eliminate Target zones
• Be responsive to Public Will expressed in Measure 18 and USFWS 

data on non-consumptive user preferences of public land use
Oregon: 40% non-consumptive, 15% consumptive (USFWS 2011)

New Plan Direction
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Conservation & Education



Moving Forward….a new Cougar Plan for Oregon

• Neutrality on hounding
• An updated population estimate based on 

sound science
• An end to the target zone approach
• Conservation and education

A Vision for Cougar Conservation
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April 22, 2016 

 
 

Mike Finley, Chair  
Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission 
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive SE 
Salem, OR 97302 
odfw.commission@state.or.us 
 
Re: Recommendations for Improved Management of Oregon’s Cougar Population; 
Request for a New Cougar Management Plan 
 
Dear Chair Finley and Members of the Commission: 
 
On behalf of The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), Cascadia Wildlands, and our 
supporters in Oregon, we submit the following recommendations for improved management of 
Oregon’s cougar population as the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) begins the 
process of updating the state’s Cougar Management Plan. Because the Oregon Cougar 
Management Plan is flawed, not based on the best available science for estimating cougar 
population, and fails to reflect the humane values of the majority of the Oregon public, we 
request that ODFW develop and adopt a new cougar management plan that reflects the best 
available science.  
 
Our utmost concern is the use of target zones to randomly reduce Oregon’s cougar population 
size. In 2015, ODFW targeted large numbers of cougars in select target zones on 6,236 square 
miles of Oregon’s lands and permitted the indiscriminate killing of cougars using packs of 
hounds and/or neck snares. We believe the use of target zones is predicated on the incorrect and 
unsubstantiated assumption that killing cougars will create more ungulates for trophy hunters, 
and that it will make people and livestock safer. These core assumptions are not supported by the 
best available science. Consequently, the entire foundation for ODFW’s use of these zones lacks 
credibility and should not be permitted. These zones are more likely to exacerbate, not minimize, 
conflicts. 
 
We also request that ODFW adopt a policy that prioritizes the use of nonlethal methods to 
control cougars that need to be removed from an area. The current method of euthanasia for any 
cougar that enters a human community is cruel and not in line with best management practices 
for cougar conservation. Our comments supporting a new cougar management plan follow.

mailto:odfw.commission@state.or.us
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I.  As part of a new cougar management plan, ODFW must revise and improve its 
methods of estimating cougar populations and their habitat.  

Cougars are a rare species that serve an important ecological role, including a variety of 
ecosystem services (e.g., Weaver et al. 1996, Ripple and Beschta 2006, Estes et al. 2011).  
As such, it is important for the state to conserve cougars and ensure sustainable 
population growth by prohibiting over-persecution. Washington Department of Fish and 
Wildlife biologists suggest a harvest of no more than 14% of the resident adults (their 
intrinsic growth rate) to avoid overkill of cougars (Beausoleil et al. 2013). Additionally a 
ten-year study of hunting cougars on the Uncompahgre Plateau Colorado by the Colorado 
Parks and Wildlife found that a sustainable offtake rate amounted 11 to 12% (Logan 
2014), while a study in Montana suggests no more than a 12% (Robinson et al. 2014a).  

In order to determine sustainable hunting quotas, ODFW must first obtain an accurate 
population estimate for cougars throughout the state. The most reliable method to derive 
lion populations is from radio-telemetry studies (Cougar Management Guidelines 2005, p. 
44). We request ODFW produce such a study using the following guidelines to ensure 
accuracy:  

 The study must be of sufficient length, several years, not weeks, in order to 
accurately measure a cougar population. That study should not include animals 
below 18 months of age (Beausoleil et al. 2013), nor includes dispersing animals. 
Beausoleil et al. (2013) suggest that wildlife managers use a density of 1.7 (2) 
cougars/100 km2 if managers cannot afford to conduct a marked, recapture study.  

 All male cougars disperse approximately 120 miles from their natal areas. 
According to Davidson et al. (2014), the study that ODFW’s relies upon to inform 
its statewide population, the duration of the study was short, lasting only a few 
weeks in 2011 and 2012. Thus transients were likely and erroneously counted 
towards a population of cougars. As a result, ODFW over-estimated its cougar 
densities by more than a factor of two with a whopping population count of 5.1 to 
5.8 cougars/100 km2 (Davidson et al. 2014). We ask that ODFW adopt the more 
conservative 2 cougars/100 km2 density reported by Beausoleil et al. (2013), 
which is based upon multiple studies across the West and not just one short-term, 
flawed study, until a new Oregon study is completed and peer reviewed. 

 The Cougar Management Guidelines (2005) provide this caution: Density 

estimates from one study area can only be extrapolated cautiously to larger areas 

including regions or entire states because most researchers study cats where they 

are the most abundant (areas that are atypical), and in the best available cougar 

habitats. Extrapolation to larger areas fails to accommodate changes in vegetation, 
land use, topography, and management history (p. 47-8).   

 Population trends must be determined using reliable methodologies; however, 
sightings, depredation events, and kill levels are not reliable means to indexing a 

population (Cougar Management Guidelines 2005, p. 48-50).  
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 Oregon must estimate cougar habitat in a manner that conforms to the best peer-
reviewed science, including using GIS-mapping technologies. 

Using these parameters, we request that ODFW use the best available science to estimate 
Oregon’s cougar population—either through a multi-year study, or if that is not feasible 
to use the parameters of 2 cougars/100 km2 – the average number of cougars in the West; 
that ODFW set an appropriate intrinsic growth rate in an amount between 11 to 14 
percent – to set future hunting quotas, and it adequately map Oregon’s cougar habitat. 

II. The new cougar management plan must incorporate a “conservative 
management approach”. 
 
Cougars occur at low densities relative to their primary prey making them sensitive to 
both bottom-up (prey declines) and top-down (human persecution) influences (Stoner et 
al. 2006). Trophy hunting cougars is their major source of mortality in Oregon (Logan 
and Sweanor 2001, Cougar Management Guidelines 2005, Stoner et al. 2006, Robinson 
and Desimone 2011, Stoner et al. 2013b, Wolfe et al. 2015).  
 
