
Active Livestock Management Guide  
for Vashon and Maury Islands

The purpose of this guide is to assist islanders in the transition to living with 
coyotes, bears, and cougars by re-invigorating active livestock management 
practices—some new and some that have been used with success for many 
generations. 

Active livestock management means approaching animal husbandry in a 
pro-active manner where the animal owner anticipates challenges to their 
animals’ health and well-being and develops and enacts a plan for minimizing 
those challenges. 

This guide represents a collaborative effort of local islanders and has been 
reviewed by wildlife officials and local livestock experts. It is intended as a first 
step towards sustainable protection practices for island livestock.

Photo by Matthias Zomer from Pexels https://www.pexels.com/photo/landscape-nature-animals-dutch-97317/
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A Little About Large Carnivores on Vashon and Maury Islands
While Vashon and Maury Islands have always 
had occasional visits from bears and cougars, 
in recent years the islands have experienced an 
increase in visits, as well as population growth 
of large carnivores, and some have made 
permanent homes here. Our islands are now 
home to a coyote population, in addition to 
occasional cougar and bear. 

As mainland areas surrounding the islands 
become more densely populated, larger wildlife 
seek rural areas like Vashon for needed habitat 
and food sources. It is impossible to predict 
when animals will swim over. Wild predators can 
help control populations of animals such as deer 
and rodents. However, their presence requires 
an increased awareness and adaptability on the 
part of human populations to avoid conflicts. 
Regardless of how, when, or why these animals 
are here, large carnivores are now a regular 
presence. The purpose of this guide is to help 
animal owners adapt to these new conditions.

Knowledge of the habits, behaviors, and 
seasonal patterns of wild animals can help 
protect livestock and pets. We encourage 
animal owners to learn as much as possible 
about the habits of local wildlife. For example, 
knowing that coyote conflicts generally increase 
during their denning and pup-raising seasons 
(February-August on Vashon), may lead one 
to be more vigilant with protection practices 
at those times of year. Some may elect to 
change lambing times to avoid a confluence 
of vulnerable livestock at the same time as 

coyotes are trying to feed their young. Knowing 
that cougars rely on their extremely good 
night vision, and that they rely on the element 
of surprise in their attacks, means protecting 
animals from dusk until dawn, clearing pastures 
of brush, and keeping animals out of areas with 
trees, bushes, or other hiding places. According 
to Vashon Nature Center records from 2016 and 
2017, all suspected cougar attacks on Vashon 
occurred at night; the majority in brushy or 
treed areas.

Knowing the habits of wild animals and 
adapting to take advantage of them is 
the single most significant way to reduce 
livestock loss. We have included a list of 
references and books for more information 
at the end of this guide.

Domestic dogs are well known to attack and 
kill livestock on Vashon and Maury Islands. Dog 
behavior patterns can be very different than wild 
animals. For example, dogs—especially those 
that are left outdoors without containment—
may wander neighborhoods during the day 
while their owners are away. If they join other 
dogs, they can form a pack, which can be 
more destructive than a solo animal. Owners of 
domestic dogs often do not believe that their 
pets would attack other animals, but it is well-
documented that domestic dogs have a strong 
instinct to attack other animals, especially those 
that are running away from them. Domestic 
dogs may also maul livestock.

Large Carnivores and Common Livestock Species That They May Prey Upon

Large carnivores	 Livestock species

Cougars	� Llamas, alpacas, miniature horses, goats, sheep, donkeys, 
occasionally horses

Bears	� Horses, donkeys, miniature horses, poultry, goats, sheep,  
occasionally cows

Coyotes	� Llamas, alpacas, miniature horses, goats, sheep, poultry,  
domestic dogs and cats

Domesticated dogs	� Miniature horses and donkeys, goats, sheep, poultry, also can 
significantly injure horses if dogs are in a pack
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Protecting Livestock

Active Management

Most wild predators want to use the easiest 
approach to get food. Therefore, it is not 
surprising or unnatural behavior for wild 
predators to cue in to unprotected livestock 
as food. But, no one wants to lose a 
domestic animal under their care. Following 
are techniques that can be implemented to 
minimize risk of predation by making your 
animals harder to access. It is important to 
realize that no system is 100% foolproof, and 
protecting livestock is a process of continual 
development and experimentation to find 
techniques that are effective for your individual 
farm and daily routine.

