
 
 

August 3, 2017 

 

 

 

 

VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL – odfw.commission@state.or.us 

 

Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission 

4034 Fairview Industrial Drive SE 

Salem, OR 97302 

 

 Re: Oregon Cougar Management Plan Draft Update (2017) 

  

Dear Chair Finley and Members of the Commission: 

 

 Please consider the following comments of Humane Oregon on the Draft Update of the 

Oregon Cougar Management Plan. By way of background, Humane Oregon was formed in 2014 

to help advocate for humane treatment of animals in Oregon’s political process and elections. 

We are a moderate but progressive animal welfare organization, with board members from many 

different places within Oregon’s animal welfare community. We are not affiliated with any other 

state or national organization. We have reviewed the draft cougar plan update and offer the 

following comments on behalf of our board and many supporters. 

 

General Comments on Cougar Management 

 

Our comments are guided by our following general views on cougar management in 

Oregon: 

 

1. Cougars deserve the space (habitat) and tolerance they need to survive and thrive in 

Oregon, in reasonable balance with people, pets, livestock and other species of wildlife. 

 

2. Cougars should not be killed in response to exaggerated or unsubstantiated risks or 

conflicts with humans, pets, livestock or other wildlife populations. 

  

3. Cougars should not be killed to resolve risk or conflict unless it is clear that doing so will 

resolve the risk or conflict and there are no reasonable non-lethal alternatives. 

 



 

4. Cougars hunted or killed for management purposes, as well as cougars hunted for sport, 

should not be killed in a manner that most Oregonians consider inhumane, as reflected in 

part by the ballot measure that prohibits hunting cougars with dogs. 

 

Specific Comments on Management Plan 

 

 The general management approach of the draft plan is to maintain cougar populations 

above specified minimums (3,000 statewide), to set quotas for cougar mortalities, to allow 

hunting year-round until those quotas are reached, and to allow cougars to be killed to resolve 

livestock damage and human safety risks even after the quotas are reached. The plan also 

provides for the Department to direct killing of cougars in “target areas” based on specified 

thresholds of conflict with people, pets, livestock or other wildlife populations. Department-

directed killing, as well as killing by landowners claiming danger or damage from cougars, can 

be done using dogs to track and tree or corner the cougars. The plan encourages use of education 

and non-lethal means to resolve conflict and risk but does not clearly define the point at which 

the response moves from non-lethal to lethal action. 

 

 Against this framework, we have the following specific comments: 

 

1. Public Opinion. We support the plan’s goal of a management program that “incorporates 

the desires of the public,” (p. VIII). In this regard, we support the plan’s recognition that 

many Oregonians care about cougars even if they do not hunt them, live around them or 

even see them, (pp. VIII). As the plan acknowledges, “[a]lthough many Oregonians may 

never see a cougar, they find satisfaction in the knowledge that cougars still remain in 

Oregon and that their existence is not threatened,” (p. 1). The desires of those Oregonians 

need to be respected to the same extent as the desires of hunters, ranchers and rural 

residents. 

 

The plan should include more specific reference and recognition of the substantial 

majority of Oregonians who voted to prohibit hunting cougars with dogs in 1994, and 

who voted against repealing that prohibition in 1996. Instead, the plan discusses, as 

though representative of public opinion generally, a 2002 survey in six southern Oregon 

counties, only one of which voted with the majority in 1996 to keep cougars protected 

from hunting with dogs (we do not have the county-by-county results for 1994), (p. 1). 

That discussion should be eliminated or qualified as not representative of the entire state. 

The plan also discusses survey results in Colorado and Washington, which seem to us to 

have very little relevance to what Oregon’s cougar management plan should say. 

  

The plan claims “[c]ougar management is complicated by the dichotomy of sentiment 

toward cougars among Oregon residents,” (p. II). We wonder whether that is really true, 



 

given the election results on the ballot measures and the weight of public comments when 

cougar issues arise in statewide public forums, or whether the Department gives undue 

weight to some minority perspectives. In our view, the clear majority of Oregonians 

wants cougars to survive and thrive in Oregon, doesn’t want them killed as a first 

response to perceived risk or conflict, and doesn’t want them hunted with dogs.  

