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Key Points
1. Population Decline: Globally, three-quarters of the world’s carnivore species -including otters, wolves, 
and polar bears- are in steady decline due to human-related activities such as hunting, vehicle collisions, 
habitat degradation, and climate change. 

2. Ecosystem Benefits: Carnivores shape their ecosystems by keeping prey populations below the 
densities that damage vegetation and lead to starvation, and reducing animal disease breakouts. 

3. Irreplaceability: Humans cannot replace the benefits of carnivores via hunting. Recreational hunters 
target animals based on characteristics like body size, whereas carnivores often target weak and sick 
animals, which supports population health. 

4. Lethal Control and Conflict: There is limited scientific evidence that killing carnivores serves to prevent 
human-carnivore conflicts, instead it often exacerbates conflicts. Nevertheless, lethal removal is common 
across the US for many carnivore species.

5. Non-Lethal Deterrence: Numerous non-lethal methods exist for reducing livestock-carnivore conflicts 
that are more effective than lethal removal. Non-lethal methods include the use of livestock guardian dogs, 
increasing the presence of humans around domestic animals, and nighttime enclosures or barriers. 

6. Self-Regulation: Most large carnivores limit their own population densities. This means that they do not 
require hunting by humans to keep their populations in check. 

Overview
Carnivores play a critical role in maintaining ecosystem health and biodiversity, as well as protecting ecosystems 
against climate change. However, carnivores in North America - such as mountain lions, wolves, bobcats, and coyotes 
- have been targeted since settlement by Europeans, and many species were hunted for bounties until the 1970s. In 
fact, bounties are still paid in a few states. With recent recognition of their benefits, movements to conserve or even 
reintroduce carnivores are gaining support, although many states still allow activities that target carnivores, such as 
wildlife killing contests, unregulated hunting, and trapping. This briefing book provides an overview of the importance of 
carnivores, the threats they face, and policy options for ensuring their long-term viability.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Example: Mountain 
Lions Increase an 

Ecosystem’s Health 
and Biodiversity
Graphic Source: WildFutures (original).

https://news.ucsc.edu/2014/01/carnivores-decline.html
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/top-carnivores-help-shape-nearly-every-aspect-their-environment-180949311/
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsos.191231
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rsbl.2009.0742
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rsbl.2009.0742
https://predatordefense.org/agencies/docs/research_PredatorControlShouldNotBeShotInDark_Treves_9-1-16.pdf
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1712&context=hwi
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/non-lethal-predator-control-FS.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/oik.01977/abstract;jsessionid=5877D0B4FC6554F8ED62FF0D45B5F393.f03t04
https://e360.yale.edu/features/how_natural_geo-engineering_can_help_slow_global_warming
https://e360.yale.edu/features/how_natural_geo-engineering_can_help_slow_global_warming
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Frequently Asked Question About Carnivore Species
What are carnivores and which species live in the United States?
Carnivores are animals that mostly eat meat. Carnivores in the U.S. include coyotes, gray wolves, red wolves, bobcats, 
lynx, mountain lions, wolverines, sea otters, orcas, sharks, alligators, and many others. Black bears and grizzly bears are 
omnivores, but the threats they face and their benefits to ecosystems are similar to those of other carnivores, so they are 
included in this briefing book.

What are the benefits of carnivores?
Many carnivores are considered ‘keystone’ species, meaning a species that many others in an ecosystem depend 
on. Scientists have uncovered many examples of these beneficial species relations, such as mountain lions and 
raptors improving the population health of their prey animals by selectively preying on old, sick, and weak individuals. 
Carnivores also reduce the amount of time grazing animals spend in risky open areas such as along streams and 
roadways, helping reduce stream degradation and deer-vehicle collisions, respectively. Other benefits of carnivores 
include reducing the spread of disease, cycling nutrients back into the soil, and providing food sources for other 
animals. Beyond their ecosystem benefits, carnivores provide direct benefits to humans. For example, wolves of 
the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem generate tens of millions of dollars in economic activity through ecotourism and 
thousands of jobs each year for local communities. One study estimates that a living bobcat in Yellowstone generates 
over $300,000 per year in economic activity.

What threats do carnivores face?
Habitat loss and fragmentation are one of the main threats carnivores face given that many of these species require 
large territories for their survival. Over-exploitation by humans is another major threat, both from legal hunting and 
trapping as well as illegal killing. Climate change compounds these threats by degrading carnivore habitats and pushing 
the species into closer proximity with people, further raising their vulnerability to human threats and retaliation from 
conflicts.

Are carnivores a major source of mortality for livestock?
Around 5% of cattle losses are a result of carnivores, which includes losses from feral and free-roaming dogs. By far, the 
greatest sources of mortality for all livestock animals are disease, health problems, and weather events. Nevertheless, 
livestock losses from carnivores are not distributed evenly, and some producers can be acutely impacted by these 
incidents. Most incidents are preventable through appropriate practices which may require additional investment from 
producers and support from state, federal, and Tribal governments.

What are the connections between carnivores and climate change?
While climate change is a threat to carnivores, these species can also help reduce the impacts of climate change. For 
example, the presence of otters in coastal ecosystems promotes kelp growth, which serves as a natural barrier to storm 
surges. Carnivores can even help with climate mitigation, keeping plant-eating organisms in check and thereby helping 
maintain plant communities that naturally sequester carbon.