Livestock losses hurt everyone, not only on 
an emotional and financial level, but because 

losses can encourage predators to go after 
livestock again, and to try harder each time 
they are successful. Our individual actions and 
approaches can impact others. Even people 
who don’t own 
livestock can 
help increase 
the effectiveness 
of community 
livestock efforts. 
(See page 9.)

Regardless of whether you own livestock or 
companion animals, the basic goal of managing 
their care is the same: To provide animals with 
excellent quality of life. If you raise livestock for 
commercial purposes, you are trying to balance 
the cost of meeting this goal while maximizing 
your profit. If you have a companion animal, 
you are trying to provide a safe and healthy 
environment throughout its life. 

Before you decide the best way to protect your 
animals from wild predators, it is important to 
first ask yourself what type of animals you are 
actively managing, and how much risk you are 

comfortable with. The most basic definition 
of livestock are animals kept for use or profit. 
These include dairy cows or goats, sheep raised 
for meat or fiber, and pigs raised for meat. 
Animals kept for fun, without use or profit 
in mind, are generally considered companion 
animals rather than livestock. Sometimes, 
even the owners of these animals struggle 
to put their in animals into one of these two 
categories. How you choose to protect your 
animals may be different depending on the 
nature of your relationship to them.

Weighing Risk
People keep animals for many reasons—livestock, pets, or companion animals. When 
deciding on how to make infrastructure and other changes to your home and land to 
protect animals, part of your job as an animal guardian is to weigh the risks involved. 
Consider the consequences, both emotional and economic, of your actions or inactions. 
Although no plan is fool-proof, there are a wide variety of ways to limit the risk to animals 
in your care, and increase their protection. The choice is yours—from doing nothing to 
checking every box in this guide—depending on the level of risk you choose to live with. 
Once you have considered and determined your “risk comfort zone,” it will be easier to 
decide on a plan of action.
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Best Management Practices

Practice Pros Cons Predator Type

Fencing • �Fencing provides a first 
line of defense from 
predators.

• �Adding electricity is very 
effective at deterring 
curious invaders, as well 
as keeping your livestock 
where you want them.

• �Homemade coyote 
rollers on fencing are 
very effective in keeping 
coyotes out.

• �Permanent fencing is 
very expensive, especially 
if electrified. 

• �Portable electric is more 
affordable, but more 
work to maintain.

• �Fencing limits natural 
wildlife movement.

• �Fences must be checked 
on a weekly basis and 
repaired or replaced as 
needed.

• �Bears, coyotes, and dogs 
are deterred by well-
maintained electrified 
fencing.

• �Coyotes are deterred 
very effectively with 
coyote rollers.

• �For most people, fencing 
a cougar out is not 
feasible as they can jump 
more than 15 feet high. 
However, fencing in 
good repair and cleared 
of brush can discourage 
cougars, even if it is not 
high.

• �In addition, field fencing 
can be used to keep 
livestock out of pasture 
locations that contain 
brush or trees where 
cougars can hide. 

Livestock Guardian 
Animals 

(Dogs, Llamas,  
Donkeys, Mules,  
Geese/Guinea Fowl)

Livestock guardian animals 
provide constant presence 
and protection as they live 
with the livestock they are 
trained to protect. There 
are pros and cons to each 
type of livestock guardian 
animal so it takes research 
to decide what best fits 
each case.

• �Not a stand-alone 
protection method—
only works in tandem 
with other methods.

• �Additional animal to 
feed and care for.

• �Most livestock guardian 
animals can be quite 
loud, possibly leading to 
conflicts with neighbors.

• �Can help deter any 
animal coming onto 
your property, including 
humans. 

• �Livestock guardian 
dogs can be extremely 
effective in deterring 
cougars, but other 
livestock guardian 
animals may not be.

EXCLUSION 
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Best Management Practices, continued

Practice Pros Cons Predator Type

Animal Husbandry • �Change birthing season 
so it doesn’t coincide 
with season of highest 
predation (spring).

• �Move animals into a 
nighttime enclosure.

• �Only allow animals out 
into pastures or fields 
during daylight hours.

• �Confine/enclose animals 
during birthing season.

• �Keep feed contained 
and secured.

• �Requires attention to 
breeding cycles and 
control over breeding.

• �Added cost of feed/hay.

• �Added cost of enclosure.

• �Added cost of building 
out a confinement/heavy 
use area.

• �Mud management may 
be required.

• �Coyotes are most 
predatory after having 
pups.

