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March 12, 2010 
Washington Department of Fish & Wildlife
600 Capitol Way N.

Olympia, WA  98501
 
Dear Commissioners,
The Cougar Fund, a national nonprofit dedicated to the conservation of the cougar throughout its present and historic range, works on behalf of its members to ensure that cougar management, as well as management of their prey, are always held to the highest standards of peer-reviewed science.  In addition to educating the public about the many issues that surround cougars, we look to balance human interests with healthy cougar populations. With these efforts in mind, we would like to comment on the revisions to the Cougar Pilot Hunting Season as well as the state’s management strategy.
We fully support WDFW’s stated goal to “preserve, protect, perpetuate, and manage cougar and their habitats to ensure healthy, productive populations.” However, we fail to find evidence of how the state will execute this goal using the Cougar Pilot Program.  As this program has progressed, we are eager to see scientific data that supports the need for this specific program. 
As a public institution with an obligation to serve the public interest, WDFW’s claim that recreational hunting is an effective and necessary management to address human-safety, human-livestock or predator-prey imbalances is wrong when empirical data to support this claim is lacking. Long-term management of healthy populations ought to be the result of the Cougar Pilot Program, however we have found that this program is skewing cougar populations towards younger aged animals. Contrary to the goal of the program, cougar harvest may facilitate or exacerbate human-cougar and/or cougar-livestock conflicts, especially when all mortality is not included in the quota. The decline of a cougar population below its ecologically effective size may result in decreased species diversity, triggering an ecological chain reaction that culminates with a degraded or simplified ecosystem (Soulé et al. 2003). Because cougars are considered a strongly interactive species, it would be prudent for WDFW to maintain population sizes that are ecologically effective rather than simply minimally viable and including all mortality in harvest goals is essential to effective management.  We contend, that the question of whether to hunt or not to hunt cougars is a social issue and not a biological necessity. 


· Adjust Hunting Season Dates – WDFW should alter the hunting season dates to reduce the incidence of orphaning kittens by increasing the ability of hunters to identify the presence of dependent young. Such an adjustment should consider when snowfall arrives (thus improving track identification) and the maturation period of kittens. 
· Terminate Pursuit Seasons for Cougars – WDFW should eliminate pursuit only seasons for cougars in Washington. WDFW has provided, and we were unable to identify, any empirical evidence that pursuit of cougars by dogs increases public safety by altering cougar behavior. 
· Terminate the “public safety removal” program. WDFW has not provided any empirical support for the claim that public safety removals have decreased the likelihood of human-cougar conflicts. We are further concerned that the boundaries of the public safety removal program appear to be too large, in some cases even expanding into designated wilderness. Thus, cougars that pose no verifiable threat to the public are being needlessly killed. 
· Increase license fees for cougar – At present Washington has one of the lowest fees for hunting cougar of any western state. This implies to the public that cougars are of extremely low value.
· Reduce bag limits – WDFW should allow only 1 cougar to be killed by individual hunters. This would reduce competiveness amongst hunters and reduce the likelihood of female cougars being killed because of concerns that the season would close before their being able to obtain their bag limit.
· Move from a quota system to a limited entry system – WDFW should adopt the approach used in Montana where the number of permits issued equals the quota set for each GMU. 
· Adopt an adaptive management process -Given uncertainties about basic demographic parameters, responses of populations to management prescriptions or hunter selectivity, temporal and spatial variation, and understanding that cougar habitat is changing, cougar management should adopt an adaptive management process.
· Implement cougar hunter education program – WDFW should initiate a cougar hunter education and testing requirement as has been implemented in Colorado. This would increase hunter awareness of cougar ecology and increase their ability to identify the sex of cougars in the field so as to reduce the killing of females and the number of kittens orphaned. Hunters should be required to achieve a passing grade on the exam before being issued a permit.
· Ensure Habitat  -Identifying and protecting corridors among reserves is integral and necessary for assuring that Washington retains sufficient habitat and connectivity to maintain viable cougar populations.  WDFW, in collaboration with other local, state, and federal agencies, and NGO’s, should identify and protect sufficiently large habitat cores and the corridors to link them to meet the first stated goal of the DSEIS, i.e., “preserve, protect, perpetuate, and manage cougar and their habitats to ensure healthy, productive populations.”

· Incorporate research findings of research on cougars conducted in Washington in the DSEIS and continue to support scientific research to establish site-specific population data – It is essential to understand the biological impact of human-caused mortality on cougar populations (i.e., sex ratio, age structure, mortality factors and rates, kitten production and recruitment, population size estimates). As we have previously noted, there is a significant body of research conducted by WDFW personnel and WSU researchers that has provided important findings germane to the DSEIS and to cougar management in general. The DSEIS should contain a thorough discussion of their implications for cougar management, including a discussion of results that are inconsistent with or contradict existing or proposed management actions.

· Implement an aggressive public education program on how to co-exist with cougars. Washington has extensive experience in conducting public education programs concerning cougars and we commend the work of WDFW in this area, notably Project CAT. WDFW should continue take the lead in improving public and livestock health and safety by educating Washington citizens about how to avoid contact and conflict with predators, how to avert predators from populated areas, and about the public benefits of a sustained predator population. Such education should be funded at least to the same degree that hunter safety and opportunities are promulgated. Project CAT and Living with Wildlife workshops should be expanded statewide, with multiple sessions offered in areas with high numbers of interactions with cougars. The Cougar Fund offers our expertise to WDFW and other interested parties to implement this recommendation.

· Prohibit the sport hunting of female cougars. We agree with Logan and Sweanor’s (2001: 384) proposal that, “Until better monitoring tools are operational, we advise that puma sport-hunting prescriptions have conservative harvests of male pumas and protections for female pumas, regardless of whether or not they are raising cubs.” (Emphasis added).   

· Establish strong penalties to discourage and prohibit the killing of cougars outside Department policies, and for killing a female cougar or kitten for lack of ability to accurately sex in the wild (e.g. fines, making possession of the body or skull of a female cougar or kitten illegal.) 



We ask that the state find an alternative to the Cougar Pilot program as soon as possible and re-evaluate the cause for this argument.  We would very much like the state of WA to create policy that reflects actual data and contemporary approaches to managing cougars such as those used in other western states.
In conclusion we would like to reiterate that we urge the state to provide hunter education, offer greater consideration to a female sub-quota & the orphaning of cubs, include all mortality in the quota and encourage techniques such as appropriate land-use planning, improved animal husbandry and public education about living in cougar country. These objectives will have a far greater effect in maintaining long-term viable populations of cougars in the state.
The Cougar Fund is always available to answer questions or provide data. 
Thank you.

Sincerely, 
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