Large-bodied carnivores are sparsely population across vast areas, invest in few offspring, 
provide extended parental care to their young, have a tendency towards infanticide, 
females limit reproduction and social stability promotes their resiliency (e.g., Weaver et 
al. 1996, Stoner et al. 2006, Wielgus et al. 2013, Creel et al. 2015, Wallach et al. 2015). 
Human persecution affects their social structure (Stoner et al. 2006, Darimont et al. 2009, 
Miller et al. 2011, Peebles et al. 2013, Bryan et al. 2014, Wallach et al. 2015), but harms 
their persistence (Darimont et al. 2015). The effect of human persecution is “super 
additive” meaning that hunter kill rates on large carnivores has a multiplier effect on the 
ultimate increase in total mortality over what would occur in nature due to breeder loss, 
social disruption and its indirect effects including increased infanticide and decreased 
recruitment of their young (Creel and Rotella 2010, Ausband et al. 2015, Darimont et al. 
2015). 
 
It seems the only thing that ensures cougar continuity in Oregon are de facto refugia and 
suboptimal habitats (e.g., Stoner et al. 2006, Stoner et al. 2013a, Stoner et al. 2013b). 
That is because Oregon cougars are managed using a “sledgehammer approach” (Logan 
and Sweanor 2001, Robinson and Desimone 2011). That is, heavy hunting regimes 
designed to suppress Oregon’s cougar population.  
 
Changes in Oregon’s cougar management in the last 20 years include an expansion to a 
yearlong season, doubling the bag limit per hunter, and raising quotas. Oregon’s tag sales 
went from 500 to 56,000 in this period. Far from a conservation-minded approach (Wolfe 
et al. 2015), Oregon officials permit the over-persecution of our State’s iconic cougars.  

Cougar biologists, Wolfe et al. (2015) and Laundré and Clark (2003), recommend that 
wildlife decision makers manage cougars at a metapopulation level rather than at the 
single population level. Wolfe et al. (2015) warn: “We recommend a conservative 
management approach be adopted to preclude potential over-harvest . . . ” (Wolfe et al. 
2015, p. 195). To achieve that end, Beausoleil et al. (2013) offer a pragmatic solution: 
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manage all game management units the same way, and avoid going over a population’s 
growth rate (11% to 14%), and particularly protect breeding females both from trophy 
hunters and an influx of subadult males (see discussion below). All of these sound 
concepts need to be included as part of a new cougar management plan in Oregon.  
 
III. Trophy hunting cougars causes additional mortalities in a population, 
particularly to mothers and their kittens, and these factors must be considered as 
part of a new cougar management plan. 
 
Contrary to popular perception, the killing of male cougars does not increase the survival 
of females or increase productivity of a population (Stoner et al. 2013a, Wielgus et al. 
2014). Study results showed that hunting males caused an overall decline in the 
population through the loss of fecundity, the indirect loss of kittens and juveniles 
(through infanticide), and on females themselves (Stoner et al. 2006, Wielgus et al. 2014, 
Wolfe et al. 2015). The best available science also indicates that after a hunting regime, 
cougars experience social chaos from the disruption of both their social structure and land 
tenure systems. 

When trophy hunters remove the stable adult cougars from a population, it encourages 
subadult males to immigrate, leading to greater aggression between cats and mortalities 
to adult females and subsequent infanticide (Lambert et al. 2006, Cooley et al. 2009b, 
Robinson and Desimone 2011, Wielgus et al. 2013, Robinson et al. 2014a). 
 
In heavily hunted populations, female cougars experience higher levels of intraspecific 
aggression (fights with other cats) resulting in predation on themselves and their kittens 
(Stoner et al. 2013a, Wielgus et al. 2013). Over-hunting harms a population’s ability to 
recruit new members if too many adult females are removed (Anderson and Lindzey 
2005). Trophy hunting adult females ensures the death by dehydration and malnutrition 
for orphaned kittens, even those who are at least six months old (Stoner et al. 2006).   
 
Hunting cougars results not only in the direct mortality but has an additive effect of 
causing kitten orphaning and their subsequent starvation and population reduction (Stoner 
et al. 2006, Stoner et al. 2013a, Robinson et al. 2014a). Also, studies show where there is 
heavy hunting pressures, hunter mortality exacerbates other causes of cougar mortality 
including intraspecific strife; prey-pursuit injuries; vehicle collisions; predator control 
actions; poaching; starvation and disease (see: Beausoleil et al. 2013).  

The goal of Oregon’s new cougar management plan must be to retain as many stable 
adults in a population as possible. Not to do so harms cougar conservation. 

IV. ODFW must adopt a nonlethal conflict control policy as part of its new cougar 
management plan.  

The current ODFW policy regarding the removal of cougars from human communities 
and other problematic areas is cruel, unnecessary, and not in line with best management 
practices for cougar conservation. Cougars do, on occasion, pass through developed areas, 
looking for a mate or new territory. They are typically subadult animals, just newly 
emancipated from their mothers, who end up in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
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Cougars avoid human encounters whenever possible (Sweanor et al. 2008). In the rare 
occurrence that one does outstay its welcome, there are viable options to tranquilize the 
cougar and rehome it in the wilderness. 

Unfortunately, the current ODFW policy is significantly overbroad and promotes the 
indiscriminant killing of cougars that enter communities, regardless if they pose a threat 
to public safety.1 For example, according to Appendix B: Cougar Incident Response 
Guidelines of the Oregon Cougar Management Plan, OFDW officers will euthanize any 
cougar that is has been seen repeatedly in the day near a permanent structure, permanent 
corral or mobile dwelling used by humans at an agricultural, timber management, 
ranching or construction site (ODFW 2006). This criteria does not necessarily constitute 
a public safety threat and, yet, no attempt will be made by ODFW to try nonlethal control 
methods for handling the situation.  

Additionally, current ODFW policy is to euthanize lactating females. The policy also 
states that, if kittens are located, they will be euthanized unless an educational center is 
able to take the kittens in and use them for display or educational purposes. Additionally, 
no attempt will be made to rehabilitate cougars, including kittens (ODFW 2006). This 
policy is cruel and unnecessary. Cougars, especially kittens and their mothers, deserve 
the chance at rehabilitation. We request the policy be updated to allow for rehabilitation 
and require all facilities that take in cougars to be accredited sanctuaries which serve a 
greater purpose than public display.  

Many states, such as California2 and Washington3, prioritize nonlethal control of cougars 
in problematic areas that pose no direct threat to public safety. Tranquilizing and 
relocating cougars are common practices that offer a humane alternative to the death of a 
cougar. We urge ODFW to update the current policy in Appendix B of the Oregon 
Cougar Management Plan to reflect a humane approach for cougar management by 1) 
prioritizing nonlethal control methods for removing problematic cougars when they do 
not pose a direct threat to public safety and 2) instituting a no-kill policy for kittens found 
in problematic areas that stresses the need to protect their mothers from lethal control 
whenever possible.  

