
Exploring Cougar Restoration 
in the Northeast

Cougar Research 
Collaborative



Who makes up the CRC?
• Three conservation non-profits

• Panthera
• Mark Elbroch, Axel Moehrenschlager, Rana 

Bayrakcismith, Emily Carrollo

• Tompkins Conservation
• Sawyer Downey, Tom Butler

• Northeast Wilderness Trust
• Tom Butler, Shelby Perry

• Three university researchers:
• The Ohio State University

• Jeremy Bruskotter and Ben Ghasemi

• Michigan Technological University
• John Vucetich



Who am I?



History of Northeast Wildlife Management



History of Northeast Wildlife 
Management

• First state wildlife agency established 
in Massachusetts in 1878; by 1900 17 
states had established state wildlife 
agencies.

• First public federal lands established as 
early as 1832.

• Establishment of the North American 
Model of Wildlife Conservation 
practices and ideologies late 19th

century into the 20th century.



Northeast Reintroduction History



Cougar History in the East
• Why are they gone? Habitat 

loss, overharvest, and 
persecution.
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Aren’t Cougars Already Here?



1. Is their habitat in the East?
2. Are their large contiguous blocks?
3. When will they recolonize on their own?



1. Yes, there is habitat



Phase 1. Pre-engagement

Step 1. Where might they live?
Step 2. What do people think?
Step 3. What legal structures and policies 
might hinder or help?
Step 4. How long will it take for them to 
recolonize on their own?

17 areas > 6,000 km2, 13 > 10,000 km22. Yes, there are large 
contiguous blocks of habitat

Yovovich et. 
al. 2023
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University of Montana 
postdoc position

They are coming, right?

Agent-based modeling
• Where will they come from?
• When will they arrive in the East?
• What are the current impediments 

to recolonization?



Residents vs Dispersers // Time steps for mapping dispersal



Causes of 
mortality
Anthropogenic
Natural

Models within models…
Probability of surviving a road crossing



Mortality of simulated male disperses 1995-2015.

The “Connecticut Cat,” 2011 



Mortality of simulated male disperses 1995-2015.

The “Connecticut Cat,” 2011 



Hind casting:
GEOGRAPHY

77 years forward
Eastern roads

11%

9%
30%

30%

(1150 females*28,105 steps*150)

32%



Outcome

Harvest 35.4% (35.1 – 35.5%)

Roadkill 29.7% (29.5 - 29.9%)

Non-harvest mortality 11.9% (11.8 – 12.1%)

Natural mortality 11.1% (11.0 - 11.4%)

Established and reproduced 8.8% (8.7 – 8.9%)

Established without mate 2.9% (2.8 – 3.0%)

86.3% of Eastward-moving females will likely die.



YES, they are coming, but…



Investigating Social Tolerance through Survey Data

Population: 8 states in the eastern U.S. 
were habitat modeling showed 
substantial cougar habitat. (+1 western 
state for comparison)

Data gathered in Feb – Mar 2022 by 
Qualtrics via online surveys

Obtained >400 respondents in 8 of 9 
states (Vermont = 251); total including 
Colorado= n~3500

Fig. Sampling Region for Social Tolerance Survey



Public Priorities for 
State Wildlife Agencies





Why Rewild the Northeast?
• The biodiversity crisis is real, and the East has faced tremendous species loss

• Diverse ecosystems are more resilient to environmental change

• We can see the effects in real time of species loss



Steps for Species Restoration

Feasibility Assessment

Reintroduction Plan

Physical Reintroduction 
Efforts

Post-Release Monitoring 
and Research



Questions?

Florida panther release. Photo by 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission. 


