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June	17,	2024	
	
Brianna	Denoncour,	SWAP	Coordinator	
Division	of	Fish	and	Wildlife,	NY	State	Department	of	Environmental	Conservation	
625	Broadway,	Albany,	NY	12233	
Comments	submitted	by	email	to	nyswap2025@dec.ny.gov	
	
Dear	Ms.	Denoncour	and	Division	of	Fish	&	Wildlife	Staff:	
	
On	behalf	of	The	Rewilding	Institute	and	the	Cougar	Rewilding	Foundation’s	members	in	New	York,	
thank	you	for	the	opportunity	to	comment	on	the	Species	Status	Assessments	(SSAs)	for	the	
Department	of	Environmental	Conservation’s	draft	2025	State	Wildlife	Action	Plan	(SWAP).		We	
look	forward	to	additional	opportunities	to	comment	on	the	DEC’s	overall	text	for	the	SWAP	when	
it	is	drafted,	since	that	document	will	convey	the	agency’s	approach	to	wildlife	protection	and	
conservation	for	the	next	decade.	
	
Our	comments	focus	on	recommended	changes	to	the	SSA	for	Cougar	(Puma	concolor)	and	the	need	
for	DEC	to	take	concerted	action	to	facilitate	the	return	of	the	species	to	New	York.	We	believe	it	is	
vital	for	DEC	to	pursue	the	option	of	a	managed	re-introduction,	which	DEC	has	included	in	the	
draft	SSA	for	Cougar	as	a	potential	step	to	advance	recovery	in	New	York	and	the	Northeast.	
	
Our	organizations	recommend	that	the	DEC	list	Cougar	as	a	Species	of	Greatest	Conservation	Need	
(SGCN),	the	rationale	for	which	is	discussed	below.	We	are	also	providing	a	list	of	research	
resources	in	support	of	our	comments	and	for	use	by	DEC	as	the	agency	finalizes	the	2025	SWAP	
and	considers	measures	to	assess	and	advance	cougar	reintroduction	and	recovery.		
	
The	Rewilding	Institute	(TRI)	is	a	national	non-profit	organization	that	promotes	scientific	
information	on	landscape-scale	conservation	and	wilderness	protection.	We	advocate	for	the	
restoration	and	protection	of	wide-ranging,	large	carnivores	such	as	cougars	and	wolves	that	
bolster	ecological	resilience	when	given	room	to	roam.		
	
The	Cougar	Rewilding	Foundation	(CRF)	is	a	national	non-profit,	science-based,	volunteer-run	
conservation	organization	dedicated	to	the	recovery	of	cougars	in	all	of	their	former	range	east	of	
the	Rockies.	We	work	to	advance	cougar	recovery	through	recolonization	and	reintroductions.	
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1. Classify	Cougar	as	a	Species	of	Greatest	Conservation	Need		

We	greatly	appreciate	the	fact	that	Cougar	remains	on	the	New	York	State	list	of	endangered	
species	even	though	the	U.S.	Fish	and	Wildlife	Service	removed	the	once-presumed	sub-species	
“eastern	cougar”	from	the	federal	endangered	species	list	in	2018.		

Given	Cougar’s	endangered	status	in	the	state,	we	believe	that	DEC	should	once	again	take	the	
position	on	extirpated	species	expressed	in	New	York’s	2005	Comprehensive	Wildlife	Conservation	
Strategy.	At	the	time,	DEC	classified	Cougar	and	two	other	extirpated	carnivores	(wolf	and	lynx)	as	
Species	of	Greatest	Conservation	Need	(SGCN)	precisely	because	such	classification	would	
“facilitate	that	evaluation,”	i.e.,	determination	of	social	acceptability	and	habitat	suitability.1		

It	is	unfortunate	that	DEC	reversed	its	approach	in	the	2015	SWAP	and	adopted	a	narrower	“focus	
of	conservation	resources	on	resident	species	that	currently	have	a	population	at	risk	in	New	
York.”2	We	understand	that	DEC	has	limited	resources	and	is	challenged	to	address	grave	threats	to	
the	survival	of	many	species	and	ecosystems	across	New	York.		