The new cougar management plan must include this policy and ODFW should implement 
it as soon as possible in order to reduce the unnecessary killing of cougars. We 
recommend ODFW create an implementation strategy that offers training and support to 
officers regarding nonlethal control methods.  

 
 

                                                        
1 The Cougar Management Guidelines (2005) provides an excellent resource to managers. It has 
tables that indicate behaviors, and authors suggest that only aggressive behaviors would warrant 
that managers kill the cougar (See pages: 83-108). 
2 California Department of Fish & Wildlife website. Commonly Asked Questions About Mountain 
Lions. Retrieved from https://www.wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Mammals/Mountain-Lion/FAQ  
3 Washington Department of Fish & Wildlife website. Living with Wildlife: Cougars (Mountain Lions). 
Retrieved from http://wdfw.wa.gov/living/cougars.html  
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V. As part of a new cougar management plan, “target zones,” hound hunting and 
trapping must be eliminated.  
 
Voters have twice opposed the use of hounds to hunt cougars. In 1994, voters passed 
Measure 18 by a substantial majority, and an even greater majority in 1996 voted to reject 
a measure to repeal Measure 18. Yet Oregon wildlife managers use local trophy hunters, 
so-called “volunteer agents”, who use packs of radio-collared dogs to hunt down and kill 
large numbers of cougars in ODFW’s “target zones” in a blatant end-run around Oregon 
voters. Each year, trophy hunters kill more than twice the amount of cougars killed in 
1994. Target zones, with essentially unlimited killing, benefit a small minority at the 
expense of the majority of Oregonians who have shown they value cougars and want to 
see them protected, not decimated, to grow more deer or bighorn sheep for hunting. For 
the following reasons, we urge you to end the use of target zones. 
 

a. Hounding and trapping cougars are cruel management practices that should 
immediately cease.  

Hunters are permitted to use hounds and traps in target zones. Using radio-collared 
trailing hounds to chase cougars (“hounding”) and bay them into trees or rock ledges so 
the trophy hunter can shoot the cat at close range is unethical and inhumane. Hounds kill 
kittens, and cougars often injure or kill hounds (Lindzey et al. 1992, Logan and Sweanor 
2001, Elbroch et al. 2013). Hounding is not considered “fair chase” hunting by most 
(Posewitz 1994, Teel et al. 2002). Additionally, hounds chase non-target wildlife and 
trespass onto private lands (e.g., Hristienko and McDonald 2007).  
 
The State also relies on the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Wildlife Services program 
to snare cougars by the neck. Neck snares are egregiously cruel because they do not kill 
quickly, cause the animals to suffer for several hours and can capture non-target species  
including lynx (Harris et al. 2005, Muth et al. 2006, Iossa et al. 2007, Proulx et al. 2015). 
Lemieux and Czetwertynksi (2006, p. 82) write: “There is always the possibility of 
injuries when trapping, which is of particular concern when non-target endangered 
species are present in the area.”   
 
Animals in traps exert themselves tremendously to break free and thereby suffer 
significant, often severe injuries, if not mortalities (e.g., Harris et al. 2005, Cattet et al. 
2008). Most traps cause serious injury and suffering, including broken legs, dislocated 
shoulders, lacerations, torn muscles, cuts to mouths and gums, broken teeth, fractures, 
amputation of digits, and even death. Trapped animals suffer from psychological stress 
and/or pain, starvation, dehydration or predation (Harris et al. 2005, Lemieux and 
Czetwertynski 2006, Muth et al. 2006, Iossa et al. 2007, Proulx et al. 2015).  
 
Adelt et al. (1999: 55) write: “Several professional wildlife biologists have emphasized 
the need to minimize injury and pain infliction on animals by trapping (Payne 1980, 
Schimit and Bruner 1981, Proulx and Barrett 1989)” because trapped animals lack water 
and food, and suffer pain and stress, and studies show the public generally considers them 
inhumane and hold negative attitudes towards traps.” In a later study, Muth et al. (2006), 
found the same, and even suggested that traps could harm or kill non-target species, 
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including hounding dogs.  
 

b. Trophy hunting cougars increases complaints and livestock losses; killing 
cougars does not make people or livestock safer. 

A Washington state study shows that as cougar complaints increased, wildlife officials 
lengthened seasons and increased bag limits to respond to what they believed was a 
rapidly growing cougar population. However, the public’s perception of an increasing 
population and greater numbers of livestock depredations was actually a result of a 
declining female and increasing male population (Peebles et al. 2013, citing Lambert et al. 
2006 and Robinson et al. 2008). Heavy hunting of cougars skewed ratio of young males 
in the population by causing compensatory immigration and emigration by young male 
cougars, even though it resulted in no net change in the population (Ibid.). 

Study authors found that the sport hunting of cougars to reduce complaints and livestock 
depredations had the opposite effect. Killing cougars disrupts their social structure and 
increases both complaints and livestock depredations (Peebles et al. 2013). Peebles et al. 
(2013, p. 6) write: 

. . . each additional cougar on the landscape increased the odds of a 
complaint of livestock depredation by about 5%. However, contrary to 
expectations, each additional cougar killed on the landscape increased the 
odds by about 50%, or an order of magnitude higher. By far, hunting of 
cougars had the greatest effects, but not as expected. Very heavy hunting 
(100% removal of resident adults in 1 year) increased the odds of 
complaints and depredations in year 2 by 150% to 340%.  

Hunting disrupts cougars’ sex-age structure and tilts a population to one that is comprised 
of younger males, who are more likely to engage in livestock depredations than animals 
in stable, older population (Peebles et al. 2013). 

To emphasize: sport hunting changes the demographics (sex and age) and density of a 
cougar population (Lambert et al. 2006, Stoner et al. 2006, Robinson et al. 2008, Cooley 
et al. 2009a, Cooley et al. 2009b). If the cougar in a home range is removed or killed, the 
vacancy likely will attract a younger, dispersing animal (e.g., Lambert et al. 2006).  

Therefore, both Oregon’s dramatic sport hunting mortality increases and the 
indiscriminate predator-control target area programs are very likely destabilizing the 
cougar population, and leading to increased conflicts with humans and livestock 
(Lambert et al. 2006, Peebles et al. 2013). 

