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Abstract: Depredation to crops and livestock by coyotes (Canis latrans) is a subject
of much concern to agricultural producers in Alabama. This concern suggested a
need for an efficient mechanism for producers experiencing perceived coyote dam-
age to report losses. We tested a combination self-reporting/field verification tech-
nique to determine proportion of coyote damage complaints actually attributable
to coyotes, determine species responsible for reported coyote damage, and collect
descriptive data on coyote damage in Alabama. A toll-free telephone hotline was
established, and calls concerning coyote damage were received from June 1992 to
September 1993. Two hundred and sixty-three calls (214 livestock, 49 crop) re-
sulted in only 44 field investigations. This technique of self-reporting/field verifica-
tion did not prove effective as a data collection method to assess coyote damage.
Much of the concern among Alabama citizens about coyotes cannot be substanti-
ated when there is opportunity for verification.
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Coyotes were reported in Alabama from the early part of the century
(Anon. 1929) and currently occur throughout the state (Hill et al. 1987). Popula-
tions have been established in the southeastern United States for more than 18
years (Sumner et al. 1984) and appear to be expanding in Alabama and other
southeastern states (Hill 1987, Blanton 1988, Joint Interim Committee 1990).
Along with this expansion there has been an increase in complaints about coy-
ote damage (Jones 1987). Surveys of agricultural extension agents suggest that
coyotes may be responsible for considerable agricultural damage in the South-
east (Jones 1987, Armstrong 1991). However, it is speculated that free ranging
dogs {Canis familiaris) may be responsible for some of the damage attributed to
coyotes (Denney 1974, Jones 1987).

In a previous survey of cattle producers in Alabama (U.S. Dept. Agric.
1994), producers reported that coyotes were responsible for 33% of all cattle
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predation, 76% of all calf predation, 33% of all sheep predation, and 50% of all
lamb predation. In comparison, dogs were implicated in 33% of cattle predation,
24% of calf predation, 33% of all sheep predation, and 25% of all lamb pre-
dation.

Most studies of livestock and crop losses from coyotes have been based on
questionnaire surveys, producer estimates, or damage claims (e.g., Johnson and
Timm 1987, Jones 1987, McAninch and Fargione 1987, Owens 1987, Slate 1987,
Larson and Salmon 1990, Armstrong 1991, Gilbert 1991, Philipp and Arm-
strong 1993, 1994, USDA 1994, and others). This type of data should be inter-
preted with caution as noted by Balser (1974): "The problems of livestock losses
to predators . . . are compounded . . . by confusion caused by too many partici-
pants, misinformation from non-authoritative sources, human emotion which
polarizes opinions, and most important of all, a lack of data on livestock losses
. . ." Johnson and Timm (1987) noted that damage assessment may involve toler-
ance levels and attitudes of producers experiencing damage, and attitudes tend
to vary according to individual perceptions and experiences with damage.

While surveys are useful to estimate extent of perceived coyote damage,
there is a need to determine amount of perceived damage actually caused by
coyotes. According to Gilbert (1991), many people, including animal lovers,
land managers, zoologists, and wildlife experts, believe that agriculturalists con-
sistently exaggerate the damage done by coyotes. Relatively few studies have
been based on field assessments of damage (e.g., McAdoo 1975, Tigner and
Larson 1977, Robel et al. 1981, Schaefer et al. 1981, Dorrance 1982, O'Gara
et al. 1983, Scrivner et al. 1990).

Our original hypothesis was that damage to crops and livestock by coyotes
was not as prevalent as damage to crops and livestock by free-ranging dogs.
We used a combination self-reporting/field verification technique to determine
proportion of coyote damage complaints actually attributable to coyotes, deter-
mine species responsible for reported coyote damage, and collect descriptive
data on coyote damage in Alabama.