Yet	state	agencies	are	not	constrained	in	how	they	set	conservation	priorities	in	SWAPs	and	can	
consider	a	full	array	of	species	necessary	for	ecological	functioning.	In	addition,	the	Association	of	
Fish	&	Wildlife	Agencies	has	emphasized	the	need	for	states	to	take	a	cross-boundary,	landscape-
scale	approach	to	SWAP	development	and	planning	in	order	to	increase	chances	of	conservation	
success.3	Wide-ranging,	keystone	species	such	as	Cougar	would	both	benefit	from	and	facilitate	this	
conservation	approach	by	DEC	and	peer	agencies	in	other	Northeastern	states.		

Finally,	the	SSA	for	Cougar	notes	the	potential	need	for	active	reintroduction	(discussed	below),	
which	aligns	with	the	definition	of	SGCN	as	ones	that	“have	identified	threats	that	may	put	them	in	
jeopardy,	and	need	conservation	actions	to	maintain	stable	population	levels	or	sustain	recovery.”4			

Ecological	value	of	Cougar	recovery		

We	believe	that	there	are	clear	and	well-documented	ecological	benefits	of	a	recovered	Cougar	
population	in	New	York	and	the	Northeast.	The	New	York	Strategic	Plan	for	State	Forest	
Management	(2021)	cites	deer	impacts	as	a	significant	threat	to	New	York's	forests	and	
biodiversity.	Deer	herbivory	can	change	herbaceous	and	woody	plant	composition,	increase	the	
proliferation	of	invasive	species,	simplify	forest	structure,	and	degrade	habitat	for	ground-nesting	
birds.5	

In	the	Forest	Management	Plan,	DEC	outlined	several	strategies	to	mitigate	deer	impacts,	including	
exclosure	fencing	and	hunting.	However,	DEC	stopped	short	of	considering	the	role	of	top	predators	
that,	as	the	agency	emphasizes	in	the	draft	SWAP	for	Cougar	and	other	species,	have	long	been	
missing	from	the	state’s	forests.	We	strongly	recommend	that	DEC	examines	the	potential	for	
cougar	recovery	as	a	form	of	deer	control,	as	the	animals	act	as	ungulate	“shepherds”	whose	

 
1	New	York	State	Comprehensive	Wildlife	Conservation	Strategy,	2005,	p.	33.	
2	New	York	State	Wildlife	Action	Plan,	2015,	p.	9.	
3	Association	of	Fish	&	Wildlife	Agencies,	State	Wildlife	Action	Plan	&	Landscape	Conservation	Action	Group,	
Leading	At-Risk	Fish	and	Wildlife	Conservation,	2021.	
4	New	York	State	Wildlife	Action	Plan,	2015,	p.	7.	
5	New	York	State	Forest	Management	Plan,	2021	Chapter	5,	p.	293.	
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presence	alters	deer	browsing	behavior	and	facilitates	ecosystem	resiliency	(Ripple	and	Beschta	
2006,	2008).		

A	recent	series	of	articles	(Rose	2023)	details	prospective	ecosystem	benefits	from	cougar	recovery	
in	the	Northeast,	where	“the	ecological	benefits	can	ripple	all	the	way	through	global	pathways	by	
puma	reducing	browse	pressure	from	overabundant	deer,	thereby	allowing	for	greater	species	
richness	to	recover,	for	structural	complexity	to	improve,	and	plant	biomass	accumulation	to	
rebound	to	sequester	more	atmospheric	carbon.”	This	updates	and	confirms	the	findings	that	DEC	
cites	regarding	suitable	Cougar	habitat	in	the	Adirondacks	(Laundré,	2013).	

Further,	cougars	have	been	documented	to	have	543	ecological	interactions	with	485	other	species,	
highlighting	the	cougar’s	premier,	critical	role	as	ecosystem	broker	(LaBarge,	Evans,	Miller,	et	al.,	
2022).	As	DEC	states	in	the	2025	draft	SSA,	cervid	species	are	the	main	prey	of	Cougar.	A	study	
cited	by	DEC	(Gilbert,	Sivy,	and	Pozzangherra	et	al.,	2017)	underscores	the	potential	for	Cougar	to	
have	a	meaningful	impact	on	deer	populations	since	a	conservative	estimate	is	that	one	cougar	can	
consume	up	to	259	deer	over	a	six-year	lifespan.				

