
 

 
 

BACKGROUND 

Cougars are apex predators that help shape 

the distribution and abundance of ungulates 

across western North America. In southern 

British Columbia cougars are managed as a 

game species, but little is known about their 

populations here. In addition to the 

knowledge gaps in cougar management, 

questions on the impacts of cougars on mule 

deer have surfaced from the findings of the 

Southern Interior Mule Deer Project. 

Preliminary findings from this study suggest 

that the greatest source of proximate 

mortality for mule deer in southern BC is 

cougar predation. However, it is not clear 

whether individual cougars kill many mule 

deer, cougar populations are overabundant, 

or cougars better target mule deer in certain 

habitats and landscape conditions. Thus, the 

two broad objectives of this cougar project 

are 1) to improve the best available data for 

estimating cougar population sizes and 

trends, and 2) to build upon the Southern 

Interior Mule Deer Project to better 

understand the interactions between 

cougars and mule deer to inform landscape 

management. We are deploying GPS radio 

collars on cougars in 3 study areas (Figure 1) 

to track cougar movements and locate their 

kill sites identified by clusters of GPS points. 

The findings of this project will improve 

monitoring and inform management of both 

cougars and mule deer. 
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Figure 1. The 3 study areas of the project: West Okanagan, Boundary, and Kootenay. These study 

areas vary in their wildfire and forestry history, and predator and prey communities. 

 

COLLARING 

To find cougars we search for fresh tracks in 

the winter and search for cougar-killed 

animals year-round. We use highly trained 

hounds to tree cougars so they can be 

captured and collared. To date we have 

collared 15 cougars (Table 1). One cougar 

has since died from human conflict and 1 

cougar has died from suspected poisoning. 

In addition, the collars of 3 cougars have 

malfunctioned or fallen off and are no longer 

working, thus we are currently monitoring 

10 cougars. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Summary of cougars collared in 

each study area. Shown are the sexes and 

current ages of all collared cougars. Cougars 

in red have died and cougars with asterisks 

have collars that have failed or fallen off. 

West OK Boundary Kootenay 

   M - 1 * F - 7      M - 2 
   M - 2       M - 4 

F - 1  F - 2 
F - 3  F - 2 
F - 3     F - 5 * 

   F - 6 *   
F - 6   
F - 7   

  F - 10   

 



KITTEN TAGGING 

We are collecting biological samples and ear 

tagging the young kittens of collared female 

cougars to monitor reproductive rates, 

kitten survival, and dispersal. By marking 

kittens on alternating ears with unique 

combinations of coloured tags, we can 

identify individuals and monitor their 

survival from camera footage obtained at 

the mother’s kill sites. If kittens are 

harvested in the future, we can track their 

dispersal by recovering their ear tags during 

compulsory inspections. To date we have 

tagged 1 litter in the Boundary study area 

(Figure 2) and 1 litter in the Kootenay study 

area. 

 

 
Figure 2. The 2 kittens of C10, a 7-year-old 

female in the Boundary study area, that we 

ear tagged in August 2020 when they were 4 

weeks old. The kitten on the left is female 

and the kitten on the right is male. 

 

CLUSTER INVESTIGATIONS 

We are investigating clusters of telemetry 

locations to locate and identify cougar kills. 

To date we have investigated 400 clusters, 

241 of which were cougar kills. Overall, most 

kills have been mule deer and white-tailed 

deer, but prey species have been diverse 

(Figure 3). Most kills in the West Okanagan 

have been mule deer and moose, most kills 

in the Boundary have been mule deer and 

white-tailed deer, and most kills in the 

Kootenays have been white-tailed deer and 

elk. Cougars have been killing about 1 

ungulate weekly, about half adults and half 

juveniles. 

 

 
Figure 3. The total number of each prey 

species found at cougar kill sites across all 3 

study areas. 

 

MOVEMENT 

We are using telemetry locations to 

investigate cougar habitat use and 

movement in relation to various landscape 

features. To date cougars have used a wide 

range of habitat types including mature 

forest, burns, and logged areas. Cougars 

have also crossed major highways and have 

spent time in urban areas. The home range 

of most cougars shifted between winter and 

summer, and we observed some interesting 

dispersal events including 2 subadult 

females dispersing over 140 km from where 

they were collared (Figure 4). 



 
Figure 4. The start (green stars) and end (red 

stars) locations of dispersal by 2 subadult 

female cougars. Both cougars were collared 

in winter 2019 in the West Okanagan and 

dispersed in summer 2020. 

 

NEXT STEPS 
We are currently in the middle of data 

collection for this project. Cluster 

investigations are ongoing year-round in all 

3 study areas, and we will continue collaring 

cougars this winter to reach our target 

sample size of at least 7 cougars in each 

study area. We hope to provide volunteering 

opportunities soon, but opportunities 

depend on provincial and university policies 

regarding Covid-19. 

 

Figure 5. Field technicians Kieran Briad (left) 

and Kayla Zaretzki (right) and PhD student 

Siobhan Darlington (middle) hiking their way 

to a cougar cluster in the West Okanagan 

study area. 
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For more information please visit 

www.bccougarproject.weebly.com 

http://www.bccougarproject.weebly.com/

