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Abstract:
Cougars (puma concolor) are managed on the traditional density dependent, compensatory mortality, game management model. In
population ecology, hunting is believed to result in reduced numbers of cougars, increased female reproductive success, population
growth, and sustained yield. In community ecology, hunting is believed to result in reduced predation on game animals. In landscape
ecology, hunting is believed to result in decreased conflicts with humans. We conducted 6 seperate field experiments from 1998 to
2011 (13 years) in WA to test these hypotheses. High hunting mortality of males resulted in compensatory immigration by males,
decreased kitten survival and increased infanticide, and female population decline - with no net change in total cougars. Low hunting
mortality of males resulted in compensatory emigration by males, high kitten survival and female population increase - with no net
change in total cougars. Intrinsic growth rates (excluding hunting mortalities) were +14% throughout WA. High hunting of males and
increased male turnover corresponded with sexual segregation. Females with kittens avoided males and switched from numerous
white-tailed deer at low elevations to sparse mule deer at high elevations in heavily hunted areas. Only very high harvest of females
reversed high predation on mule deer. High hunting mortality resulted in a doubling of home range size and overlap for immigrant
males - increasing the probability for cougar/human interactions. Younger immigrants used human-occupied areas more than older
residents. Increased hunting of cougars did not reduce cougar complaints and livestock depredations. Our results suggest that the
traditional game management model does not apply to cougars. We recommended a harvest strategy of <14%/year (based on
intrinsic growth rates of cougars) to allow cougar population equilibrium (no net immigration or emigration) throughout WA. The
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife adopted this new equilibrium management plan for cougars statewide in 2012. 
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