A	concerted	effort	and	considerable	investment	by	DEC	and	the	Department	of	Agriculture	and	
Markets	successfully	stemmed	an	outbreak	of	Chronic	Wasting	Disease	(CWD)	in	2005.	It	is	notable	
that	when	feeding	on	infected	deer,	the	cougar's	digestive	system	removes	prions—the	protein	that	
causes	CWD—from	the	environment	(Baune,	Wolfe,	Schott,	et	al.,	2021).	Cougars	prey	selectively	
on	prion-infected	deer	(Krumm	et	al.,	2009).	We	recommend	that	DEC	consider	the	ways	in	which	
cougars	could	act	as	a	barrier	to	the	spread	of	CWD	from	CWD-infected	deer	herds	in	Pennsylvania	
and	other	states,	which	would	help	New	York	State	to	prevent	and	mitigate	the	disease.		

Social	benefits	of	Cougar	recovery	

Despite	the	considerable	publicity	generated	by	such	incidents,	since	1998,	cougars	have	killed	just	
five	people	in	the	United	States.	In	contrast,	deer	cause	vehicle	collisions	that	kill	150-200	and	
injure	30,000	people	per	year,	as	well	as	causing	$6	billion	in	agriculture	and	property	damage	
annually	(Spatz,	2014).	A	team	study	from	the	University	of	Washington	found	that	restoring	
cougars	to	the	East	Coast	would	reduce	vehicle	collisions	with	deer	by	22	percent	over	thirty	years,	
and	has	reduced	vehicle	damage	in	South	Dakota	by	$1.1	million	annually	(Gilbert	et	al.,	2017).	

The	24,000-acre	Florida	Panther	National	Wildlife	Refuge	attracts	8,000	visitors	a	year,	generating	
about	$13	million	in	tourism	annually.	The	recovery	of	the	cougar	and	other	species	extirpated	
from	New	York	(including	bison,	elk,	and	wolves)	to	the	Adirondacks	projected	eco-tourism	related	
revenues	of	$583	million,	the	creation	of	3,540	jobs,	$90	million	in	wages	and	salaries,	and	$20	
million	in	state	taxes	(Laundré	and	Spatz,	2014).	

We	appreciate	that	the	SSA	cites	research	on	the	social	acceptability	of	cougar	recolonization,	
specifically	the	finding	“that	approximately	70	percent	of	respondents	were	in	favor	of	cougars	
recolonizing	the	Adirondacks”	(McGovern	and	Krester	2015).	We	suggest	that	DEC	also	consider	a	
more	recent	study	concluding	that	for	every	New	Yorker	who	opposes	cougar	restoration,	five	New	
Yorkers	support	their	recovery	(Carlson,	2023).	

The	SSA	notes	studies	concluding	there	is	both	quality	habitat	and	prey	base	to	support	up	to	350	
cougars	in	the	Adirondacks.	We	suggest	that	DEC	also	consider	a	more	recent	study	underscoring	
the	existence	of	suitable	habitats	for	Cougar	in	the	Tug	Hill	Plateau,	Catskills,	and	Upper	Delaware	
River	Basin	(Yovovich	et	al.,	2023).		
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2. Conduct	a	feasibility	study	for	Cougar	recovery	in	New	York	State	

The	conclusion	of	the	SSA	on	Cougar	notes,	“If	cougars	do	not	continue	their	eastward	spread	and	
public	support	for	restoring	cougars	to	New	York	increases,	a	management	[sic]	re-introduction	of	
the	species	could	be	considered.”		

Current	science	underscores	how	unlikely	it	is	that	cougars	will	be	able	to	return	to	New	York	and	
the	Northeast	on	their	own	in	the	coming	decades.	Researchers	outside	the	DEC	have	demonstrated	
considerable	interest	in	the	ecological	and	social	benefits	of	cougar	restoration	in	New	York	and	the	
Northeast—laying	the	groundwork	for	reintroduction	scoping	and	planning	by	the	agency	and	
through	partnerships	with	researchers	and	organizations.	