F R E Q U E N T LY  A S K E D  Q U E S T I O N S

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rsbl.2009.0742
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0009774
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320706002989?via%3Dihub
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2023251118
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/241730352_The_Importance_of_Large_Carnivores_to_Healthy_Ecosystems
https://www.nathab.com/blog/economic-benefits-of-wolves-in-yellowstone/#:~:text=Ten%20years%20after%20the%20wolves,the%20park%27s%20surrounding%20gateway%20communities.
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10531-017-1397-6
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/nahms/general/downloads/cattle_calves_deathloss_2015.pdf
https://e360.yale.edu/features/how_natural_geo-engineering_can_help_slow_global_warming
https://environment.yale.edu/news/article/protecting-wildlife-populations-can-enhance-natural-capture-capture
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/ecs2.1501
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W I L D L I F E  K I L L I N G  C O N T E S T S

Overview 
Thousands of animals die every year in wildlife killing contests, 
events where participants compete to kill the greatest number, the 
largest, the youngest, or the most females of a targeted species 
for prizes and entertainment. These contests are not monitored by 
state wildlife agencies and often take place on public land. Wildlife 
killing contests are legal in all but eight states including Arizona, 
California, Colorado, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Mexico, 
Vermont, and Washington (with a possible ninth state, New York, 
if the governor signs legislation). In 2023, Illinois, Nevada, New 
Jersey, and Virginia introduced bills to ban these contests.

Policy Options
1. Prohibit or Limit Awards and Prizes for Killing Animals: 
Some states have taken comprehensive action against different 
types of wildlife killing contests. In 2014, California became the 
first and only state where it is unlawful to offer a prize or other 
inducement as a reward for the taking of a game bird, mammal, 
fish, reptile, or amphibian in an individual contest, tournament, or 
derby. In 2021, Washington prohibited all wildlife killing contests 
that allow an unlimited bag limit (the number of animals that can 
be killed) and capped prizes at $2000. 

2. Prohibit Contests for Certain Species: States can also take 
targeted action to increase protections for specific carnivore 
species against wildlife killing contests. Maryland S.B.200 
(Enacted, 2021) prohibits sponsoring, conducting, or participating 
in a killing contest for coyote, fox, or raccoon for prizes or 
monetary rewards. The state wildlife commissions in Arizona and 
Massachusetts both voted to ban contests targeting predator 
and furbearer species in 2019. New Mexico S.B.76 (Enacted, 
2019) and Vermont H.636 (Enacted, 2018) banned coyote killing 
contests. The Colorado Parks and Wildlife Commission voted to 
ban killing contests that target most furbearer species and certain 
small-game species in 2020. 

3. Local Resolutions: Cities and counties in Arizona, New 
Mexico, Nevada, Minnesota, and other states have passed 
resolutions condemning killing contests. 

KEY POINTS

Every year, wildlife killing contests 
target bobcats, cougars, coyotes, 
crows, foxes, porcupines, prairie 
dogs, rabbits, raccoons, squirrels, 
and wolves. Most of the targeted 
species have few or no protections 
and can therefore be killed en 
masse with no oversight from the 
state’s wildlife agency. (Project 
Coyote)

Killing contests may undermine the 
public’s view of ethical hunting. (The 
Wildlife Society) 
As the Vermont Fish & Wildlife 
Department has stated, the contest 
events “could possibly jeopardize 
the future of hunting and affect 
access to private lands for all 
hunters.” 

There is no scientific evidence that 
killing contests protect livestock or 
serve other wildlife management 
purposes. Indiscriminate killing may 
increase animals’ populations and 
create more conflicts by disrupting 
species’ self-regulating behaviors. 
(National Geographic)

W I L D L I F E  K I L L I N G 
C O N T E S T S

https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=2900&GAID=17&DocTypeID=HB&LegId=148042&SessionID=112&GA=103
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/82nd2023/Bill/9696/Overview
https://www.njleg.state.nj.us/bill-search/2022/S2409
https://www.njleg.state.nj.us/bill-search/2022/S2409
https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?231+sum+HB1989&231+sum+HB1989
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=FGC&sectionNum=2003.
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=220-412-110
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/2021RS/fnotes/bil_0000/sb0200.pdf
https://apnews.com/general-news-cd4138c9a8004a2c8193d6c6ef4bfb7c
https://www.mass.gov/regulations/321-CMR-200-miscellaneous-regulations#2-16-prohibition-on-contests-for-the-capture-take-or-waste-of-predator-and-furbearer-animals
https://nmlegis.gov/Sessions/19%20Regular/final/SB0076.pdf
https://legislature.vermont.gov/bill/status/2018/H.636
https://cpw.state.co.us/Documents/RulesRegs/Regulations/Ch03.pdf
https://www.dhaz.gov/DocumentCenter/View/2509/Res-18-133-Opposing-Competitive-Predator-Hunts
https://cabq.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3307652&GUID=4358FCA6-2DF1-4CC9-A2A5-8AEF37377C58&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=r-18-5
https://cabq.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3307652&GUID=4358FCA6-2DF1-4CC9-A2A5-8AEF37377C58&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=r-18-5
http://renocitynv.iqm2.com/Citizens/Detail_LegiFile.aspx?Frame=&MeetingID=1959&MediaPosition=&ID=13600&CssClass=
https://stpaul.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4291970&GUID=755CEC5A-8FCA-4742-9402-D3E375582A27&Options=&Search=&FullText=1
http://www.projectcoyote.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/End-Killing-Contests-Factsheet-Feb-2021.pdf
http://www.projectcoyote.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/End-Killing-Contests-Factsheet-Feb-2021.pdf
https://wildlife.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/TWS_IS_WildlifeKillingContest_ApprovedMarch2019.pdf
https://wildlife.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/TWS_IS_WildlifeKillingContest_ApprovedMarch2019.pdf
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/wildlife-lethal-nonlethal-predator-control-hunting-evidence#/01-lethal-predator-livestock.jpg
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Overview 
While carnivores do occasionally come into conflict with people, livestock, and pets, most conflicts are preventable 
through non-lethal interventions that states can support. Additionally, because of the emotional nature of potential 
conflict and a perceived lack of control, risks from carnivores are often overstated by local residents and agriculture 
producers who fear additional threats to their livelihoods. Policy options include the use of incentives or requirements to 
encourage agriculture producers to deter carnivores non-lethally, and educating the public about carnivore coexistence.