• �Bears may be less active 
in fall/winter.

• �The most effective way 
of minimizing cougar 
predation is enclosing 
animals in indoor spaces 
at night.

Waste • �Remove animal waste 
and or carcasses from 
areas where livestock 
congregate. This 
provides better hygiene 
for your animals and 
reduces odiferous bait.

• �Time and energy for 
manure and mortality 
management.

• �Potential cost to build 
a manure-management 
structure.

• �Good practice for all 
predators.

Practice Pros Cons Predator Type

Removal • �Cut back brush and keep 
fields open. The more 
open a field or pasture, 
the less hiding places for 
predators.

• �Requires periodic 
removal of brush and 
invasive plants.

• �Cougars especially rely on 
the element of surprise 
and will be deterred if 
there is a good chance of 
being seen.

• �Cougars, coyotes, and 
roaming dogs are less 
likely to cross an open 
pasture in pursuit of prey.

Location • �Keep animals close to 
human activities and the 
primary residence during 
vulnerable times; i.e., 
birthing season.

• �Keep animals away from 
edges of pasture with 
thick or dense shrubs, 
and forested areas.

• �Noise, smell, and overall 
habits of animals may 
be undesirable close to 
home.

• �May mean not every inch 
of a pasture is grazed.

• �Requires mowing and 
brush removal. 

 �• �Cougars, coyotes, and 
roaming dogs are often 
deterred by human 
noise and activity.

CULTURAL METHODS 

HABITAT CONTROL 
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Best Management Practices, continued

Practice Pros Cons Predator Type

Devices • �Motion sensor lights or 
sounds can eliminate the 
element of surprise.

• �These methods may 
disrupt humans/
neighbors at night.

• �May cause animals to 
scatter and then become 
vulnerable after the 
device shuts off.

• �All predators can be 
deterred, but may build 
up a tolerance if other 
protection methods are 
not in place. 

• �These devices add another 
layer of protection, but 
should not be the only 
method used.

Repellents • �Urine of potential 
predators can repel 
lesser predators.

• �Some odors, such as 
mothballs, can confuse 
predators.

• �If the predator is a top 
carnivore, there is no 
effect from urine.

• �Odors may be offensive 
to you and your animals 
as well.

SCARE TACTICS 

Local Resources for Livestock Owners and Companion 
Animal Owners

Following are some local examples of actions 
that island livestock and companion animal 
owners have taken to secure livestock. 

Islanders we spoke to agree that the number 
of animals you own is a main factor influencing 
your management strategy. Essentially, for those 
with fewer animals, night enclosures seem to 
be a very effective way of protecting livestock. 
(See the examples on page 7.) Animals may take 
time to adapt to night enclosures. However, 
after this adjustment time, many animals seem 
to indicate a preference for being securely 
housed. Night shelters combined with adequate 
fencing and habitat control provide sound 
security for animals.
For those with many animals, night enclosures 
become more cost prohibitive. It is also harder 

to maintain conditions that are sanitary and 
comfortable for the animals. Local farmers with 
many animals have had the most success with 
a combination of good fencing, habitat control, 
and livestock guardian animals.

In this section, 
we provide local 
examples and/
or local contacts 
for all the for the 
management 
practices outlined 
in this guide.

RESOURCES

Local livestock guardian dog at work. 
Photo: Tammy Dunakin
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Night Enclosure for Companion Animals

Stable Retrofit for Miniature Horses

Pictured here, is a locally built, custom-
designed enclosure that houses sheep and 
goats. It has connected inside and outside 
areas, both fully enclosed. 

The owner reports that the wide door 
prevents animals from balking at entering. 
She feeds the animals in the enclosure 
and says they seem very content in the 
space and regularly wait for her inside the 
enclosure rather than in the pasture when 
she gets home. A door connects the fully 
covered area of the enclosure with the 
outside space, allowing animals and owner 
a choice. 

The outside space has eight-foot-high mesh 
fencing and the roof is made of wire mesh 
panels. The poles extend an additional 
two feet in height and are positioned at a 
45-degree angle and covered with chicken 
wire. A motion sensor light called a Nite 
Guard Solar Light is attached to the middle 
post for additional predator deterrence.

Approximate cost of the enclosure (excluding 
labor): $1,600. Here is a link to plans that one 
can modify to suit individual needs (with a 
comparable price range).