A	series	of	articles	on	carnivore	reintroduction	case	studies	(Rose	2023)	highlights	the	reasons	for	
recovery	successes,	including	agency	reintroduction	experience,	citizen	participation,	and	
collaborations	among	academic,	non-profit,	and	governmental	agency	biologists.	Citing	conspecific	
reintroduction,	recovery,	and	management	success	with	Florida	panthers,	the	series	later	sets	out	
comprehensive,	detailed	steps	to	implement	a	hypothetical	cougar	reintroduction	plan	in	the	
Northeast;	we	recommend	that	DEC	consider	these	steps	when	scoping	its	own	plan.	

There	is	clear	precedent	for	DEC	taking	a	proactive	approach	to	Cougar	recovery	and	the	agency	
will	have	abundant	examples	and	guidance	to	follow	when	scoping	and	launching	a	reintroduction	
feasibility	study	for	the	species.	In	particular,	DEC	should	review	the	Florida	panther	reintroduction	
feasibility	study	(Florida	Game	and	Fresh	Water	Fish	Commission	1996).	

Over	the	last	several	decades,	DEC	has	spearheaded	successful	programs	to	recover	bald	eagles	and	
peregrine	falcons	in	New	York	State.	Restoration	programs	are	underway	for	other	species,	such	as	
river	otters	and	bog	turtles.	The	DEC	gained	experience	in	large	carnivore	restoration	by	
attempting	to	reintroduce	lynx	and	actively	manages	black	bears.		

Importantly,	DEC	set	a	precedent	for	reintroducing	a	carnivore,	the	fisher,	to	control	an	
overabundant	herbivore	that	was	damaging	forests,	the	porcupine,	to	the	Adirondacks,	Catskills,	
and	Shawangunks.	DEC	defines	fishers	as	“forest-dependent	carnivores	with	a	high	trophic	
position”	that	can	“reflect	the	status	of	forested	ecosystems	and	lower	trophic	levels	(e.g.,	prey	
populations)	and	are	an	ecologically	important	predator	of,	and	competitor	with,	a	variety	of	other	
wildlife	species.”6	The	very	same	reasoning	can	and	should	be	applied	to	Cougar.	

3. Strengthen	the	Species	Status	Assessment	on	Cougar	

The	draft	2025	SSA	is	thorough	and	includes	relevant	developments	in	cougar	research	since	the	
2015	assessment	in	the	species	overview,	status,	and	historic	and	current	occurrence.	In	addition	to	
integrating	the	scientific	references	noted	above	and	in	the	provided	source	list,	we	strongly	
recommend	that	DEC	expand	the	section	on	Threats	to	Cougar,	particularly	with	regard	to	the	low	
chance	of	natural	recolonization.			

Although	the	SSA	cites	studies	indicating	that	female	pumas	may	recolonize	the	Upper	
Midwest/Minnesota	within	20	years	(M.A.	LaRue	and	C.K.	Nielsen	2016),	we	suggest	that	DEC	
include	more	recent	studies	that	temper	this	earlier	projection	(McGinnis	et	al.	2017,	Elbroch	et	al.,	
2023).	Of	the	five	female	cougars	known	to	have	dispersed	into	the	Midwest	since	2015,	two	

 
6	New	York	State	Fisher	Management	Plan,	2016-2025.	
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disappeared	and	three	were	shot	in	Iowa,	where	the	cougar	is	not	a	protected	species.	No	kittens	
have	been	documented	east	of	the	Mississippi	River	(Spatz	2023).	Overharvest	in	the	South	Dakota	
Black	Hills	and	North	Dakota	Badlands	since	2012	have	reduced	the	number	of	dispersers	into	the	
Midwest,	which	continue	to	suffer	critically	from	human-caused	mortalities	(McGinnis	2017).	

It	took	25	years	for	Cougar	to	recolonize	150	miles	east	from	the	Black	HIlls	to	the	Niobrara	River	
Valley	in	central	Nebraska.	It	is	450	miles	from	the	Badlands	to	suitable	habitat	in	northern	
Minnesota	and	600	miles	from	the	Niobrara	to	the	next	closest	suitable	habitat	in	the	Missouri	
Ozarks,	across	landscapes	far	more	developed	than	the	western	prairie	states	(Spatz	2023).	Even	if	
the	LaRue	and	Nielsen	projection	is	accurate,	it	is	more	than	1,000	miles	from	Minnesota	to	the	
Adirondacks,	putting	natural	recolonization	in	New	York	well	into	the	21st	century.		