N O N - L E T H A L C O N F L I C T P R E V E N T I O N
N O N - L E T H A L C O N F L I C T 

P R E V E N T I O N

Policy Options
1. Incentives for Agriculture Producers

  Grant programs: Washington provides grants to 
help ranchers hire range riders, or individuals paid to 
watch over livestock in areas where large carnivores 
are present. Oregon H.B.2698 (Introduced, 2023) 
instructs the Department of Agriculture to establish a 
grant program for the purpose of facilitating nonlethal 
deterrence by agriculture producers. 

  Compensation for the presence of carnivores: 
In 2007, a program was established in Arizona and 
Northern Mexico that compensates landowners for 
documented presence of jaguars on their properties. In 
2014, a similar program was established in New Mexico 
for Mexican wolves. Studies show that these “pay-for-
presence” programs are more effective at preventing 
conflicts than programs that compensate producers for 
livestock loss. 

  Compensation for loss of livestock: States including 
Oregon, Washington, Wyoming, Montana, and Colorado 
compensate landowners for livestock lost to carnivores. 
It is important that these programs compensate 
producers for the true value of costs incurred. 
Overcompensation can incentivize not taking steps to 
prevent future livestock loss.  

2. Local Programs: Some counties and municipalities have 
created their own incentive programs to encourage non-lethal 
conflict prevention. These could be replicated at the state 
level. For example, a nonprofit in Montana helps landowners 
remove dead livestock carcasses from their property to avoid 
attracting carnivores, a program in Oregon helps ranchers 
purchase livestock guardian dogs, and a California program 
helps ranchers pay for livestock protection infrastructure.

The Wood River Wolf Project is the longest-
running, non-lethal wolf conflict prevention 
program in North America. In 2008, a 
cadre of ranchers, scientists, conservation 
organizations, federal government agencies, 
and county officials began collaborating 
to reduce sheep losses from wolves in 
Blaine County, Idaho by using a variety of 
nonlethal strategies. These included use 
of fladry (flagging posted on fences which 
can deter wolves), livestock guardian dogs, 
range riders, reducing attractants (e.g. 
removing carcasses), penning sheep at night, 
increasing human presence, light and sound 
devices, opportunistic hazing of wolves, and 
changing of the timing and location of grazing 
based on wolf movement and denning 
periods. A seven-year study of the project 
published in 2017 compared depredation 
rates within the project area boundary to an 
adjacent area where nonlethal strategies were 
not used. The adjacent area saw a 3.5 times 
higher likelihood of sheep depredation than 
in the study area. The study area also had 
a 90% lower rate of sheep losses to wolves 
compared to the rest of Idaho.

Case Study: Wood River Wolf Project

https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/at-risk/species-recovery/gray-wolf/updates/contracted-range-rider-rfq-2022-now
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Measures/Overview/HB2698
https://www.northernjaguarproject.org/viviendo-con-felinos/
https://www.northernjaguarproject.org/viviendo-con-felinos/
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/wildlife_damage/ws_state_info/reports/NM/2014%20Mexican%20Wolf%20-%20Livestock%20Coexistence%20Council%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320718314423?via%3Dihub
https://www.oregon.gov/oda/programs/AnimalHealthFeedsLivestockID/Pages/WolfDepredation.aspx#:~:text=ODA%27s%20Wolf%20Depredation%20Compensation%20and,that%20proactively%20minimizes%20wolf%2Dlivestock
https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/at-risk/species-recovery/gray-wolf/compensation
https://wgfd.wyo.gov/Regulations/Regulation-PDFs/REGULATIONS_CH28
https://liv.mt.gov/Attached-Agency-Boards/Livestock-Loss-Board/index
https://cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/GameDamage.aspx#QualificationsPreventionMaterials
https://blackfootchallenge.org/carcass-pickup/
https://www.co.benton.or.us/boc/page/pilot-program-awards-35k-farm-operations-using-non-lethal-wildlife-deterrents-protect
https://projectcoyote.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/MCLWPP.Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.woodriverwolfproject.org/
https://academic.oup.com/jmammal/article/98/1/33/2977254
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N O N - L E T H A L C O N F L I C T P R E V E N T I O N

3. Requirements and Restrictions

  Exhaust non-lethal methods first: California Fish and Game Code § 4801.5 requires that producers exhaust non-
lethal methods –such as use of nighttime animal enclosures or hazing– to prevent mountain lion-livestock conflicts 
before resorting to lethal removal. 

