Module 3 Self-directed Research Project

Cougars (Puma concolor) in Southern Ontario
Jennie Evans
Introduction

Population biology is an often overlooked topic in our secondary science courses. I hope that this case study on cougars in Ontario provides you with some knowledge to share with your students. 

I became interested in this topic because in recent months there have been rumours that cougars have been spotted in my local area. Five years ago, when I worked as an Ontario Parks natural heritage interpreter, we were instructed that cougars had been extirpated from Ontario. Consequently, the increasing reports of cougar sightings have made me extremely curious. In my experience, the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) is aware of many things that are not public knowledge, so my original objective in this research was to discover their current official line on the issue. Since the MNR is still reluctant to make a firm statement on the presence of cougar in Ontario, I broadened my research to cover a variety of topics: cougar habitat range, recent news coverage, expert denial, and expert support. At the end of this report I have also included a cougar FAQ page. 
Cougar Habitat Range
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The historic home range for cougars includes most of North America, up to the boreal forest (the “deer-line”). Cougars preyed upon early settlers and their livestock, so they were hunted nearly to the point of extinction. Habitat loss, due to agriculture and forestry, has also been a major contributing factor in the population decline. The cougar has been extirpated from most of North America for over a century (Bolgiano). In fact the last known wild cougar in Ontario was shot in 1884 (Reguly 59).
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The current habitat range for healthy cougar populations stretches along the West coast of the continent, from BC down through California to Argentina (“Cougar”). 
Recent News Coverage
Cougar sightings have been on the rise in the past decade: “There have been roughly 1000 reported cougar sightings in Ontario since 2002, but only a handful of them have been confirmed – by photos, track marks, or DNA collected from scat” (Baute). Most alleged cougar sightings happen quickly and at a distance, so that the observer is not certain what they have seen (Baute). Despite these concerns, there is a wide range of people, in many situations, many locations, and with many different expert levels, who claim to have seen cougars or evidence of cougars. It seems unlikely that all of these individuals are incompetent observers or are intentionally lying. 

There have been numerous reports of cougar sightings in the past year, but the two following reports were widely circulated in the press. In March 2008, both police and the media reported that a cougar had been killed on the 403 near Hamilton. Follow-up examinations determined that the dead animal was in fact a coyote (Baute). In November 2008 two elementary schools in North Bay kept children indoors at recess due to reports of cougars in the area (French). The MNR claims that they have not found any evidence of cougars in that region, but school administrators were unwilling to take any chances with student safety (French). One MNR representative, Graham Mewett, says that this was likely another case of misidentification, and that it is unlikely that a cougar would visit such a densely populated urban neighbourhood (French). 
Experts Statements: Denial
Officially, The MNR says there are no wild cougars in Ontario (Elsner). Most news articles about  cougar sightings are tempered with the MNR point of view: that the sightings are misidentifications, or are attributed to animals that have escaped from zoos, or have been released by pet owners (Thurston).  Persons who report sighting of cougar, are usually met with skepticism by MNR employees (Helsdon; McKim). Part of the issue is the fact that most cougar sightings have been by the lay public (Bolgiano). However, one retired MNR employee, Bob White, states that he received many credible reports of cougars while he was employed as a conservation officer in the Sudbury region but “there was a culture of denial in the ministry about cougars” (qtd. in Reguly 59). 

Expert Statements: Support
Interestingly enough, it is also the MNR who has provided some of the best evidence for cougars in Ontario. In 2004 an MNR biologist, Anne Yagi, collected some suspected cougar scat from the Wainfleet bog, near Port Colborne. Subsequent DNA testing proved that the scat was indeed made by a cougar. (Harris 46). The MNR has confirmed that tracks found near Thunder Bay were made by cougars (Reguly 58). In addition, prints and a den were found near Niagara Falls (Reguly 59). Rick Rosatte, a senior research scientist with the MNR, says that there is evidence that cougars exist in Ontario but he does not know how they came to be here: whether they have always been here, whether they have escaped, or whether they came from elsewhere (Baute). Fred Scott, who curates the Wildlife Museum at Acadia, claims that escaped cougars may have bred in the wild, leading to small populations in parts of Eastern Canada (Thurston).
Stuart Kenn is the president of the Ontario Puma Foundation. This organization of scientists and scientifically-minded lay persons seeks to collect reliable data about cougar in Ontario. Kenn estimates that there are 500 to 550 cougars in Ontario. He has studied the species since his childhood, and has found every type of evidence there is, except seeing the animal itself (Baute). If the species is elusive enough to evade such an avid researcher, it should be no surprise that the MNR is reluctant to confirm the existence of wild populations in the province. 
Conclusion
It seems clear that there are cougars living in Ontario, but as scientifically-minded teachers we must be carefully to present all sides of the issue. Although the MNR seems unfairly biased against the idea of wild cougars in Ontario, we must remember that they employ many of the province’s wildlife biologists and thus they have the best opportunity to acquire scientific data. I hope that you will share this information with your students in order to discuss valid vs invalid observations, to discuss media awareness, or to study population decline and recovery.   

Cougar FAQs
What do cougars look like?

Males can be as long as two metres, and can weigh over 100 kg. Females are slightly shorter and lighter (“Species spotlight”). Their upper fur is tawny, or greyish, while the underside has white fur (Reguly 60). Cougars are significantly larger than bobcats or lynx. The two smaller cats both have whiskered sideburns and tufted, pointed ears, while cougars have smooth cheeks and rounded ears.

Are there black cougars?

Despite many reports of black cougar sightings, these have never been authenticated by experts (Bolgiano). Government experts claim that black cougars do not exist. However, a black cougar was shot in Quebec in 1992 (Reguly 59). In addition to this, 25% of eye-witness reports say that the cougar was dark-coloured (Reguly 59).

How do cougars live?

Cougars are both nocturnal and secretive (“Cougar”). They live in habitat that is shared by deer, and they require forest cover to stalk their favourite prey. They also hunt large rodents, such as beaver (“Species spotlight”). Cougars are excellent at camouflaging, and they are rarely detected by humans. Cougars establish individual territories within a larger home range, and they live solitary lives. Females live with their kittens for two years. Young male cougars may be transients until they establish territories. The highest reported population density in western North America is 4 cougars per 100 km2 (“Cougar”). 

How do we stay safe if we encounter a cougar?

Cougar safety tips are similar to tips for any large mammals: maintain eye contact, look big, and group together (“You are in Wolf and Cougar Country”).

What is the eastern cougar (Puma concolor cougar)?

The eastern cougar is a subspecies of the cougar (Puma concolor), which was historically said to live in Eastern Canada. In the 1950’s the eastern cougar was thought to be extinct (“Cougars”). Experts now believe that this subspecies may never have existed (Thurston). In fact, experts state that all four subspecies of the cougar are probably just one species, with some regional morphology differences (“Cougar”). According to the scientists consulted by Thurston, historic descriptions of this subspecies are considered questionable. These same experts state that if the subspecies ever did exist, it has most certainly been extirpated for over a century. 

What is the COSEWIC status for the cougar?

The eastern subspecies was declared endangered in 1978. In 1998 the status was changed to data deficient due to the lack of data available (“Species Spotlight”). COSEWIC has no listing for other subspecies of cougar.
What recovery actions are taking place? 

There are currently no recovery programs for the cougar in Ontario. The Ontario Puma Foundation has developed a proposed plan that would restore fragmented forest habitat (Harris 46).

Is it true that the MNR has released cougars to control deer or turkey populations?
A spokesperson for the MNR, Jolanta Kowalski, says that there is no truth to the rumours that the MNR has released cougars to help manage wildlife populations (Elsner).
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