ODFW operates under the misconception that killing cougars will make people safer. In 
fact, the opposite is true:  According to a host of cougar biologists, “no scientific 
evidence” exists that suggests that sport hunting reduces the risk of cougars attacks on 
humans (Cougar Management Guidelines 2005). Cougars typically avoid people 
(Sweanor et al. 2008), and so hunting them to prevent future attacks is a notion 
unsupported in the scientific literature (Cougar Management Guidelines 2005). 
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Furthermore, killing cougars, a rare native carnivore, for “pet safety” is terrible policy. 
Other states emphasize teaching people to take responsibility for their pets. 
 

c. The best available science demonstrates that killing native carnivores to 
increase ungulate populations is unlikely to produce positive results. 

 
While the justification for cougar target zones is the threat cougars pose on the viability 
of native ungulates, this justification misses the mark. The most current and best 
available science on mule deer survival reflects three key points:  
 
1) Because ecological systems are complex, heavily persecuting cougars will fail to 

address the underlying malnutrition problems that deer face:  

 
Five recent studies demonstrate that predator removal, actions “generally had no 
effect” in the long term on ungulate populations (Forrester and Wittmer 2013, p. 
300). Authors found that “both coyote and mountain lion predation was 
compensatory rather than additive” (Forrester and Wittmer 2013, p. 300). In other 
words, if predators had been absent from those ecosystems, the deer would have 
died from some other cause anyway. In Idaho, study areas where cougars and 
coyotes endured heavy-killing regimens, the massive amounts of native carnivore 
killing failed to change the population trends for mule deer. Hurley et al. (2011) 
conclude that the benefits of predator killing are marginal and short term in nature, 
and more important, the killing failed to change the long-term dynamics of mule deer 
population. 
 
Bishop et al. (2009), in their long-term, Colorado-based study, found that food limited the 
deer population, but especially the quality of winter-range habitats. They determined that 
if deer had access to adequate nutrition that neither cougars nor coyotes negatively 
affected the deer population. They also suggest that cougars selected for deer that had 
poor body condition (Bishop et al. 2009). In a follow up, Colorado-based study, Bergman 
et al. (2014) found that managing winter range for deer, weed control and reseeding, 
benefitted deer greatly. While predators are limited by the number of prey (e.g., 
Peckarsky et al. 2008),  new studies reveal  an increase in the number of prey does not 
bring a proportional increase predators, and that predator populations stay at a lower size 
relative to prey biomass (Hatton et al. 2015). 

 
2) Mule deer need adequate nutrition to survive, reproduce, and recruit new members to 

their population: 

 
Mule deer populations in the western United States have experienced population declines 
over the latter part of the last century because of myriad factors including habitat loss or 
fragmentation, changes in forage quality, competition with other ungulates, predation, 
disease, increased hunting, poaching, stochastic weather events, fire suppression, noxious 
weeds, overgrazing by livestock, energy development, and changes in hydrology caused 
by global warming—including changes in snow pack and temperature (e.g., Forrester and 
Wittmer 2013, Monteith et al. 2014).  
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In their review article that surveyed 48 predation studies involving mule deer, Forrester 
and Wittmer determined that while predation was the “primary proximate cause of 
mortality for all age classes” of deer, all of the predator removal studies indicate that 
“predation is compensatory, particularly at high deer densities, and that nutrition and 
weather shape population dynamics” (2013: 292). In other words, each year, some deer 
are “‘doomed surplus’”; that is, they die no matter what (Monteith et al. 2014, citing 
Errington 1946). The question is whether deer die from predation or some other cause, 
especially malnutrition.  
  
If native carnivores such as cougars and coyotes kill more deer beyond what would 
otherwise happen from all the other causes of death, that extra mortality is called 
“additive mortality.” But if native carnivores kill deer that would die even if there was no 
predation, that mortality is generally considered to be “compensatory mortality.” Teasing 
out the two modes of mortality, additive or compensatory, on deer population dynamics 
is what many mule deer researchers focus upon. As part of a new, comprehensive study, 
biologists Monteith et al. (2014) caution against assuming mortalities are purely 
compensatory or additive. Monteith et al. (2014) found that both additive and 
compensatory mortality can occur in a single year in the same systems and “should be 
viewed as a continuum rather than as a dichotomy” (p. 41).  
 
In a California study, cougar predation on mule deer was likely additive during one time 
period of an increasing deer population, but it did not stop the growth of the population, 
which indicates that resource availability (food) is more important to mule deer (Pierce et 
al. 2012). The condition of the deer were strongly correlated with the availability of 
nutrition, and thus cougar predation during a deer decline was not an additive source of 
mortality (Pierce et al. 2012). The deer were in poor physical condition and reproductive 
rates were low, indicating that nutrition, not predation caused the decline (Pierce et al. 
2012). 
 
If Oregon wants to grow its ungulate population, then ODFW must foster survival of 
adult female mule deer to stem declines; and it must increase nutritional conditions for 
mule deer as these factors are the most important for mule deer survival (e.g., Forrester 
and Wittmer 2013, Monteith et al. 2014, Robinson et al. 2014b).   
 
The scientific literature is clear that large herbivores are limited by their food resources 
(e.g., Monteith et al. 2014). Young animals that have access to fewer nutritional reserves 
are less likely to survive – a theory that has been well tested in the West (Watkins et al. 
2002, Pojar and Bowden 2004, Bishop et al. 2009, Monteith et al. 2014). Mule deer 
survival is absolutely reliant on their ability to gain access to adequate nutrition – but that 
nutrition can be hindered by weather, habitat loss, oil and gas development, fire 
suppression, and other causes. To underscore, the underpinnings of ungulate population 
density is their access to nutrition, or what biologist call their “nutritional carrying 
capacity” (Monteith et al. 2014).  
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3) Persecuting cougars will not help bighorn sheep recruitment: 

 
It is clear from the literature that bighorn sheep populations are in decline in the U.S. 
because of unregulated market hunting, trophy hunting, disease from domestic sheep,4 
resource competition by livestock, and loss of habitat (Warren 1997, Logan and Sweanor 
2001, Lomax 2008, Murphy and Ruth 2010, Monteith et al. 2013). The Payette National 
Forest’s Update to the Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (January 
2010), provides an excellent literature review on sheep die offs attributed to domestic 
livestock and recommend that wild and domestic sheep and goats be separated.5  
 
Sawyer and Lindzey (2002) surveyed over 60 peer-reviewed articles concerning predator-
prey relationships involving bighorn sheep and cougars, and they concluded that while 
predator control is often politically expedient, it often does not address underlying 
environmental issues including habitat loss, loss of migration corridors, and inadequate 
nutrition. In total, the best available science suggests that persecuting cougar populations 
is not a solution toward enhancing bighorn sheep numbers. That is because cougar 
predation upon bighorn sheep is a learned behavior conducted by only a few individuals 
who may not repeat their behavior (Logan and Sweanor 2001, McKinney et al. 2006b, 
Ruth and Murphy 2010).   
 