  Prohibit intentional feeding of wildlife: Connecticut H.B.5160 (Introduced, 2023) prohibits the intentional feeding 
of black bears and creates a grant program for non-lethal human-bear conflict prevention. The bill also establishes 
guidelines for rehabilitating orphaned cubs and funding to compensate for property damage caused by black 
bears.

4. Funding for Carnivore Coexistence

  Funding for nonlethal conflict prevention: Maryland S.B.310 (Enacted, 2023) alters the Black Bear Damage 
Reimbursement Fund to authorize grants for projects that mitigate damages caused by black bears and reduce 
conflicts between black bears and humans; authorizes the Governor to include at least $50,000 in the annual 
budget bill for the Fund. Colorado H.B.1265 (Enacted, 2023) creates the “Born to be Wild’’ special license plate 
and directs the revenue to fund non-lethal mitigation and conflict-prevention with gray wolves.

  Removing requirements to use lethal conflict prevention: Nevada A.B.70 (Enacted, 2023) revises provisions 
related to the authorized uses of revenue for a $3 Predator Fee on hunting license applications; removes a 
requirement to use 80% of revenue from the Fee for lethal removal of predators; allows hunters to select how the 
Fee is expended. 

  Terminating contracts with Wildlife Services: Many counties in the U.S. have contracts with USDA Wildlife 
Services, a federal agency that spends millions of taxpayer dollars annually to kill carnivores. Marin County, 
California ended its contract in 2000, replacing it with a non-lethal conflict prevention program that resulted in a 
62% decline in livestock loss from 2002 to 2011.

  Federal funding: Several federal programs are available to state wildlife agencies and their partners that can 
be used for carnivore coexistence, including Pittman-Robertson Grants, the Multistate Conservation Grant 
Program, the State Wildlife Grants Program, and for endangered species, the Cooperative Endangered Species 
Conservation Fund Grants. States can direct their wildlife agency to use this funding for carnivore coexistence. 

5. Public Education and Awareness: States can enact policies that establish unintrusive and high-impact public 
awareness campaigns for the conservation of carnivore species such Missouri H.B.976 (Introduced, 2023), which would 
designate April 22 as “Missouri Black Bear Day” and encourage citizens to participate in events and activities that 
provide education about efforts to conserve Missouri’s black bears.

N O N - L E T H A L C O N F L I C T 
P R E V E N T I O N

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=FGC&division=4.&title=&part=3.&chapter=10.&article=
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&bill_num=HB5160&which_year=2023
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0310?ys=2023rs
http://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb23-1265
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/82nd2023/Bill/9641/Overview
https://projectcoyote.org/wildlife-services-tax-day-2022/
https://projectcoyote.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/MCLWPP.Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://projectcoyote.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/MCLWPP.Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.fws.gov/program/wildlife-restoration
https://www.fishwildlife.org/afwa-informs/multi-state-conservation-grants-program
https://www.fishwildlife.org/afwa-informs/multi-state-conservation-grants-program
https://www.fws.gov/program/state-wildlife-grants
https://www.fws.gov/media/cooperative-endangered-species-conservation-fund-grants-section-6-endangered-species-act
https://www.fws.gov/media/cooperative-endangered-species-conservation-fund-grants-section-6-endangered-species-act
https://house.mo.gov/BillContent.aspx?bill=HB976&year=2023&code=R%20
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T R A P P I N G  R E G U L AT I O N S

Overview 
In nearly all states, it is legal to trap carnivores recreationally or when a carnivore is believed to have attacked domestic 
animals. Trapping can lead to considerable animal suffering, as well as the incidental capture, injury, or death of non-
target species including endangered species, pets, and even humans.

T R A P P I N G 
R E G U L AT I O N S

Policy Options
1. Trapping Bans: New Mexico S.B.32 (Enacted, 
2021) bans the use of a trap, snare, or wildlife poison 
for the purposes of capturing, injuring, or killing an 
animal on all public lands. California A.B.273 (Enacted, 
2019) prohibits all recreational and commercial fur 
trapping, and Hawaii §13-123-22 prohibits a person 
from possessing or using animal traps. 

2. Banning Specific Types of Traps: The four main 
types of traps are: bodygrip, leghold, snare (certain 
types are referred to as a cable restraint), and cage 
or box traps. See here for a more detailed overview 
of trap types and state laws governing their use. 
Massachusetts became one of the first states to ban 
steel jaw leghold traps in 1975, and banned the use of 
all traps except cage and box traps in 1997 via ballot 
initiative. Colorado, Oklahoma, and Washington have 
passed legislation or regulations that limit trappers to 
live box and cage traps or leghold traps with padded 
jaws.