 

2. Cougar Populations. We support the aspect of the plan that allows cougar populations to 

grow above the established minimum levels deemed necessary for cougar survival. 

 

3. Killing Cougars to Resolve Conflict. The plan relies heavily on cougar “removals” to 

resolve conflict even though, according to the lengthy discussions on cougar biology and 

behavior, it is not clear from the science that killing cougars reduces conflict, (p. 12). For 

example, the plan acknowledges that “[s]ome studies have indicated a relationship 

between intensive cougar removals and an increase in livestock depredation and human-

cougar conflicts due to an influx of juvenile males,” (p. 38 (emphasis added)). Also for 

example, increased killing of cougars to recover mule deer populations in the Steens and 

Warner target areas was found to not benefit the deer population, (p. 61). The science on 

these issues needs to be better resolved before management relies so heavily on killing 

cougars as the way to reduce conflict and protect other wildlife populations. 

 

4. Triggers for Measuring Conflict. The proposed test in the plan for whether conflicts with 

people, pets or livestock justifies targeted killing of cougars is whether the three-year 

average of cougar killings to resolve specific conflicts is greater than the ten-year 

average. This test strikes us as arbitrary and problematic. First, we do not see in the plan 

any social or biological justification for the measure as an indicator of unacceptable 

conflict. Second, there apparently is no test for whether the variation from the 10-year 

average is statistically significant, meaning it could be just a random variation instead of 

an indication of more conflict. Third, there is no screen to determine whether the specific 

conflict killings used to measure conflict were in fact the result of conflict (i.e., were 

justified). 

 

5. Impacts on Ungulates. The plan would allow cougars to be targeted for more killing in an 

area with depressed ungulate (deer, elk, etc.) populations based only a possibility that 

cougars are to blame, (p. 59). If cougars are going to be targeted for that reason, despite 

inconsistent evidence that it helps solve the problem, the plan should at least require a 

stronger finding that cougars are a significant cause of the problem in the first place. 

According to research discussed in the plan, that does not go without saying, (pp. 10, 11). 

 

6. Non-lethal Methods. The plan should be more specific about requiring education and 

non-lethal methods to resolve a specific cougar conflict before the Department conducts 



 

or directs killing of cougars to resolve conflict. The plan also should provide separate, 

stronger criteria for conflict killings in zones where mortality quotas have been exceeded. 

In those zones, more effort should be made to resolve the conflict with non-lethal 

methods first.  

 

7. Killing With Dogs. The plan should specifically require that any killing of cougars 

authorized by the plan be attempted first without the use of dogs. The majority of 

Oregonians consider that method inhumane and the Department should respect that 

judgment. 

 

Comments on Background Data and Information 

 

 The draft plan also includes significant discussion on cougar biology and research, the 

status of cougar populations, and the history and status of cougar management in Oregon, 

(Chapter II). We have the following comments on this portion of the plan: 

 

1. Hunter “Success Rates.” References to changes in the hunter “success rate” since 1994, 

which seem designed to subtly advocate for resumption of hound hunting, should be 

eliminated or more clearly qualified to reflect the dramatic changes in licensing practices 

(giving a license to everyone who buys a “Sport Pac”) and licensing fees (now 70% 

lower than 1997 even before adjusting for inflation). The nature of the cougar “hunters” 

for whom the “success rate” is measured has clearly changed from a person who 

specifically buys a license for cougars and targets cougars to numerous hunters hunting 

other species who happen to have a cougar tag in case they might see one, (p. 27). Thus, 

for example, Table 6 (p. 30) misleadingly suggests that the cougar hunting “success rate” 

dropped from roughly 40% and to roughly 2% with no apparent explanation besides 

Measure 18. In fact, the table is comparing apples and oranges. If the number of cougar 

hunters in 1994 (probably targeting cougars) grew at the same rate as the general 

population of Oregon, there were 469 real cougar hunters in 2016. Taking out the 66% of 

cougars killed pursuing other game (p. 27), the “success rate” of real cougar hunters was 

about 37 percent, which is not dramatically different from the pre-Measure 18 “success 

rate.” 