Cougars cache their prey under vegetative cover to prevent detection by scavengers, to 
cool, and to impede spoiling (Murphy and Ruth 2010). Cougars remain close to their kills 

                                                        
4 “Severe pneumonia outbreak kills bighorn sheep:  Lamb survival to be closely monitored for several years” 
http://www.avma.org/onlnews/javma/may10/100501c.asp 
5 http://www.fs.fed.us/r4/payette/publications/big_horn/index.shtml.  It states: Bighorn sheep are a New World species 
and are closely related to domestic sheep, which are an Old World species. Domestication and intense artificial 
selection have probably helped domestic sheep develop a resistance to important diseases (Jessup 1985). However, 
bighorn sheep can be highly susceptible to diseases carried by domestic sheep.   
A long history of large-scale, sudden, all-age die-offs in bighorn sheep exists across Canada and the United States, 
many associated with domestic animal contact (Shackleton 1999). Although limited knowledge of transmission 
dynamics exists (Garde et al. 2005), extensive scientific literature supports the relationship between disease in bighorn 
sheep populations and contact with domestic sheep, including both circumstantial evidence linking bighorn die- offs in 
the wild to contact with domestic animals and controlled experiments where healthy bighorn sheep exposed to domestic 
sheep displayed subsequently high mortality rates (Foreyt 1989, 1990, 1992; Foreyt et al. 1994; Onderka et al. 1988; 
Onderka and Wishart 1988; Garde et al. 2005). 
In a summary of risk to wild sheep from Pasteurella and Mannheimia spp., Garde et al.  
(2005) makes the following conclusions:   
1. These bacteria can cause pneumonia in bighorn sheep, but there are benign commensal strains in the upper 
respiratory tract  
2. Domestic sheep, goats, and llamas have been reported with these bacteria species  
3. Wild sheep and mountain goats have been reported with these bacteria species  
4. Transmission is by direct contact and aerosolization  
5. These bacteria species do not persist in the environment  
6. Acute-to-chronic die-offs in bighorn sheep can result in low to 100 percent mortality,  
although they can be present in healthy sheep  
7. These bacteria are considered opportunistic and can result in pneumonia outbreaks  
8. These bacteria can cause clinical disease in domestic sheep and goats, but are rarely  
primary pathogens.   
Management Recommendations  
The separation, either spatially, temporally, or both of bighorn sheep from domestic sheep has been recommended by 
leading bighorn sheep disease experts (Schommer and Woolever 2001, Garde 2005, Singer 2001). Experts also 
recommend developing site-specific solutions for each bighorn sheep population and domestic sheep allotment, and to 
develop a management strategy appropriate for the complexity of the management situation (Schommer and Woolever 
2001).  
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and feed generally on the kill for two to five nights (McKinney et al. 2006b, Murphy and 
Ruth 2010). This behavior affords researchers the opportunity to avoid targeting a 
subpopulation and remove only individuals who feed on bighorn sheep.  
 
ODFW can better plan for bighorn sheep management by selecting relocation sites for 
bighorn sheep that have little stalking cover (McKinney et al. 2006b, Murphy and Ruth 
2010). Escape terrain that contains cliffs, rocks, and foliage makes excellent ambush 
cover for a cougar (McKinney et al. 2006a) and should be avoided. Also, the amount of 
cougar predation is generally greater on small-sized bighorn sheep populations (those that 
are under 100 individuals) than on other larger bighorn sheep populations (Sawyer and 
Lindzey 2002, McKinney et al. 2006b, Ruth and Murphy 2010).  In their first year, newly 
transplanted bighorn sheep travel long distances from the release site, which makes them 
vulnerable to predation (McKinney et al. 2006a). 
 
A host of authors reviewed by McKinney et al. (2006) and Ruth and Murphy (2010) 
recommend only limited cougar removals to benefit bighorn sheep populations. Authors 
suggest: 
 

 Predation is greatest where mule deer and bighorn sheep are sympatric and that 
predation on bighorn increases when mule deer herds decline (Ruth and Murphy 
2010).  

 Group size of released bighorns, habitat quality and quantity, alternative prey 
such as mule deer, escape terrain at relocation sites can effect translocation efforts 
(McKinney et al. 2006b, Ruth and Murphy 2010).  

 Logan and Sweanor (2001) found the desert bighorn sheep population in their 
study area to be negatively affected by drought, disease, and lack of connectivity 
to other subpopulations and that predation was not additive. 

 
Removal of cougars from a population can result in unintended consequences such as an 
increase in migration from subadults particularly when a dominant male is removed; this 
could increase the cougar density into an area (Lambert et al. 2006, Stoner et al. 2006, 
Robinson et al. 2008, Ruth and Murphy 2010). Females with kittens avoid these 
infanticidal subadult males by moving to higher elevations, and prey switching from 
abundant, primary prey in lower elevations to rare, sensitive and threatened secondary 
prey at higher elevations (Keehner et al. 2015). Oregon could see better success with 
protecting bighorn sheep populations by leaving mountain lions alone who are not 
preying on bighorn sheep (Murphy and Ruth 2010, Keehner et al. 2015). 
 
 The literature is clear: the problems sheep face are trophy hunters, livestock – because 
they are important disease vectors and because they compete with wild sheep for limited 
resources, habitat loss, and lack of adequate nutrition.  
 
For these reasons, ODFW must adopt a new cougar management plan that eliminates 
target zone management, where the most cruel and extreme methods of hunting and 
trapping are allowed. Target zones are not a useful management strategy and do more 
harm than good by disrupting the social structure of Oregon’s cougar population.  
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V. Conclusion: 

Oregon must develop an updated and credible cougar management plan based upon the 
best available and sound science to determine its cougar population size and hunting 
quota, emphasizing a metapopulation approach, establishing refugia with connecting 
corridors to other populations, conserving breeding females and their kittens, and 
preventing social chaos on cougar populations from over-hunting.  
 