3. Mandatory Reporting: Vermont S.201 (Enacted, 
2022) requires the Commissioner of Fish and Wildlife 
to submit an annual report on the number of nontarget 
animals killed or injured by trapping. As of 2017, only 
four states require that trappers report non-target 
animals (Alabama, Idaho, Nevada, and Washington). 

4. Mandatory Labeling: Maryland H.B.406 (Enacted, 
2023) requires that trappers register and clearly label 
all traps that are placed in the field.

Indigenous peoples have observed, hunted, and 
lived alongside carnivores for tens of thousands of 
years. Tribal expertise on carnivores is as complex 
and varied as tribal nations and communities 
today, with nuanced relationships to culture, treaty 
histories, treaty rights, and best management 
practices for their region and carnivore 
populations. Tribal governments and Indigenous 
knowledge-keepers continued the time-
immemorial practice of carnivore management 
in 2017 when the US Fish and Wildlife Service 
removed the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem 
grizzly bear population from the endangered 
species list. This delisting gave states the authority 
to initiate hunting and trapping seasons for grizzly 
bears in the areas surrounding Yellowstone 
National Park. In response, over 200 Tribal Nations 
signed on to the Piikani Nation Treaty calling 
for the immediate re-listing of grizzly bears. The 
treaty also called for government-to-government 
consultation, independent scientific review, a 
moratorium until all impacted Tribal Nations are 
consulted, and grizzly bear reintroduction rather 
than trophy hunting. In 2018, the Tribes prevailed 
and protections were reinstated.  

Case Study: The Piikani Nation Grizzly 
Treaty of Solidarity - Learning From 

Tribal Leadership on Grizzly Protection

https://nmlegis.gov/Sessions/21%20Regular/final/SB0032.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB273
https://dlnr.hawaii.gov/dofaw/files/2013/09/HAR-123-Game-Mammals.pdf
https://www.fishwildlife.org/application/files/5215/2123/4829/Trapping-Regulations-Survey-FINAL-03-06-18_reduced.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/regulations/321-CMR-300-hunting#3-02-5-hunting-and-trapping-of-certain-mammals
https://www.sos.state.co.us/CCR/GenerateRulePdf.do?ruleVersionId=854
https://www.wildlifedepartment.com/hunting/regs/furbearercoyote-regulations
https://wdfw.wa.gov/hunting/regulations/trapping
https://legislature.vermont.gov/Documents/2022/Docs/ACTS/ACT159/ACT159%20As%20Enacted.pdf
https://www.bornfreeusa.org/campaigns/trapping/trapping-report-2017/
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0406?ys=2023rs
https://www.piikaninationtreaty.com/
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5. Mandatory Check Times: Approximately 40 states have a daily mandatory trap-check time for live traps, meaning 
traps must be checked at least once every 24 hours. In 2021, the Oregon Fish and Game Commission approved Oregon 
Fish and Game Code § 498.172, which shortens the mandatory trap check time from 72 hours to 48 hours.

6. Setback Distance: Many states prohibit the placement of traps within a specified distance from certain features such 
as residential or commercial buildings, roads, and trails. Arizona has one of the largest setback distances, requiring that 
traps be set at least a half-mile from the nearest building occupied by people and fifty feet from any trail. See here (pp. 
74) for more information on setback requirements by state.

7. Private Land Regulations: Most states have more lenient rules for traps placed on private land compared to public 
land. For example, Arizona does not allow foothold traps on public land, but does allow these traps on private land. The 
New Mexico S.B.32 (Enacted, 2021) trapping ban only applies to public land. Private land trapping is still legal in the 
state.

8. Training and Courses: As of 2016, at least 15 states do not require that trappers take an education or training course 
in order to receive a license. See this resource (pp. 12 and 141) for an overview of which states do not require courses. 
Massachusetts H.911 (Introduced, 2023) requires trappers to complete a trapping training course.

https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors498.html
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors498.html
https://azgfd-portal-wordpress-pantheon.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/19120253/2023-24-Trapping-Regulations_230428.pdf
https://www.fishwildlife.org/application/files/9515/2106/4843/2016_Summary_of_Trapping_Report_Final_Draft.pdf
https://azgfd-portal-wordpress-pantheon.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/19120253/2023-24-Trapping-Regulations_230428.pdf
https://nmlegis.gov/Sessions/21%20Regular/final/SB0032.pdf
https://www.fishwildlife.org/application/files/9515/2106/4843/2016_Summary_of_Trapping_Report_Final_Draft.pdf
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/193/H911


NCEL Carnivores & Coexistence Briefing Book

202.744.1006   •   www.ncelenviro.org   •  1100 H St NW, Suite 600  •   Washington, DC  20005 10

H U N T I N G  R E G U L AT I O N S

Overview 
Recreational hunting is one of the primary sources of mortality for many carnivore species in the United States. Many 
states manage carnivore hunting with the stated objectives of reducing human-carnivore conflicts and protecting prey 
species that are desirable for hunting, such as elk and deer. However, research shows that carnivore populations are 
self-regulating and beneficial to ecosystems including their prey. The killing of carnivores by humans can harm family 
and social structure within carnivore populations and lead to more human-carnivore conflicts in the long run. Several 
countries have banned recreational hunting of carnivores in some form including Costa Rica, Columbia, Brazil, Kenya, 
Zambia, and Malawi. Carnivore hunting is legal in most US states.