As	the	SSA	notes,	“legal	protection	may	not	be	sufficient	to	prevent	human-caused	mortality	from	
having	population-level	impacts.”	As	a	result,	it	is	abundantly	clear	that	Cougar	will	not	recover	in	
New	York	State	this	century	without	a	deliberate	reintroduction	program.	

We	therefore	strongly	recommend	that	DEC	re-consider	the	recommendations	that	the	agency	
made	in	the	Comprehensive	Wildlife	Conservation	Strategy	in	2005	with	regard	to	the	recovery	of	
large	mammals	that	are	classified	as	extirpated	in	New	York.	These	should	serve	as	the	starting	
point	for	reintroduction	planning,	in	particular	a	feasibility	study	that	includes	the	following	
elements:	

Habitat	research:	Conduct	biological	assessment	for	species	shown	to	be	socially	acceptable.		

Other	actions:	Conduct	public	attitude	surveys	when	decision	makers	are	of	the	opinion	that	there	
is	a	reasonable	chance	of	public	support	for	the	restoration	of	an	extirpated	species.		

Relocation/	reintroduction:	Restore	species	believed	likely	to	succeed	and	that	are	socially	
acceptable	and	monitor	their	progress.	

In	addition,	we	ask	DEC	to	expand	and	strengthen	the	Conservation	Actions	included	in	the	draft	
2025	SSA,	which	as	currently	written	are	too	vague	to	convey	intent	by	the	agency,	provide	
guidance	to	staff,	and	ensure	accountability	to	the	public	over	the	next	decade	until	the	next	SWAP	
revision.	We	ask	DEC	to	at	minimum	include	the	following	steps	in	the	categories	of	Education	&	
Awareness	and	Awareness	&	Communications:		

● Develop	and	distribute	interpretive	and	public	education	materials	on	cougar	biology,	
behavior,	prey,	and	habitat.		

● In	DEC	presentations	and	publications,	include	information	on	the	critical	role	of	top	
carnivores	such	as	cougars	on	ecosystem	functioning	and	how	human	communities	can	
coexist	with	cougars.7	

● Openly	communicate	that	the	agency	will	be	conducting	a	feasibility	study	for	cougar	
recovery	and	reintroduction.	

In	closing,	we	emphasize	that	DEC’s	mission	to	“conserve,	improve,	and	protect	New	York's	natural	
resources	and	environment”	necessitates	the	presence	of	keystone	species	that	play	a	critical	role	in	
maintaining	healthy	natural	systems.	The	absence	of	large	carnivore	species	such	as	cougars	has	a	

 
7	Examples	of	coexistence	information	include	the	Mountain	Lion	Foundation,	“What	is	coexistence?”,	
https://mountainlion.org/coexistence/;	and	the	Cougar	Conservancy’s	coexistence	resources,	
https://cougarconservancy.org/safety-tips.			

https://mountainlion.org/coexistence/
https://cougarconservancy.org/safety-tips
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negative	impact	on	environmental	quality,	and	their	return	would	provide	considerable	benefits	for	
forest	health.	We	hope	that	DEC	will	take	the	opportunity	during	the	current	SWAP	process	to	
commit	to	the	long-term	recovery	and	protection	of	highly	interactive	apex	predator	species.	
	
Thank	you	for	your	time	and	consideration	of	our	comments.	We	look	forward	to	further	
discussions	with	DEC	about	the	recovery	of	cougars	in	New	York	and	across	the	Northeast.		
	
Sincerely,	
	
Christopher	Spatz	
Senior	Advisor	
The	Cougar	Rewilding	Foundation	
spatzcat61@gmail.com	
845-797-2769	
	
Nadia	Steinzor,	MS	
Northeast	Carnivore	Advocate	
The	Rewilding	Institute	
nadia@nadiasteinzor.com	
845-417-6505	
	
	
	 	

mailto:spatzcat61@gmail.com
mailto:nadia@nadiasteinzor.com
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Cougar	Rewilding	Foundation	and	The	Rewilding	Institute	
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