To: House Agriculture, Chesapeake and Natural Resources Committee
Subject: Support for HB 1247 (prohibition on killing contests)

Date: January 25, 2022

Submitted by: Megan Draheim, Ph.D.

Dear Chair Ware and Committee members,

My name is Megan Draheim and I'm a Professor in Practice at Virginia Tech’s Center for Leadership
in Global Sustainability. I'm a conservation ecologist, and specialize in human-wildlife conflict and
interactions. | have a special interest in predators, and much of my research is specifically about
coyote-human conflict.

I'm grateful for your consideration of a bill to ban wildlife killing contests that target coyotes and
other furbearers, and wholeheartedly urge you to support it. While I believe there are important
ethical issues that arise from these contests, as a scientist [ would like to speak to the science. And
the science is unequivocal: the mass killing of coyotes, the most common target of these events,
does not solve problems for humans. In fact, it can actually increase conflict.

The best available, peer-reviewed scientific literature indicates that wildlife killing contests are not
an effective wildlife management tool. I'd like to refute three common myths that contest
organizers and participants perpetuate about coyotes to justify continuing these events:

First, killing contests do not reduce coyote populations. In fact, science shows that wanton
killing of coyotes can actually increase their populations. Coyotes are compensatory breeders;
killing one can result in several more taking that coyote’s place. Coyotes are social animals and
often live in packs where only the dominant pair reproduces. The other members of the pack do not
mate but are there to help raise the dominant pair’s pups. However, indiscriminate killing, such as
is the result of wildlife killing contests, breaks up these family units. If one or both of the dominant
pair is killed, then the number of potential breeding pairs increases as the surviving alpha and other
pack members can start to mate; young coyotes have offspring sooner and litter sizes grow.! It is
also important to recognize that it is literally impossible to get rid of coyotes. If an area is good
coyote habitat (meaning it provides the food, water, and shelter that coyotes need to survive), more
coyotes will simply move in and replace any that have died or been killed. Perhaps the best
evidence of this comes from the fact that, despite centuries of intense effort to eradicate the species
at the federal, state, local, and individual level, coyotes have in fact thrived. While they were once
only found in the West, they are now found throughout all of North America and are now moving
down through Central America towards South America.2

Second, Killing wild animals in contests will not protect livestock. In fact, studies demonstrate
that such indiscriminate killing can lead to more livestock loss. Most coyotes do not prey on
livestock and instead prefer to eat natural foods, such as rodents, insects, and fruit. But packs
whose members are randomly killed have more pups and this can force adult coyotes to move to
larger and easier targets like sheep just to feed their families. Killing a coyote in a stable pack also
makes room for more troublesome coyotes to move in. Coyotes are territorial and so will keep non-
pack members out of an area, but if the pack is disrupted, new coyotes will move in, and some of the
newcomers might not be as savvy about living near people without conflict.3 In fact, this idea has led
some researchers to jokingly coin the term “livestock guard coyotes.” When the Washington Fish
and Wildlife Commission banned killing contests in 2020, Commissioner Molly Linville, a cattle
rancher, spoke in support of the rule, explaining that coyotes on her ranch are her “only free
employees” and that the animals help protect her crops from gophers and other rodents.# Instead of



the mass Kkilling of coyotes, scientists and wildlife management professionals recommend
implementing traditional, proven-effective animal husbandry and nonlethal deterrents to prevent
conflicts. If preventive measures fail, then lethal control of specific, problem-causing coyotes may
be necessary.5

Finally, research also finds that Kkilling contests will not boost numbers of deer, turkey and
other game species. Coyotes do not compete with our hunters for game. The key to healthy game
species populations always comes down to good habitat. Studies even show that coyotes can be
beneficial to a wide array of game bird species, including ducks and quail, because they suppress
populations of smaller carnivores.¢

The bottom line is that wildlife killing contests are unnecessary and unwise. Although many wildlife
killing contests’ organizers make claims that their events decrease human-wildlife conflict and
increase game species, as you can see from the established literature this is in fact not the case.
These contests do not provide good wildlife management, and in fact can increase conflict.

In recognition of science and commonsense, | respectfully urge you to ban wildlife killing contests
in the Commonwealth. Please let me know if I can offer you additional research or discussion about
human-coyote conflict. As I said above, I do believe that there are important ethical implications in
such contests, but have focused here on the science, which alone I think makes a strong case for
ending these events. Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Megan Draheim, Ph.D.

Center for Leadership in Global Sustainability
Virginia Tech

Arlington, VA

mdraheim@vt.edu
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