Policy Options
1. Prohibiting Recreational Carnivore Hunting: In 1990, California banned the recreational hunting of mountain lions 
via ballot initiative. Illinois S.B.3049 (Enacted, 2014) banned the hunting of wolves, black bears, and mountain lions. 
Colorado S.B.31 (Introduced, 2022) would have banned the recreational hunting of mountain lions, Canada lynx, and 
bobcats, but the measure did not pass. 

2. Limiting Recreational Carnivore Hunting: There are steps states can take to limit recreational hunting pressure 
on carnivores to ensure long-term population viability while still allowing some hunting. This can be accomplished 
by reducing (1) hunting limits, (2) the length of hunting seasons, and/or (3) the proportion of female individuals in the 
carnivore population that can be killed. 

  Hunting limits: A hunting limit is the percent or number of individuals in a carnivore population that wildlife 
managers determine can be killed by hunters. Researchers recommend considering population dynamics, 
changing habitat conditions, effects of hunting on human-carnivore conflict, and avoiding over-reliance on hunter 
reporting when establishing limits for carnivores, but most states do not adequately account for these factors. See 
Appendix 1 for more details.

  Season length: Some states allow year-long hunting for many carnivore species, while others close hunting at 
times when carnivores vulnerable including summer in arid states, times when carnivores are rearing offspring, 
and/or during winter for non-hibernating carnivores when they are at increased risk for poaching. Washington and 
Arizona have approved rules related to limiting the hunting season length for certain carnivore species; Minnesota 
and Maine have introduced legislation.

  Female sub-limits: Some states have established stricter hunting limits for females (generally referred to as 
a ‘female sub-limit’) to better protect females and to prevent orphaning of their young, including New Mexico, 
Colorado, and Arizona.

3. Reclassifying Carnivore Management Status: Many carnivore species are defined in statute in a way that allows 
for their unlimited killing, such as by classifying them as a ‘varmint’ or ‘pest’. Reclassifying a carnivore species as a 
regulated game ensures that wildlife managers will monitor population trends and establish hunting limits and seasons. 
Rhode Island and Iowa in 2023 would add black bear to the list of species that can only be hunted in accordance with 
rules and regulations adopted by each state’s wildlife agency. 

H U N T I N G 
R E G U L AT I O N S

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-65290-9
https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Mammals/Mountain-Lion#56231953-laws-and-regulations
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=3049&GAID=12&DocTypeID=SB&SessionID=85&GA=98
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb22-031
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-022-05679-w
https://biologicaldiversity.org/w/news/press-releases/washington-wildlife-commission-again-votes-down-spring-bear-hunt-2022-03-19/
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/azgfd-portal-wordpress-pantheon/wp-content/uploads/archive/AZ-Hunt-Guidelines-2018-2023-Seasons-APPROVED-9-8-2017_Rev.pdf
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=Senate&f=SF2062&ssn=0&y=2023
https://legislature.maine.gov/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280086601
https://mountainlion.org/2021/11/19/mountain-lion-minutes-the-consequences-of-sport-hunting-orphaned-kittens/
https://www.wildlife.state.nm.us/download/hunting/species/cougar/NMDGF-Cougar-Harvest-Matrix_2020-24_04242023.pdf
https://cpw.state.co.us/Documents/Hunting/MountainLion/DAU/WestSlopeMtLionPlan.pdf
https://azgfd-portal-wordpress-pantheon.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/archive/AZ-Hunt-Guidelines-for-Fall-2023-through-Spring-2028-Seasons.pdf
https://status.rilegislature.gov/bill_history_report.aspx?year=2023&bills=5742
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ba=HF89&ga=90
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4. Restricting Unfair Hunting Devices: Some states restrict the use of technologies that give hunters an unfair 
advantage when hunting carnivores and other wildlife:

  Electronic calls: These devices are used to mimic wildlife noises in order to attract other species. The calls were 
recently banned for hunting mountain lions in Colorado, except in one management zone.

  Vision enhancement devices: Alaska prohibits the use of night vision, infrared devices, and drones for aiding in 
the take of wildlife. 

  Trail cameras: These motion-activated devices were recently banned for hunting purposes in Utah H.B.295 
(Enacted, 2021) and Arizona.

  GPS devices and data: Montana S.B.349 (Enacted, 2019) made it illegal to obtain and use coordinate data for 
hunting purposes, such as from GPS collars.

5. Restricting Unfair Hunting Methods: Several states limit hunting methods that are considered to be cruel or unfair 
such as baiting, hounding, or use of motorized vehicles.

  Baiting: All but nine states (AK, ID, ME, MI, MN, NH, UT, WI, and WY) prohibit bear baiting, the practice of leaving 
out piles of food to attract bears to a particular location so they are easier to kill, which can create sites for disease 
transmission. 

  Hounding: Most states do not allow the use of hounds to pursue animals since the practice can result in injury 
or death for hounds and nontarget wildlife, as well as damage to property. However, many states carve out 
exceptions for large carnivores such as black bears, mountain lions, and other ‘furbearers.’ Washington and 
Oregon banned certain types of hounding via ballot initiative, Vermont enacted legislation in 2022, and Oregon 
and Vermont introduced legislation in 2023 against hounding.