The Commission must conserve all wildlife populations, including cougars. The killing 
of cougars indiscriminately in “target zones” is clearly not meant to encourage 
sustainable, conservation-minded cougar management. Instead, this equates to a 
“sledgehammer” approach to cougar management, which fails to make people, pets or 
livestock safer. 
 
Lastly, ODFW must update its antiquated policies towards the removal of cougars from 
problematic areas by prioritizing nonlethal methods of control and protecting kittens and 
their mothers from unnecessary death.  
 
Cougars are a vital component of Oregon’s natural wild heritage, and Oregonians have 
stated repeatedly that they want these iconic predators protected and valued as an 
important part of our state’s natural landscape. Large-bodied carnivores such as cougars 
require adequate prey and freedom from the threat of human persecution in order to 
persist (Noss et al. 1996). They deserve reasoned management so that their populations 
are conserved for future generations—including for all stakeholders (Jacobson et al. 2010, 
Nelson et al. 2011). Thank you for this opportunity to comment. 
 

Sincerely, 

 

Scott Beckstead 
Oregon Senior State Director 
The Humane Society of the United States 
sbeckstead@humanesociety.org 

Nick Cady 
Legal Director  
Cascadia Wildlands 
nick@cascwild.org
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April 22, 2016 
 
 
Curt Melcher, Director 
Mike Finley, Chair, ODFW Commission 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive SE 
Salem, OR 97302 
 
RE:  Revision to Oregon’s Cougar Management Plan 
 
Dear Mr. Melcher & Mr. Finley, 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the coming revision to Oregon’s 2006 Cougar 
Management Plan.  We care deeply about Oregon’s cougars, and are very much in agreement with you 
on some of the Plan’s main objectives—reducing cougar-human conflicts and predation. 
 
It is of vital importance that decision-makers realize that simply revising the existing Plan will not help 
achieve these goals.  This is because the model and methodology the Plan is based on actually 
exacerbate the possibility of conflict and predation.  Decades of field research consistently show that 
indiscriminate and heavy cougar hunting results in more conflict and predation, not less.  This makes 
Oregon’s Plan fundamentally flawed.   
 
We strongly believe that achieving healthy cougar populations while reducing conflict and predation 
depends on rewriting the Plan, taking advantage of the best available science from some of the best 
minds in cougar research. 
 
If you could take the time to review and consider our Plan comments, as well as the key research and 
comments from leading scientists that are attached to our email, we would be very grateful.  A laudable 
and scientifically valid plan for Oregon’s cougars could very well be instituted based on your direction. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Sally Mackler 
Senior Native Carnivore Advocate 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Some key objectives of Oregon’s 2006 Cougar Management Plan include reducing cougar-human 
conflicts and predation, and increasing mule deer populations.  But the Plan has failed to achieve these 
objectives.  It is of vital importance that decision-makers realize that revising the existing Plan will not 
help.  This is because the model and methodology it is based on actually exacerbate the possibility of 
conflicts, and they have not been shown to increase mule deer populations.  
 
Decades of field research from Washington State University consistently show that indiscriminate and 
heavy cougar hunting results in more conflict and predation, not less.  Hunting creates social chaos 
among cougars, displacing and destroying their complex social system.  The end result is an influx of 
juvenile males into the area, the very age class that is known to cause conflicts with people and result in 
higher predation levels.  And science shows that the mule deer decline has nothing to do with cougars; it 
is primarily due to degraded habitat from agricultural overuse, such as cattle grazing on open range.   
 
The Plan that has remained in effect for the past 10 years uses a discredited population model and 
arbitrary criteria to support its strategy of killing more cougars (“increasing cougar mortality”) to 
prevent conflicts and increase mule deer populations.  This strategy is in large part based on a political 
reaction to unfounded fears of cougar populations increasing as a result of Measure 18, the citizens’ 
initiative passed in 1994 that prohibited sport hunting of cougars with hounds.  Increasing cougar 
mortality is a strategy that peer reviewed published field research has shown to be ineffective. 
 
And so, the Plan’s most severe and fundamental shortcomings are a flawed population model and 
objectives that are not based in science.  As a result, management decisions over the last 10 years have 
been determined by using inflated and questionable data, and by a design to do nothing more than 
prevent the cougar population from declining to an arbitrary level of its estimated size in 1994.   
 
We believe the Plan needs to be completely rewritten based on the best available science from some of 
the best minds in cougar research—the peer reviewers who severely criticized it prior to its introduction 
in 2006.  Because none of these reviewers’ recommendations were considered or incorporated and the 
Plan has remained in place unchanged, their comments are still valid.  We have included them for your 
consideration in the attached PDF titled “Comments by Peer Reviewers, 2005-Present.”   
 
These reviewers criticized the Plan for: 

• its flawed population model and density estimates 
• its questionable methodology, including the use of outdated and unreliable criteria to trigger 

large-scale cougar extermination in Target Areas 
• not incorporating the best current research on the negative impacts of heavy hunting on cougar-

human conflicts 
 
Dr. Robert Wielgus, Director of the Large Carnivore Conservation Lab at Washington State University, 
where most of the current peer-reviewed, published studies on cougar human conflict have been 
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conducted, states this more clearly below in his review of ODFW’s 2009 Evaluation of Cougar Removal in 
Oregon, October 2, 2009: 
 

“All the target mortality objectives and related experimental conclusions are simply 
opinions and guesses. Real data, based on studies of population demography, such as 
done by my team in 3 areas of WA (Lambert et al. 2006, Robinson et al. 2008, Cooley et 
al. 2009a, Cooley et al. 2009b, Maletzke et al. 2010a,b) are required. This cannot be 
overstated; real, area-specific, scientific data are needed to conduct reliable experiments, 
the use of un-tested assumptions and conjecture are simply unjustifiable.”  

  
 
THE PROBLEM WITH POPULATION MODELING  
 
ODFW has relied on computer-generated cougar population estimates for decades. While these models 
may be useful for making inferences, they lack rigor and using them for management is 
irresponsible.  This is exemplified in the ever-increasing cougar population trend, which at current rates 
of mortality is biologically unlikely.   
 
Recently, the extrapolation of densities from a small 18-day study in remote and optimal cougar habitat 
and applying those results to the entire state introduces a similar bias (Davidson et al. 2014).  
Researchers knew where to place sampling grids based on GPS collars thus detecting the absolute most 
animals.  Furthermore, the use all age classes (including kittens) as opposed to using only independent 
cougars as most other research studies do are key factors in why ODFWs model is inaccurate and 
produces highly exaggerated estimates, with no consideration that natural mortality of animals <1 is 
greatest.  The model does not account for this reduced survival.  
 