 

2. Poaching. The plan does not have a good explanation for estimates of cougars killed by 

poachers, (p. 32). First, although the discussion refers to an estimate of “less than 1%,” it 

is not clear if that is the number included in the population model. Second, the 

assumption that people are unlikely to poach cougars because taxidermists won’t process 

the hide without an ODFW “seal” (if we are tracking the explanation) seems unrealistic 

to us. (We don’t see why the ability to taxidermy would make or break a decision to 

poach or why all taxidermists can be assumed to be so scrupulous.) The assumption that 



 

poaching would ordinarily generate a complaint to OSP also seems unrealistic. (We 

doubt anyone would be in a position to witness it in many cases.) Third, the telemetry 

studies suggest illegal kill rates higher than those apparently assumed in the model. 

 

3. Cougars Killed by Hunters. The number of cougars killed by hunters in 2016 (measured 

by “Harvest Check In”) is approximately 80% higher than the number of cougars killed 

by hunters before Measure 18 prohibited the use of dogs, (p. 30). We think this defeats 

any argument that dogs are necessary to successfully hunt cougars. 

 

4. Livestock Damage and Humane Safety/Pet Conflict. The total number of cougars taken 

on livestock damage and human safety/pet conflict in Oregon, which apparently is treated 

as a measure of conflict with cougars, seems to us relatively stable since approximately 

2000, (p. 33). (As with much of the data presented in the draft plan, there appears to be 

no test of statistical significance for changes, or attempt to account for other possible 

explanations for changes, which we think are necessary for drawing conclusions.) The 

Adaptive Management Section also acknowledges this, (p. 61 (“[e]xcept for Zone A, 

non-hunting cougar mortalities due to human safety/pet conflicts have been stable 

throughout most of the state and complaints are also stable or declining”). While the 

numbers were much lower before Measure 18, they rose rapidly (from 10 to 40, or 300 

percent) while hunting with dogs was legal. All of this contradicts the popular narrative 

that Oregon is experiencing an epidemic of cougar conflict brought on by increasing 

cougar populations. 

 

5. Complaints. “With the exception of Zone A, [even] cougar complaints [from 2007 

through 2016] are stable or declining across much of Oregon (Table 10),” (p. 38 

(emphasis added)). In fact, “[w]ith the exception of Zone A,” complaints have declined 

across all of Oregon. This further contradicts the popular narrative that Oregon is 

experiencing an epidemic of cougar conflict brought on by increasing cougar populations. 

 

“ODFW staff speculate that declining cougar complaints may be due to the local public 

being familiar with how to live with cougars, [knowing] how to resolve their issue, or 

[being] familiar with their legal options,” and that the opposite may be true where 

complaints have increased (i.e., people are newly encountering cougars), (p. 33). 

However, speculation is not a good basis for a management plan. It could also be just 

because there is less conflict. 

 

6. Population Growth Rates – Hunting With Dogs Or Not. A model used by the Department 

for estimating growth in cougar populations estimates that “the cougar population 

subjected to hunting with dogs was increasing at a faster rate than one that was not 

hunted with dogs,” (pp. 40-41). We hope this will eliminate arguments, and subtle 



 

suggestions in the plan, that resumed sport hunting with dogs is necessary to prevent 

runaway growth of cougar populations in Oregon. We also think the plan should express 

the growth rates in a consistent format in this section (both as a percentage, for example) 

to avoid obscuring the point. 

 

7. Self-regulation of Cougar Populations. We would like to see more discussion on research 

regarding the extent to which cougar populations will “self-regulate” without hunting, 

target removals and lethal conflict management. 

 

 Thank you for considering our comments on this important issue. 

 

     Sincerely, 

 

     Brian Posewitz 
       

     Brian Posewitz 

Board Member and Administrator 