This “covered porch” was built connected 
to an existing horse stable to protect four 
miniature horses at night. The wide side door 
provides easy access, and the rubber mats cut 
down on mud issues. The roof is aluminum 
and the side panels are 2x4 framing with 
mesh, which maintains very good airflow. 

RESOURCES

Photos: Debbie Butler

Photos: Sharon and Dick Danielson
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Guidelines for Retrofitting Existing Structures

Fencing and Fencing Supplies
Premier1 has a variety of electrified fencing supplies for all types of 
livestock. Their website contains extensive information and guidelines 
on electric fencing: premier1supplies.com or 800-282-6631.

Rent-A-Ruminant offers occasional workshops on electric fencing 
and sells electric fencing: info@rentaruminant.com

Peer Groups
Peer groups can help you increase your knowledge, and sharing ideas and challenges with others might make  
it seem less daunting to change your practices. If you are not already a member, consider joining the following 
island groups:

Vashon Island Growers Association (VIGA) This group maintains an email listserv, and hosts events for 
members, including livestock practices that work well on island farms. vigavashon.org

Vashon Island Fruit Club This group has regular meetings that always include an educational element especially 
focused on fruit growing here on the island. vashonislandfruitclub.wordpress.com

Vashon-Maury Island Land Trust This non-profit, member-supported organization works to conserve habitat on 
the island, as well as make it publicly accessible to all. They keep members informed through emails, a newsletter, 
and mailers about all aspects of the natural environments on Vashon. vashonlandtrust.org

Vashon Nature Center Vashon Nature Center is a community of backyard naturalists, curious kids and families, 
and professional biologists and ecologists working together to build greater awareness and understanding of local 
wildlife and natural places on the islands we call home. VNC is creating a community database of all island wildlife 
species, runs a wildlife camera network, conducts citizen-science based monitoring and assessments of natural 
areas and research on local wildlife, creates educational and outreach publications, and conducts courses on nature 
topics. Visit their living with wildlife page for more information, fact sheets, and local data about wild carnivores. 
vashonnaturecenter.org/living-wlidlife/

Vashon Island Horse Association This is the Island equestrian group. 206-463-0550, vashonhorse@gmail.com

The following advice is taken from the Mountain Lion 
Foundation Livestock Portal.  
(mountainlion.org/portalprotect.asp)

1. �Walls: If your barn or shed is built from wood, make 
sure all boards are in sturdy condition. Replace or 
reinforce any broken or rotting pieces. Board up 
any openings that wild animals can fit through. 
If there are too many openings between boards, 
consider reinforcing the walls with chain link. Make 
sure all windows are closable with glass, chain link, 
or latched shutters—or board them up. Be sure to 
consider proper ventilation for the health of your 
animals, but be aware that predators can enter 
through large openings.

2. �Floor: The walls of your enclosure should extend all the 
way to the ground, and ideally, for coyote protection, be 
buried at least a foot. An apron is a great way to keep 
out digging predators.

3. �Door: The entrance should have a sturdy door that 
closes and latches. If you have bears in the area, you 
will need a more complicated lock than if you are 
only concerned about mountain lions and/or coyotes. 
Double check that there are no large openings around 
the frame for bears to get purchase.

4. �Roof: Mountain lions can jump more than 15 feet, so 
a sturdy roof is mandatory to ensure your livestock is 
safe. Close off large gaps to keep your furry ones safe 
and dry inside. Consider installing mesh or a screen 
over small openings to keep out small rodents.

RESOURCES

An example of a well-designed and maintained 
island fence with a top and bottom string  
of hotwire. Photo: Tammy Dunakin
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Need some additional help?

What can I do if I don’t own livestock or companion animals?
Successful active livestock management requires a community mindset. Here are some ways to contribute, even if 
you don’t own livestock or companion animals:

Next Steps
This guide is intended to be a first step towards a sustainable local protection system for livestock. It is intended 
to help livestock owners find reasonable and effective solutions and will be expanded and changed as they learn 
more. However, information alone is not enough. Other communities have been successful by developing some of 
the following support structures in tandem with individual efforts:

RESOURCES

• �Secure your smaller pets (cats and dogs) from 
predators.

• Learn how to act around wild predators.

• �Secure your garbage and any other food attractants 
that can bring large animals to your neighborhood.

• �Learn how to act around working livestock guardian 
dogs. They are not pets!

• �Increase your patience and tolerance for working 
animals. (Your neighbor’s livestock guardian dog may 
bark at night, which means it is doing its job.)