  Motorized pursuit: Some states allow carnivore hunting with motorized vehicles such as snowmobiles and all-
terrain vehicles. Wyoming H.B.288 (Introduced, 2019) would have banned the use of snowmobiles to run down 
animals.

6. Wanton Waste: Wanton waste is the failure to utilize edible meat of an animal for human consumption. In Montana, 
hunters may not waste, even unintentionally, any portion of an animal carcass that is suitable for human consumption. 
Most states’ wanton waste laws apply to all legally hunted animals, although Wyoming, Idaho, Nevada, and New Mexico 
exclude certain carnivore species. New Mexico H.B.261 (Introduced, 2023) would update the state’s wanton waste laws 
to include mountain lions and black bears.

7. Poaching Regulations: Poaching, or the illegal killing of wildlife, can be deterred by increasing penalties, 
encouraging people to report poaching, and providing more funding for enforcement. However, even legal recreational 
hunting can exacerbate rates of poaching. Several states have increased fines and penalties for poaching in recent 
years including Indiana (2020), New Mexico (2017), and Oregon (2017). 

H U N T I N G 
R E G U L AT I O N S

https://casetext.com/regulation/colorado-administrative-code/department-400-department-of-natural-resources/division-406-colorado-parks-and-wildlife-406-series-wildlife/rule-2-ccr-406-0-chapter-w-0-general-provisions/article-2-ccr-406-0-iv-manner-of-taking-wildlife/section-2-ccr-406-0-iv-004-aids-in-taking-wildlife
https://www.adfg.alaska.gov/static/regulations/wildliferegulations/pdfs/regulations_complete.pdf
https://le.utah.gov/~2021/bills/static/HB0295.html
https://casetext.com/regulation/arizona-administrative-code/title-12-natural-resources/chapter-4-game-and-fish-commission/article-3-taking-and-handling-of-wildlife/section-r12-4-303-unlawful-devices-methods-and-ammunition
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2019/SB0399/SB0349_1.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0167587713003607
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0167587713003607
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2022.08.16.504031v2
https://ballotpedia.org/Washington_Initiative_655,_Bear-Baiting_Misdemeanor_Measure_(1996)
https://ballotpedia.org/Oregon_Ban_on_Baited_Bear_Hunting_and_Cougar_Hunting_with_Dogs,_Measure_18_(1994)
https://legislature.vermont.gov/Documents/2022/Docs/BILLS/S-0281/S-0281%20As%20Introduced.pdf
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB2912/Introduced
https://legislature.vermont.gov/bill/status/2024/H.323
https://legiscan.com/WY/text/HB0288/id/1875190
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/mca/title_0870/chapter_0060/part_0020/section_0050/0870-0060-0020-0050.html#:~:text=(c)%20abandoning%20the%20carcass%20of,for%20food%20in%20the%20field.&text=(b)%20disposing%20of%20or%20abandoning,food%22%20means%20the%20breast%20meat.
https://wyoleg.gov/statutes/compress/title23.pdf
https://legislature.idaho.gov/statutesrules/idstat/title36/t36ch14/sect36-1404/
https://www.ndow.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/LE_edible_portions_Current.pdf
https://law.justia.com/codes/new-mexico/2017/chapter-17/article-2/part-1/section-17-2-8/
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?chamber=H&legType=B&legNo=261&year=23
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-022-05679-w
https://iga.in.gov/legislative/2020/bills/house/1385/details
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?Chamber=H&LegType=B&LegNo=92&year=17
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB3158/Introduced
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Other Carnivore Conservation Options
Carnivore Reintroduction: Many carnivore species have been extirpated from their native range. In 
recognition of their benefits and public support for reintroduction, Colorado passed a bill in 2022 that 
appropriates $1,100,000 front the General Fund to be used for the reintroduction and management of gray 
wolves.

Funding for Carnivore Conservation Activities: Several states are taking steps to provide more funding 
for ongoing carnivore conservation activities, such as habitat restoration and connectivity, population 
monitoring, and translocation to improve genetic diversity. Texas H.B.4041 (Enacted, 2023) appropriates 
$96,000 out of the State Highway Fund for the ocelot and jaguarundi monitoring project. California set 
aside $10 million in the 2022-2023 budget for the world’s largest wildlife bridge designed to connect 
two, genetically isolated sub-populations of mountain lions in the Los Angeles area. Montana H.B.945 
(Introduced, 2023) would provide protections for grizzly bears including funding for translocation of grizzly 
bears to promote genetic exchange between ecosystems.

Improving Representation and Decision-Making on Behalf of Carnivores: Some states have boards and 
advisory committees that make recommendations to decision-makers regarding management of carnivores. 
These boards often primarily represent hunting and agricultural interests, but states can take steps to help 
ensure that the needs of carnivore populations are adequately considered. Michigan H.B.4855 (Introduced, 
2023) would appoint two new members to the Michigan Wolf Management Advisory Council, one from 
an organization that recognizes and promotes primarily non-consumptive wildlife use, and one with a 
background in zoology, wildlife management, or a related discipline of science.

