Population Dynamics and Behavior of Coyotes ( Canis latrans) on Vashon and Maury Islands

Abstract: Little is known about how predator populations

function on islands. Vashon Nature Center is conducting an
on-going observational study and a new pilot DNA study
(starting in 2017) to observe coyotes on Vashon-Maury
Island. Through a combination of howling surveys, sightings
data, photos, and DNA research on coyote scat we are
investigating a wide array of questions on origin, population
growth, pack sizes and distribution and behavior of island
coyotes. Here we present initial population estimates and
behavioral trends.

A Vashon Coyote from the Shinglemill Pack, 2017 photo by: Rich Siegrist
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By combining information from wildlife camera captures; howling surveys, and range sizes reported in
the literature we estimate about 40 coyotes on Vashon and Maury Island distributed in about 4-5
loosely organized packs with additional lone coyotes or pairs frequenting in between areas.

COYOTE LIFE CYCLE
Dec Jan Feb March Apr May June July August Sept Oct Nov COyOteS are seen by
Increased Visibility humans more during
Increased protective behavior . . .
Breeding breeding and pup raising.
Denning
sirthing They become more
Raising pups protective/aggressive
Range expansion . . .
Pup dispersal during denning and while
raising pups.

Acknowledgements: Thank you to Kelly Keenan, JoAnne Hennessey and other citizen scientist volunteers and partners listed right.

Authors: Bianca Perla, John Rupp, Vashon Nature Center

Introduction: Little is known about island coyote populations: how they are settled,
population numbers, inbreeding potential, feeding behavior and myriad other
guestions. Studies conducted on small islands in northern Michigan in the 1960’s give
us some reference to activity patterns and feeding behavior (Ozaga and Hargar, 1966).
The recent arrival of coyotes to Vashon Island, a uniquely isolated environment, offer
us an opportunity to add valuable information to the study of coyote expansion in the
western United States. How are they related to mainland coyotes and where might
they have originated? What is the genetic strength of this potentially closed
population and the probability of its long term survival?

Using established methods for noninvasive research (Long, et. al.,2008) VNC’s coyote
oroject attempts to answer not only questions of basic science but also those
regarding the concerns and fears of the islands” human population: how many coyotes
will there eventually be; will predation on pets and livestock escalate; will threats to
humans increase?

Left: Bobtail, an identifiable coyote with a
short tail picked up on a few of our wildcams,
helped us determine range size. Right:
Shinglemill Pack members, likely siblings.
Photos: VNC wildcam, Rich Siegrist
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Discussion: At present preliminary observations suggest an island population of
approximately 40 coyotes perhaps consisting of four or five family groups with home
ranges of four to six square miles — Vashon-Maury islands constitute 37 square miles
indicating there is still room for this population to grow. This estimate is based largely
on howling survey responses (which give estimated pack numbers), recording of
recognizable individuals on different wildlife cameras (indicating average range size),
and literature reviews on average pack sizes. Upcoming DNA studies will allow us to
test the accuracy of this initial population estimate as well as help us understand level
of relatedness between coyotes on the island and growth. We welcome participation
by community members in any of this research either through donations or hands-on
science opportunities. Contact: vashonnaturecenter.org
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