We thank K. Causey, N. Holler, F. Boyd, B. Leopold, and three anonymous
reviewers for constructive reviews of this manuscript. This project was sup-
ported by Alabama Farmer's Federation, Alabama Department of Conserva-
tion and Natural Resources, and the Alabama Agricultural Experiment Station.
This paper is published as Alabama Agricultural Experiment Station Journal
Series 15-955029.

Methods

We established a toll-free hotline and received calls concerning coyote dam-
age from June 1992 to September 1993. The Hotline was maintained through
the Alabama Farmer's Federation office at no cost to us. Callers answered a
series of recorded questions to provide investigators with initial information
relative to the damage complaint.
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Numerous efforts were made to publicize the "Hotline" through the radio
and television media, newspaper and magazine articles, and flyers developed
and distributed through the Alabama Cooperative Extension Service and Ala-
bama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources.

Data collection occurred as calls were received. The "Hotline" was only
operational in the evenings. Therefore, calls concerning recent damage were re-
turned the following day or as soon as the cooperator could be reached.

Sites to be inspected were based on if damage occurred within 48 hours of
receipt of the call and a carcass was present (if livestock was involved) or, if
crops were involved, all sites where damage had occurred within 48 hours of
receipt of call and no rain had occurred. Other sites were visited if, based on a
telephone interview with the cooperator, adequate physical evidence of damage
remained at the site. Additional criteria that determined site visitation included
time lapse from damage, time of year, and weather.

A standardized procedure for field verification of damage was used during
each site visit. Cause of death or damage was determined by evaluating carcass
or crop and field sign left by depredating species (Roy and Dorrance 1976, Haw-
thorne 1980, Godin 1982, Boggess 1983, Gipson 1983, Knight 1983, Wade 1983,
Wade and Bowns 1984, Bowns and Wade 1985, Widder 1989).

Identification of tracks was based on size and form of individual tracks, as
well as track patterns (e.g., Murie 1974, Wade and Bowns 1984, Halfpenny
1986). Scats were identified by size, shape, and associated sign (e.g., Weaver and
Fritts 1979, Green and Flinders 1981, Danner and Dodd 1982).

Photographs of carcasses showing wounds and feeding pattern and photo-
graphs of crops showing feeding pattern were taken at each damage site.
Wounds and feeding patterns were described.

Data concerning adjacent habitats were collected for all verified losses. In-
formation concerning husbandry and damage control practices, cooperator esti-
mates of economic loss, time of year of loss, number of years losses have been
experienced, why cooperator called, and how cooperator found out about the
coyote hotline was collected when possible.

Damage situations were analyzed individually to determine probable cause
of damage. Most of the data collected during this study was descriptive or anec-
dotal in nature. Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages) were calculated
for verified calls versus unverified calls and verified coyote damage versus veri-
fied non-coyote damage. Verified losses attributed to coyotes versus non-coyotes
and field criteria used to evaluate damage situations also were compared.

Results and Discussion

We received 263 calls through the coyote hotline and direct calls to the
study office. Only 4.7% of the callers indicated that they heard about the hotline
through an Alabama Farmer's Federation of Alabama Cattleman's Association
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Table 1. Livestock or crop damage
reports from callers to the coyote hotline and
other sources.

Type of damage

Misc. information
Calves
Assorted melons
Goats
Domestic fowl
Dogs
Sweet corn
Cats
Wildlife
Sheep
Pigs
Horses
Cows
Domestic rabbits
Peaches
Strawberries

Total

N

68
47
39
30
23
14
8
7
7
6
4
3
3
2
1
1

263

Field Verification

Yes

2
5

21
7
3
2
3
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0

44

No

66
42
18
23
20
12
5
7
7
6
4
3
2
2
1
1

219

Table 2. Reasons for lack of field
verification to calls received through
the coyote hotline and other sources.

Reason

Old damage
No damage
Unable to contact
No carcass present
Adverse weather
Harassment call
Pet damage
Hotline problems
Refused cooperation

N

101
56
23
17
12
4
4
2
1

%

37.3
20.7

8.5
6.3
4.4
1.5
1.5
.7
.4

magazine. The flyer was responsible for 21.9% of the calls and Extension agents/
conservation officers were responsible for 24.2% of the calls received.