Restricting Poisonous Substances Known to Harm Carnivores: A number of poisonous substances can 
cause harm to wildlife. One of the most acute examples for carnivores are second generation anticoagulant 
rodenticides. California A.B.1788 (Enacted, 2020) bans the use of second generation anticoagulant 
rodenticides until the California Department of Pesticide Regulation, in consultation with the Department of 
Fish and Wildlife, reviews the impacts of these substances and approves regulations necessary to ensure 
that their continued use does not result in significant adverse effects to non target wildlife.

Additional Resources
1. Wildlife Agency Relevance and Funding | NCEL
For more resources on updating the mission, authority, 
governance, and funding structure of state wildlife agencies, 
the entities tasked with managing and conserving carnivores.

2. Comprehensive resource bank for wolf conservation 
planning: A resource to advance science, inclusivity, and 
ethical practices | Endangered Species Coalition

3. Fuzzy Math: Wildlife Services Should Improve Its 
Economic Analysis of Predator Control | NRDC

4. What is Coexistence? | Mountain Lion Foundation

5. Low-stress livestock handling protects cattle in a 
five-predator habitat (peer reviewed) | Journal of Life & 
Environment
Provides insights and best practices from the only 
empirically-tested range rider program in North America.

6. Sharing land with bears: Insights towards effective 
coexistence (peer reviewed) | Journal of Nature 
Conservation 

7. Why might removing carnivores maintain or increase 
risks for domestic animals (peer reviewed) | ‘Biological 
Conservation’

For more information contact Logan Christian, NCEL’s 
Wildlife and Habitat Coordinator, at logan@ncelenviro.org. 

http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2022a_1177_signed.pdf
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=88R&Bill=HB4041
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2022/04/22/governor-newsom-joins-groundbreaking-for-worlds-largest-wildlife-crossing-as-state-launches-nature-based-strategies-to-fight-climate-change-and-protect-biodiversity/
http://laws.leg.mt.gov/legprd/LAW0210W$BSIV.ActionQuery?P_BILL_NO1=945&P_BLTP_BILL_TYP_CD=HB&Z_ACTION=Find&P_SESS=20231
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(4hvesauhxyyjnlbx0cgqh5bd))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=2023-HB-4855
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB1788
https://www.ncelenviro.org/issue/wildlife-agency-relevance-and-funding/
https://www.endangered.org/assets/uploads/2021/06/A-Complete-index-for-wolf-conservation-planning.pdf#page=1
https://www.endangered.org/assets/uploads/2021/06/A-Complete-index-for-wolf-conservation-planning.pdf#page=1
https://www.endangered.org/assets/uploads/2021/06/A-Complete-index-for-wolf-conservation-planning.pdf#page=1
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/fuzzy-math-IP.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/fuzzy-math-IP.pdf
https://mountainlion.org/coexistence/
https://wolfwatcher.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Low-Stress-Livestock.pdf
https://wolfwatcher.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Low-Stress-Livestock.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1617138123000924?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1617138123000924?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320723002070?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320723002070?via%3Dihub
mailto:logan%40ncelenviro.org?subject=
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Appendix 1: Considerations for Improving Hunting Limits
Carnivore populations are self-regulating and play an important role in maintaining ecosystem health. Recreational 
hunting is not needed to maintain carnivore populations, protect their prey species, or prevent conflicts. Researchers 
recommend accounting for the following before allowing new or additional hunting.

  Population Dynamics: Managers can avoid unsustainable hunting by studying state-level carnivore population 
dynamics (growth and declines) across multiple years, and avoid applying population dynamics from other states. 
For example, the rate of sustainable human-caused mortality in wolves from Alaska is widely misapplied to lower 
48 state wolf populations, which lack steady sources of immigrant wolves.

  Changing Habitat Conditions: Most large carnivores require relatively large areas of land with ample prey to 
maintain a viable population, both of which can be reduced by climate change and land use change. For example, 
in the arid Western US, climate change is reducing the availability of suitable habitat for mountain lions and 
bringing them into closer proximity with people. 

  Hunting and Human-Carnivore Conflict: There is very little evidence that hunting reduces human-carnivore 
conflicts, and considerable evidence that hunting worsens these conflicts. Researchers in Michigan found that 
hunting black bears with hounds increased human-bear conflicts, and researchers in California found that lethal 
removal of mountain lions causes more depredation of livestock by mountain lions in subsequent years. 

  Unreliable Reporting by Hunters: Most states require hunters to report when they have killed an animal so that 
managers can monitor whether hunting limits have been reached and to help estimate the population of hunted 
animals. Hunters do not always report or report accurately, which can lead to over-estimates of the sustainable 
level of hunting. For example, researchers in Wyoming found that using hunter-reported age and sex data for 
bobcats resulted in overestimates of bobcat abundance. 

https://wildlife.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.2193/2008-012
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326897240_Climatically_driven_changes_in_primary_production_propagate_through_trophic_levels
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26277059/
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1712&context=hwi
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/L-Mark-Elbroch/publication/358038085_Is_unreliable_science_guiding_bobcat_management_in_Wyoming_and_other_western_US_states/links/61ec38c4dafcdb25fd43946b/Is-unreliable-science-guiding-bobcat-management-in-Wyoming-and-other-western-US-states.pdf
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