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Teens team up with wildlife biologists to
learn about their wild cat neighbors

coagiar nickaned Juwe
lbes sedated on the
snow-covered groumnd
while hinkogists, middle
anid high sehool sto-
dends, and community
veldunieens crouch
beside her. The 41 kilo-
s (EHY peomand ) st
has led the group on a
wild chuese thiroagh rowgh backeown-
try. After tracking it for miles while

12 February 2. 2009

Tuggatingg hesovy packs of equipmend, the
stipdents get down bo mesiness repliac-
g Jane's old rmdio collor with 8 new
o andl eollecting data on her physi-
il eondition. “To have 3 cougar Tying
right in front of you is so unreal, They
are 50 pretty and intimidotng st the
saiftee time. But when you towch their
fur it's Kined of like petting a big house
ciil.” says |4-vear-old Lz Stewart,

Mot pesople never have the chomes
o gk up elose and personnd with

these wikl animals, Bul for the lasi
elght yenrs, Kids like L@ whi lve in
Che Elum, Washington, have gotten to
ol juest that as pant of Project Coagans
mnd Teaching (Project CAT)

Just an hour-and-a-halfl drive east
of Seatile, the small town of Cle Elam
has been swepd up in o mgpid wrban
cxpansion “The area wis suddendy
discovered as o lle wild haven and
g OO -pere destination resort
mowved in. That planted the seed for
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all sorts of new developments,” suys
Gary Koehler, n wildlife biologist ai
the Woshington Departmaent of Fish
and Wildlife who helped launeh Prog-
el CAT with the loecal school district.
With students’ help, researchers hape
to finel oat how cougars have been
affected by this growth.

ON THE PROWL

Comgnrs are foumd throoghoot the
Western United States. The animaks
reely an stealth o hant peey, like
dicer and etk *Cougars ame a stalking
predator. They make their fiving by
being secretive,” apys Ben Muolotele,
a graduate student at Washington

State University who nssists in lead-
iNg eowgar capimes

T find the clusive cats, studonis
and researchers pile into tmcks or
horp on snowmobibes and seoul Tor
fresh cougar tracks, Onoe they T
them, they unleash dogs trained to
sndfl cut 2 cat’s trail, The dogs pursoe
the cougar until its comered ina
tree, where biologists immobilize i
with a tranguilizer darl. That gives
the group aboul an hoar o work
brfioore the groggy cal walis up

Under the guidance of Koehler
and Mrletzke, studenis determine
whether the cougnr i= a male or o
femle amd give it a name. They heft

the feline up to be weighed, colliee
bloo] and tissee sumples, and record
its lengith and girih, or the measure
arcund its belly. Wiclding o pincher
Hkee tool called a crliper, the teens
opeen the cougars mouth and mea-
sure the cat's quim recession, or dis-
tanee iks gums have receded from the
tog of its sharp canine tecth, The sise
of the space between the teeth und
gums helps detenoine the eat's age—
the larger the distunee, the alder the
cougar, The final task is to owtfit the
cougar with a Gilobal Poasifioning
Spatrm (GFS) collar The collar trans-
miils o signal of the animal's location
ey four hours.
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COMMON GROUND

The information and GPS diata the
kids and rescarchers collect reveal
a Int mhoart the lives of Cle Elem's
cougans, By plotting the coungars’
movenents on compuier-generated
minps, students leamn which nress
the animals have staked out as their
home turd and where the animals
live in melstion to hunans. *You see
that just ghout everywhere is some
cougars ferrilary,” snys Lize's class-
maie, |G-pear-old Boben Mackenzie.
*Couggars walk right through peoples’
backyvards and [the residents| don't
oven realize it”

As urban areas expand, people and
cougars pre forced o share mone and
more of the same space. “In the West,
there is a real coneem abowl cougars
and incressed confrontsation witl
bhumans,” says Kowshler,

Compured with other pars of
the state, Cle Elum’s cougnrs and
humans have so far managed to gel
along without much conflict. Koehler
believes thnd has to do with the et
thai Hitle hunting has left Cle Ehom
with a wellestablished congar paopu-
Ltion, The older cats defend thaedr tor-
miin and prevent any new youngsters
from maoving in, These inespericmeed
Jveniles ane the ones that most often
get in trouble with humans by nab-
hing pets or attacking livestock.
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LIVING TOGETHER

Through Project CAT, kids in Cle
Elum now have o better understand-
ing of thi antmnls i their own back-
wirds, Students haee shared what
they've leswmed from the cougar study
ot scientific confrrenees around the
couniry. They've also presented their
finclings at schood functions, to local
civic orgunizsiions, and to hoameown-
ors al the new resor. “The students
were the perfect ambassacdors o edi-
ol their community sboot how to
ber good neighbors with wildlife,” says
Koehler

Crwer the lifestime of Project CAT,
nearly 5 cougnrs have been collaned
and myopdtored, Alboogh the Gl cal

| Projeci CAT soaks to answar

which of the following rescarch

guastions?

IEII How do cougars respond
to expanding human
dovalopmant?

(E) Why are cougars becaming
andangored?

(C) Is hunting tha best way to
manage cougar populations?

(D) Are human-cougar conflicts on
the risa?

capture took plece last summer, the
progrin has paved the way [or simi-
bar programs in ather parts of Wash-
ington, says Koehler

The project his left its mark on
studenis teo: Soane hove decided o
pursue earcers in biology and wildlife
minagement. [t has gotten others
interested in becoming teachers and
wiriters, Lixz suys, “To mie sclence
meant you'd be shot up in a lab, bl
I diseovered that beimg out in the
winndds B fun and you actually get to
talk to a lot of people.” Ruben adds,
“It wais o cool expericnoe, Its amnz-
ing thut scientists get o do this for a
Eving." -3
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2. GPS stands for

(&) Ground Point Sensor

(B} Global Positioning System
(C) Grid Pattern Scale

(0) Geographic Pocket Scanner

3. Cougars stake out an aroa of
land to defond as theoir ‘
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