Finally, growth rate relates to reproductive rate or the intrinsic rate of increase and the model uses a 
population recovery rate figure including all sources of increase, like immigration, not just 
reproduction.  Oregon’s rate of increase is 17%, higher than other agencies with field data support, but 
confidence intervals in Oregon are unacceptable (0-36%) and exemplify that the data being used is of 
poor quality. There are detailed criticisms and analysis of the shortcomings of the model in the peer 
reviews provided.  
 
 
PLAN GAUGES COUGAR-HUMAN CONFLICT LEVEL FROM QUESTIONABLE DATA:  COMPLAINTS 
 
The Plan Objectives’ stated purpose is to minimize cougar-human conflicts by managing for maximized 
mortality using 1994 benchmarks.  All Objectives are dependent on 1994 population estimates and 1994 
levels of complaints, non-hunt mortality (the numbers of cougars killed due to reported livestock 
damage and human threats), and 25-year-old deer/elk management objectives. Instead of managing for 
an optimal healthy population, the Plan manages for increasing mortality up until the population 
reaches the estimated size it was in 1994 when Measure 18 was passed.   
 
Instead of using science to determine criteria for management actions, the Plan relies on conflict levels 
derived from questionable criteria such as unverified complaints and cougars reported killed by 
landowners. For example, consider Objective 3 (Plan, pg. 45, emphasis added):   
 

“ODFW may manage cougar-human conflicts so that the cougar population and 
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distribution, as indicated by human safety/pet complaints, do not to exceed the 1994 level 
of 22 in Zone E.  ODFW may take management action (Target Area administrative 
removal) to reduce the cougar population.” 

 
This means that if the number of complaints in an area is greater today than it was 22 years ago, 
intensive cougar removal can occur.  There is not an area in our state that has not experienced 
significant demographic changes during this time period, yet cougar management is hung on values 
from over two decades ago. 
 
In this Objective complaints are the metric used to determine conflict.  Complaints are poor indicators of 
conflict or even presence of cougars according to the majority of most biologists. Dr. Paul Beier, who is 
considered an expert on cougar human conflicts, included the following in his comments on the Plan: 

 
“There is no empirical support for the idea that the number of complaints about cougars 
is related to cougar population size. Instead, complaints appear to be driven by human 
population size, publicity about cougars, and (perhaps) livestock numbers.  Although a 
population of zero cougars should result in zero complaints, complaints and sightings of 
cougars persist in eastern states where cougars probably do not occur. The relationship is 
weak at best.” (Beier, 2006 Plan Review) 

 
 
TARGET AREAS MAXIMIZE HUNTING OPPORTUNITIES, RATHER THAN REDUCE CONFLICT 
 
While complaints are one of the criteria used to determine conflict levels, non-hunt mortality (cougars 
killed for reported livestock damage or public safety) is the preferred criteria used to initiate 
management action.  The 1994 levels of non-hunt mortality are the primary triggers for establishment of 
Target Areas where cougars are administratively removed, or killed indiscriminately and brutally by 
government agents, using methods that are illegal to sport hunters—snares and hounds. Once the 
number of cougars killed because of real (or perceived) damage or threat in a predetermined specific 
area of one or more WMUs surpasses the level they were in 1994 in the zone encompassing the specific 
area, a Target Area can be established at ODFW’s discretion.  
 
The pattern of target area choices make it clear that the objective of the Plan is not to reduce threats 
to livestock or public safety, but instead to maximize hunting opportunities.  Out of the 9 target areas 
established in 10 years, only three have been related to damage and safety: the Jackson county and 
Beulah area from 2007–09, and the current Umpqua target area just established.   
 
The results of the initial 2007–09 Target Areas were evaluated in ODFW’s 2009 Evaluation of Cougar 
Removal in Oregon, October 2, 2009, and sent out for limited peer review.  This is the only evaluation of the 
Plan that has been made in 10 years.  Again, none of the peer reviewers’ suggestions were incorporated.   
 
Below are the summary remarks of the ODFW 2009 Evaluation from Dr. Robert Wielgus, Director Large 
Carnivore Conservation Lab Washington State, emphasis added. 
 

“No valid scientific conclusions supporting the beneficial effects of administrative removals 
(Target Areas) can be drawn from this study. There was no scientific evidence that 
administrative removals achieved any of the stated goals (reduced complaints, livestock 
depredations, and increased elk calves). The report lacks any scientific credibility. The 
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authors must go back to the drawing board and begin again. The authors should consult 
with reputable wildlife scientists and statisticians to obtain a reliable experimental design, 
analysis, and report. We recommend they consult with Scientists at Oregon State University, 
University of Oregon, or another research university to design a scientifically credible study.”   
 

The current four Target Areas were proposed as part of the Big Game Regulations in October 2015. The 
Target Areas do not belong in the Big Game Regulations. Target Area formation does not involve 
regulation of big game hunting because only government agents are involved in the Target Area cougar 
hunting.  This controversial management decision should have been listed as a separate agenda item for 
the benefit of the Commission members and the public who did not receive adequate noticing.  Rather 
than receiving thoughtful consideration, the Target areas were pushed through as part of the Big Game 
Regulations.  
 
Three of the four current Target Areas are located in prime wildlife habitat for the purpose of improving 
the mule deer population.  There is no science to show that killing predators results in increasing mule 
deer populations.  In fact, five recent studies demonstrate that predator removal “generally had no 
effect” in the long term on ungulate populations (Forrester and Wittmer 2013, pg. 300).   
 
ODFW’s own research supports those findings.  ODFW’s “Mule Deer Initiative Summary 2010-2015,” pg. 
42 (see attached) states:   
 

“Measureable impacts were difficult to document at the end of the removal period. A more 
comprehensive method of counting and modeling deer populations was implemented 
within all MDI Units, but as of this time we have not been able to document a significant 
change in (mule deer) population.”  
 

Despite these findings, the Steens and Warner WMUs are now again currently Target Areas.  Both 
WMUs are, for the second time, undergoing intensive administrative removal for the stated purpose of 
growing more mule deer.  Both WMUs were Target Areas from 2009-13. (For more information on the 
current Target Areas, please see the extensive comments from us on the Target Area proposal you 
received prior to the October 2015 Commission meeting.) 
 