• �Volunteer for barn raisings or fence clearing/repair 
work parties in your neighborhood (or offer to help a 
local farmer).

• �Pass the word to neighbors. Visit Vashon Nature 
Center’s Living with Wildlife pages for information 
packets that can be dispersed to neighborhood 
groups: vashonnaturecenter.org/living-with-wildlife.

• �Help start and organize a community fund for 
livestock owners.  

On-island resources 

Amy Holmes — local farmer, natural resources 
specialist, and islander. Contact her for in-person 
consultation rates: holmesteadfarms@gmail.com or  
206-719-5500.

Tammy Dunakin — Rent-a-Ruminant: Electric 
fencing and livestock guardian dog questions:  
info@rentaruminant.com.

Maggi McClure — Livestock guardian dog questions: 
maggi@mightymutt.com or 206-380-1191.

Off-island resources

Rick Reinlasoder — King County Livestock Specialist: 
rick.reinlasoder@kingcounty.gov or 206-477-4810.

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 
Regional office — Kim Chandler, Law Enforcement 
Officer: 425-775-1311

• �Identify groups of volunteers that can help with 
infrastructure upgrades.

• �Identify local resources that can help islanders (we’ve 
started a list above) so that we aren’t so dependent 
on off-island agencies.

• �Network with other towns—for example, invite speakers 
from other communities to share success stories.

• �Encourage people to network and share what  
is working for them.

• �Establish a fund for assisting community members 
with infrastructure upgrades.

• �Create a community plan that addresses the multiple 
goals of safety for humans, livestock, pets, and 
wildlife. Some examples: Marin County Livestock and 
Wildlife Protection Program and City of Lake Forest 
Park Wildlife Management Plan.
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Further Resources for Livestock Management
A livestock management perspective: (UMass Amherst The Center for Agriculture, Food and the Environment)

Andelt, WF, Hopper, SN. 2000. Livestock guard dog reduce predation on domestic sheep in Colorado. Journal of 
Range Management. 53: 259-267. Available on-line: http://mountainlion.org/US/co/LIBRARY/CO-R-Andelt-2000-
Livestock-Guard-Dogs-Reduce-Predation-on-Domestic-Sheep-in-Colorado.pdf

The Mountain Lion Foundation Portal to protect livestock: http://mountainlion.org/portalprotectlivestock.asp

Marin County Livestock and Wildlife Protection program: http://www.projectcoyote.org/project/marin-county-
livestock-wildlife-protection-program/

Do it yourself coyote roller for keeping coyotes out: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=aAC_JTdsTCw

VNC white paper on Coyotes and Livestock management by Robert 
Fuerstenburg: http://vashonnaturecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/
Coyotes-on-Vashon-livestock-recs1.pdf

Vorwald, D. J. 2016. Farm dogs: a comprehensive breed guide

Pavia, A. 2011. Nature’s Own: horses, minis, foals and predators. Stable 
Management Journal. Available on-line: https://stablemanagement.com/articles/
natures-own

Ecology and Behavior of Large Carnivores
Boitani L and Powell RA. 2012. Carnivore Ecology and Conservation: A handbook of techniques

Bradshaw, G. 2017. Carnivore Minds: who these fearsome animals really are

Eisenberg, C. 2014. The Carnivore Way

Flores, Dan. 2016. Coyote America: A natural and supernatural history 

Gross, L. 2017. How fear of humans can ripple through food webs and reshape landscapes. Smithsonian available 
on-line: http://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/how-fear-humans-can-ripple-through-food-webs-reshape-
landscapes-180963987/

Lawrence, R.D. 1983. The Ghost Walker

Masterson, L and Beausoliel R. 2016. Living with Bears handbook

Hornocker N, and Negri S. 2009. Cougar: Ecology and Conservation

Ripple RJ et al. 2014. Status and Ecological Effects of the World’s largest carnivores. Science 
343. Available on-line: http://ir.library.oregonstate.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/1957/46657/
RippleWilliamForestEcosystemsSocietyStatusEcologicalEffects.pdf?sequence=1

Wild, Paula. 2014.The Cougar: Beautiful, wild, and dangerous
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Coyote rollers installed on the top 
of fences prevent coyotes from 
scaling the fence. They can be 
purchased or made at home (see 
reference section for a DIY video). 
Photo: www.RollersDirect.com