Calls associated with livestock and other domestic and wild animals ac-
counted for 214 of the calls, while 49 calls were related to crop damage. Forty-
four of the calls were classified as suitable for field investigation (Table 1). Visits
were not made in response to 219 calls primarily because reports were of old
damage (Table 2). Not all calls received were to report recent damage from
coyotes. Eighty-eight people (72 livestock, 16 crops) called for information on
damage prevention or control. These callers may or may not have experienced
damage in the past. Some callers (6.4%) wished to report a recent sighting of a
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Table 3. Control measures used by
respondents to the coyote hotline and other
sources.

Control Measure

Trapping
Poisoning (illegal)
Net wire fencing
Barbed wire fencing
Electric fencing
Guard dog
Guard animal (other than dog)
Scare devices

% using the measure

11.3
8.9
8.9
1.8
6.5
3.0
1.2
9.5

coyote. Only 10.6% of the callers (15 livestock, 5 crops) had experienced recent
damage that appeared to merit follow-up field investigations.

In those cases where damage had occurred, callers were asked how they
determined that damage was from a coyote. Seventeen livestock producers and
2 crop producers saw a coyote at the site of damage while 18.2% saw a coyote
in the area. Most (53.1%) callers reporting damage based their theory on the
idea that there were coyotes in the area, therefore coyotes did the damage. Very
few (11.5%) of the callers based their decision on any knowledge of the feeding
patterns of coyotes. While callers were quick to implicate coyotes in damage,
most had taken no measures towards reducing damage (Table 3).

Data were collected for forty field investigations; 16 at livestock sites and
23 at crop damage sites; four sites classified originally as suitable for field investi-
gation were not visited due to unpredicted inclement weather. Damage to live-
stock was to goats (TV = 7), cattle and calves (N = 6), and poultry (TV = 3). In
all cases, possible coyote tracks or scat were found close to the damage; however,
this was not taken as proof of coyote depredation. In some instances, there was
evidence of characteristic coyote puncture wounds and hemorrhaging, sug-
gesting that the animal was killed by a coyote. Characteristic coyote feeding
patterns also were found on some carcasses.

All but 1 of the 23 crop damage field investigations could be attributed to
coyotes; the exception being a case of raccoon damage to watermelons. In some
instances, a variety of wildlife (coyotes, deer, raccoons) had been feeding on the
crops. Coyote damage to watermelons was usually easier to ascertain than dam-
age to livestock because of site stability and characteristic tooth marks left on
the rind. In addition, the tilled ground made location of tracks easier.

Management Implications

While this study did not produce the large volume of data desired, we can
draw some conclusions as to the effectiveness of this technique for assessing
damage and state of coyote depredation in Alabama. First, this technique did
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not produce sufficient data to make statistically valid inferences about perceived
versus actual coyote damage in Alabama. It would appear that much of the
concern about coyotes ceases when there is opportunity for verification. Due to
the current high profile of coyote management in Alabama, many non-usable
calls should be expected requesting general information. If this strategy of self-
reporting followed by field verification is to be used to assess damage, intensive
promotional campaigns may be necessary prior to actual implementation.
Damage evidence, especially in the case of livestock, will decompose; therefore,
a strategy should be developed to deploy a trained investigator immediately to
the site. Second, the damage problem may not be as severe as many people
believe. Number of calls received does not suggest a statewide problem of coyote
damage; however, there are areas of the state that receive more damage than
others. Based on this relationship, we would recommend continued efforts at
localized control for offending animals or family units. While many people are
upset about possible coyote damage to crops or livestock, few are taking any
significant measures to alleviate the threat. A need does exist for increased edu-
cational efforts and field support to assist producers with controlling and pre-
venting damage.
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