 
KILL QUOTAS = UNREALISTIC 
 
Kill quotas have been established for cougar zones based on the number of cougars to be killed in order 
to reach the 1994 population estimates in each zone. (Plan, Table 14, pg. 54).   
 

“Adaptive management (i.e. Target Areas) may be used to reduce conflict to 1994 levels, as 
measured by non-hunting mortality and complaints. Mortality quotas will include all known 
mortalities due to human causes. The minimum cougar population for Zone A is 400 (Zone A 1994 
population estimate). Modeling indicates a total human-caused mortality of 120 cougars/year for 
5 years could occur without reducing cougar numbers below the minimum population of 400. If 
total human caused mortality reaches 120/yr for 5 years, subsequent mortality would need 
reduced to approximately 60 cougars/year to prevent the population from declining below the 
minimum.” (Plan, pg. 64, emphasis added)  
 

With a population model that is ever increasing (and quotas that are periodically raised to adjust for the 
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population model), it is practically impossible to reach that 1994 number. Therefore there is no realistic 
limit to the number of cougars that can be killed under the Plan.  Quotas have only been reached three 
times in 10 years, and only in Zone A.  That should be a red flag to carefully consider the impact of such 
heavy predation in that one zone on the cougar population and the subsequent effect on conflicts.  
Quota information can be found on the ODFW website at 
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/Resources/hunting/big_game/cougar/quota.asp 
 
 
MAXIMIZING COUGAR MORTALITY ACTUALLY INCREASES HUMAN CONFLICTS 
 
As mentioned previously, the 2006 Plan’s strategy is to maximize mortality as much as possible to 
reduce conflicts with people.  This strategy has never been proven to be effective and in fact numerous 
peer-reviewed published field studies have show heavy hunting pressure actually increases 
cougar/human conflicts (see Wielgus references).  Oregon’s own data shows that conflict has not been 
alleviated by the last 20 years of maximizing cougar mortality.  
 
Following the passage of the initiative prohibiting hound and bait sport hunting of bears and cougars in 
1994, the department initiated dramatic changes to cougar hunting regulations to increase kill numbers, 
such as replacing distinct hunting seasons with year round hunting, adding cougar tags to the sports pac 
licenses (resulting in steady increase in tag numbers going from around 500 in the 1990s to 57,980 last 
year), doubling the tags per hunter from one to two.  The 2006 Plan added another layer of mortality by 
establishing target areas.   
 
The combination of these changes in management brought about ODFW’s desired outcome:  cougar 
mortality rose from around 200 to 500 (ODFW Cougar Table 1: Trends in complaints, damage, harvest 
and other mortality).  Concurrent with the large increase in mortality there is an increase in non-hunt 
mortality, the metric used to show conflict.  This supports the current research which finds that 
increased indiscriminate killing of cougars results in a breakdown of social structure and territoriality, 
which in turn results in a change in the age structure of the population favoring juvenile males, the 
age class most frequently associated with conflicts.  
 
After assessing the effects of sport hunting on complaints and livestock damage for six years between 
2005 and 2010, Peebles et al found the following: 
 

“Very heavy hunting (100% removal of resident adults in 1 year) increased the odds of 
complaints and depredations in year 2 by 150% to 340%. It appears that remedial sport 
hunting to reduce complaints and depredations is actually associated with increased, not 
decreased, complaints and depredations the following year. Increased hunting fails to 
account for compensatory immigration and the shift in the sex-age structure towards 
younger cougars, which may be responsible for the increased reports and depredations.” 

 
Other studies found that heavy hunting resulted in increased immigration of young males (Robinson et 
al 2008), increased male cougar home ranges and overlap of ranges, increasing the odds of 
encountering human-occupied areas (Maletzky B.T 2010), that light or no hunting resulted in young 
males leaving the area and a stable older male population structure (Cooley H.S. et al 2009), that 
younger cougars are found in human-occupied areas (Kertson B.N 2010), an association between 
juvenile and young cougars and human conflicts (Beier P. 1991), and that male cougars are likely to prey 
on livestock than females (Torres et al 1996).   

http://www.dfw.state.or.us/Resources/hunting/big_game/cougar/quota.asp
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There is an undeniable body of research from varying states that indicate heavy hunting disrupts 
cougars’ social structure and territorial system, resulting in immigration of young males and increased 
incidences of conflict. 
 
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
As Oregonians continue to push into wildlife habitat to build homes and recreate, we believe our state’s 
current strategy of maximizing cougar mortality is actually exacerbating the possibility of cougar-human 
conflicts and predation, and that it is time for a significant management change—a change that better 
reflects Oregonian’s current attitudes and culture, and a change which places value on cougars for 
reasons other than sport hunting.  
 
The new plan should be built on peer-reviewed science with emphasis on objectives that conserve 
Oregon’s cougars by: 

1. Minimizing conflict through improved livestock protection through better husbandry 
practices and prompt response to legitimate losses targeting the specific animal responsible 
as opposed to broad brush culling. 

2. Establishing improved and extensive public education regarding how to coexist with cougars 
and appreciate their role in the ecosystem. 

3. Developing a better method of estimating the cougar population using empirical data and a 
new peer reviewed population model. 

4. Moving from management based on source-sink concept to one based on social structure 
and behavior. 

 
While there is no science to support that cougar populations need to be regulated through hunting, we 
recognize that providing recreational hunting is part of the Department’s directive.  In an effort to avoid 
disruption and conflict, we would like to see hunting strategies consider cougar social structure and how 
they distribute themselves on the landscape.  That would involve moving to smaller scale management 
as opposed to the zone system, establishing quotas and tags specific to smaller hunting units, and 
thereby gaining more control over where and how many animals are removed (Beausoleil et al 2013).  
The intended result is to stabilize the population, rather than create territorial and social collapse and 
subsequent influx of inexperienced juveniles, which in turn results in increased conflicts and increased 
predation on ungulates.  Washington and Colorado are employing this strategy.  
 
We recommend the new plan roll back the changes made to increase mortality by: 

 
• removing cougar tags from the sport pac 
• returning to a set season 
• allowing one tag per hunter 
• eliminating Target Areas   

 
We also recommend a much larger effort to manage damage concerns by immediately responding to 
legitimate losses by targeting the individual animal responsible, as opposed to broad brush culling 
currently underway (as exemplified in the Umpqua Target Area and the failed Jackson County Target 
Area).   
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