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OTHER TAKES

Gilad: Texas mountain lion data is shaky
Orie Gilad, SPECIAL CONTRIBUTOR

Friday, August 17, 2007
In his recent article "Love 'em or shoot "em, but mountain lions are here to stay," Mike Leggett quoted Texas Parks and Wildlife (TPWD) Mammalogist John Young regarding the department's knowledge and attitude towards mountain lions in Texas. The TPWD claims that a genetic study conducted at Texas A&M calculated that there are 5,600 mountain lions in Texas.
This number is a misunderstanding of the data and is meaningless for current population size. The figure 5,600 represents the average size of an idealized population under ideal conditions during the past several thousand years. It is not the current number of mountain lions in Texas. Mountain lions are not monitored or managed and even rough estimates of the numbers of lions in the state do not exist.
As a non-game, unprotected species, mountain lions can be killed year-round with no restriction on season, bag limit, age or sex. We do not have accurate information on the number of lions killed and as a result we do not know how these killings affect the overall population.
According to TPWD, the decision to keep mountain lions as unprotected animals is based on an assumption that the population is stable or increasing. This assumption is based on reported harvest data and confirmed sightings. Harvest rates (number of animals killed) is an unreliable indicator of population trends since they reflect hunter effort or lion vulnerability but not lion numbers.
The Department does not feel that mountain lions are a high priority species and because of limited resources their efforts should be concentrated where there is greater need. It should be pointed out that studies on mountain lions in Texas show an unstable population age-structure (a higher number of younger animals than should be in a healthy population), suggesting that the population is highly exploited. Mortalities are found to be 30 - 80% annually (location and age-group dependent). Mortality rates higher than 25% usually lead to a decrease in mountain lion populations.
Loss of habitat, disruption of habitat, and unregulated killing of mountain lions lead to a serious shortage of reliable data regarding the mountain lion population of Texas. Texas is the only state that has no regulation of its mountain lion population.
Mountain lions are currently found only in part of their historical range, with two genetically distinct populations, one in southern and one in western Texas. The southern Texas population has low genetic diversity and is suffering high death rates due to the many snares placed in digs underneath the high fences. Snares are non-selective and target coyotes, but lions are sometimes captured, increasing the number of lion deaths. Yet, there is no data regarding the number of lions caught and killed in southern Texas.
The western population is found mostly on private lands. Landowners vary in attitude towards mountain lions. Some landowners co-exist with lions and some try to decrease the number of lions on their land either because their ranch is used for commercial hunting of deer (and other exotics), or because of depredation on their livestock. Regarding livestock, however, studies show that cattle are less than 2% of mountain lion diet in Texas, deer being the main food item.
There are many misconceptions about predator conservation. One method that is successful is the source-sink approach, and an adaptable plan that changes as land use and conditions change. A source-sink approach takes into consideration the need of some landowners to control the predators on their land (called sink areas), while identifying other areas (source areas) that will compensate for the losses caused by sinks. This approach insures that the needs of the landowners are met while ensuring long term survival of a healthy, viable population of mountain lions for generations to come.
Whether through this approach or another, anyone who cares about healthy landscapes in Texas should want the assurance that can only come from careful scientific studies and a responsible method of monitoring this important animal that is part of Texas heritage.
