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%m&-@ THE HUMANE SOCIETY
K , OF THE UNITED STATES

To: House Agriculture, Chesapeake and Natural Resources Committee
Subject: SUPPORT for HB 1247 to prohibit wildlife killing contests in Virginia
Date: February 1, 2022

Dear Chair Ware and Committee members,

My name is Stephanie Boyles Griffin and | serve as the senior scientist in the Wildlife Protection
department at the Humane Society of the United States. | also serve as a Commissioner on the Maryland
Wildlife Advisory Commission. Although | currently live in Maryland, | grew up in Virginia and received
my M.S. from Christopher Newport University, where | completed my masters project working with the
Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) to resolve conflicts with wildlife along roadways in the
Commonwealth. | support HB 1247 to prohibit coyote and furbearer wildlife killing contests because
these events are an affront to science-based wildlife management principles; they do not prevent
conflicts with livestock, do not increase game species like deer, and do not reduce coyote
populations.

All wildlife species play integral roles in healthy ecosystems, and indiscriminately killing them harms our
environment and our communities. Here in the eastern U.S., coyotes and foxes are filling the roles of top
carnivores after the originals, wolves, and cougars, were eradicated. They provide a number of free,
natural ecological services, and help to control disease transmission by keeping rodent populations in
check, curtailing tick-borne diseases like Lyme." In addition, coyotes consume carrion, and remove sick
animals from the gene pool. And coyotes have trophic cascade effects such as indirectly protecting
ground-nesting birds from smaller carnivores and increasing the biological diversity of plant and wildlife
communities.?

Scientific studies have shown that some wildlife populations, including coyotes, that are depleted by
unnatural means, such as in wildlife killing contests, simply reproduce more quickly due to the sudden
drop in competition for resources.’ This is important, because organizers of killing contests will assert,
without evidence, that they are helping livestock farmers by killing coyotes. But proactive lethal control
of coyotes is a temporary fix that ultimately leads to an increase in the population. The evidence is clear:
More than 100 years of coyote killing has not reduced their populations. In fact, since 1850 when mass
killings of coyotes began, the range of this species has tripled in the United States.*

Indiscriminate killing of coyotes stimulates increases in their populations because it disrupts their social
structure, thereby encouraging more breeding and migration, which ultimately results in more coyotes.®
Unexploited coyote populations are self-regulating based on the availability of food and habitat and
territorial defense by resident family groups. Typically, only the dominant pair in a pack of coyotes
reproduces, which behaviorally suppresses reproduction among subordinate members of the group.
But when one or both members of the alpha pair are killed, other pairs will form and reproduce, lone
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coyotes will move in to find mates, coyotes will breed at younger ages, litters are larger, and pup survival
has been documented to be higher. These factors work synergistically to increase coyote populations
following exploitation events, such as killing contests.®

In 2018, the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission published its Coyote Management Plan.
Developed using a large body of scientific and peer-reviewed literature, the plan concluded that
indiscriminate, lethal methods of controlling coyotes—including bounty programs, which are similar to
wildlife killing contests—are ineffective and counterproductive, that coyotes provide benefits to humans
and ecosystems (even outside of their historic range), and that non-lethal measures are the best way to
address conflicts with coyotes.” The North Carolina Commission stated that, “numerous bounty
program case studies have led to conclusions that bounties are ineffective in achieving real declines of
predators (including coyotes), at addressing livestock depredation, or at positively affecting populations
of species targeted for protection.”® It further noted that killing predators in bounty programs may have
undesirable effects, such as increasing prey species viewed as pests and killing non-offending coyotes,
which creates a niche vacancy for coyotes that have learned to prey on livestock.” The North Carolina
Commission reached the following conclusions:

e Intensive removal of coyotes is time-consuming and expensive, and research has yet to show it
to be effective.

e Coyotes rapidly increase their populations when large numbers of coyotes are removed from an
area."

e Areview of 34 studies that undertook intensive coyote removal found no reduction of coyote
numbers over the long term."

¢ Intensive hunting and trapping efforts aimed at lowering coyote numbers either maintained or
increased coyote populations.™

e A coyote population can rebound in less than five years even when 90 percent of the population
is eliminated from an area."

New coyotes will quickly replace vacant territorial niches where coyotes have been removed. Coyote
pairs hold territories, which leaves single coyotes (“floaters”) continually looking for new places to call
home.™

Wildlife killing contests do not prevent conflicts with livestock. In fact, disrupting the family structure of
coyotes may increase conflicts.”® For example, exploited coyote populations tend to have younger, less
experienced coyotes who have not been taught appropriate hunting behaviors. These coyotes are more
likely to prey on easy targets like livestock or pets. Additionally, exploited coyote packs are more likely to
have increased numbers of yearlings reproducing and higher pup survival—and feeding pups is a
significant motivation for coyotes to switch from killing their preferred, small, and medium-sized prey
like rodents, to seeking out livestock." Killing contests do not target specific, problem-causing coyotes
or foxes. Instead, they kill these species in woodlands and grasslands where conflicts with humans,
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livestock, and pets are minimal. They do not target the carnivore species who have become habituated
by human-provided attractants such as unsecured garbage, pet food, or livestock carcasses.

Furthermore, common arguments regarding the impact of predator-livestock conflict are exaggerated.
According to U.S. Department of Agriculture (“USDA”) data, livestock losses to wild carnivores are
minuscule. The predominant sources of mortality to livestock, by far, are non-predator causes including
disease, illness, birthing problems, and weather.™ The North Carolina Commission has noted that, based
on USDA data, dogs are an equal or greater risk to sheep, goats, and cattle as compared to coyotes."
Prevention—not lethal control—is the best method for minimizing conflicts with coyotes.” Eliminating
access to easy food sources, such as bird seed and garbage, supervising dogs while outside, and keeping
cats indoors reduces conflicts with pets and humans. Practicing good animal husbandry and using
strategic nonlethal predator control methods to protect livestock (such as electric fences, guard
animals, and removing dead livestock) are more effective than lethal control in addressing coyote-human
conflicts.”

However, this legislation would not affect the ability of landowners and livestock ranchers to
lethally remove predating animals from their property or obtain a licensed trapper to control
coyotes or contract with the USDA for a licensed wildlife damage control operator. This bill would
ONLY prohibit cruel, unsporting, and pointless contests to kill the most, the heaviest, or even the
smallest animals for nothing more than a cash prize. Such contests serve no conceivable wildlife
management objective, and are not based on any sound, scientific principles. Virginia must do better by
its wildlife.

As a wildlife biologist who was raised and educated in the Great Commonwealth of Virginia, | care deeply
about the state’s wildlife and understand the importance of managing wildlife according to the best
available science. For these reasons, | ask you to pass HB 1247. Thank you.

S=&loh

Stephanie Boyles Griffin, M.S.

Senior Scientist, Wildlife Protection

The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS)
sboyles@humanesociety.org
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