
Assessing the Management of Mountain Lions in the Absence of Hunting 
 
Mountain lions are an apex predator throughout their wide distribution. Despite having the 
broadest geographic distribution of any terrestrial mammal in the Western Hemisphere, their 
elusive, solitary and primarily nocturnal nature makes it rare to observe them in the wild. 
Mountain lions are stalk and ambush predators that hunt primarily at night and rely on ambush to 
kill their prey. Adult mountain lions are primarily solitary and generally avoid each other except 
during breeding. Although documented in and around wildland-urban landscapes, mountain lions 
tend to avoid human dominated-landscapes and interactions with humans. This is one reason for 
so few reported mountain lion sightings. In California, where regulated hunting has been 
outlawed, between 1986 and 2014 there were 15 confirmed mountain lion attacks on humans, 
three resulting in fatalities.  
 
How we pay for wildlife management in the United States is also core to this discussion. User-
based funding is the primary source to manage wildlife in the United States. From the earliest 
days of active wildlife management, hunters, anglers and trappers have funded restoration and 
conservation initiatives. License and permit fees, a tax on motor boat fuels, and excise taxes on 
hunting, shooting sports and angling products provide dedicated funding for habitat 
conservation, harvest management, research, restoration and monitoring programs by state 
wildlife management agencies. Essentially, every time someone buys hunting and fishing 
equipment, they contribute to this fund. This fund generates upward of $1 billion every year. The 
excise tax programs have permanent, indefinite appropriation status, which means that the 
revenues are automatically distributed to the states each year and not subject to congressional 
discretion. 
 
Hunters generate millions in revenue each year for wildlife conservation, and in most cases, 
hunters have proven adequate to meet wildlife management goals. In Arizona, the sales of 
mountain lion tags alone generate about $200,000 annually. With the additional purchase of 
hunting licenses that are required to hunt big game in Arizona, an additional $450,000 is 
contributed to wildlife and their habitats. In contrast, the state of California has not legally 
allowed mountain lion hunting since a moratorium began in 1972. Despite research evidence of 
abundant mountain lion populations in the state and a biologically conservative proposal from 
the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) for regulated take by licensed hunters in 
1987, several court appeals and a ballot initiative approved in 1990 by 52 percent of voters 
designated the mountain lion a "specially protected mammal," prohibited hunting and further 
restricted the take of mountain lions causing damage to property (Proposition 117). What did this 
mean for CDFW and the state’s taxpayers? The initiative took authority away from the state 
wildlife management agency and biologists with the expertise and experience necessary to 
manage wildlife and therefore, took science out of the equation. It also required taxpayers to foot 
the bill for conservation efforts, whereas hunters generated revenue to pay for wildlife research, 
management and habitat conservation.  
 



In addition to loss of revenue to support wildlife management, there is concern in Arizona that a 
loss of management authority for mountain lions could result in a loss of ability to respond to 
declines in other species as a result of competition with or predation by mountain lions. 
Mountain lion predation on endangered Sonoran pronghorn and Mexican wolves has been 
documented, and they have been known to prey heavily on desert bighorn sheep. There is also 
evidence that other prey species, such as deer and elk, may alter their antipredator behaviors to 
avoid a recolonizing predator that may enhance vulnerability to another. It is feasible that in the 
area where Mexican wolves are being established, an unmanaged mountain lion population, 
coupled with a growing Mexican wolf population, could adversely affect the prey base and in 
turn adversely impact both predatory species.  
 
Proposition 117 did in fact inhibit CDFW’s ability to respond to situations requiring quick action 
to manage mountain lions when necessary for the survival of their prey species. The Sierra 
Nevada bighorn sheep population in California plummeted to about 100 animals in 1995 and 
later was added to the Threatened and Endangered Species List. Mountain lions were the primary 
predator of bighorn sheep in this area, accounting for 52 percent of all losses and 96 percent of 
losses attributed to predation. Between 1982 and 1990, four mountain lions that preyed on 
bighorn sheep were removed to help protect those herds. However, the initiative in 1990 stripped 
CDFW’s authority to remove depredating mountain lions that were limiting bighorn sheep 
population growth and recovery. This prompted the state legislature to amend the law in 1999 
and allow the selective removal of mountain lions that posed an imminent threat to the dwindling 
bighorn sheep herd. As a result, CDFW collars mountain lions and closely monitors them in an 
effort to be as selective as possible in the removal of mountain lions for the benefit of bighorn 
sheep. This costs about $50,000 annually, which translates into a total cost of about $1 million 
over the estimated 20-year time to bighorn sheep recovery. Regulated hunting, on the other hand, 
does not cost the taxpayer a dime. Rather, it generates revenue to pay for wildlife research and 
management, and likely would achieve the same management objectives.  
 
This law also had indirect impacts that limited CDFW’s capacity to study mountain lion 
populations. In California, Pittman-Robertson (PR) funds were generally used for research on 
hunted species, thereby limiting the amount of funding available for research on mountain lions. 
Without this crucial funding source available, CDFW efforts to collect data to enumerate the 
mountain lion population, develop population monitoring protocols, evaluate the dynamics of 
human-mountain lion interactions, or assess their impacts to prey populations were restricted.  
 
Unfettered impacts to prey species are not the only concern. It has become increasingly common 
for mountain lions to prey on pets and livestock. CDFW receives hundreds of reports annually of 
mountain lions killing livestock and pets. From 2000-2015, an average of 188 mountain lion 
depredation permits were issued annually. In some years, this number was as high as 250. Within 
48 hours of a report of mountain lion depredation on livestock or pets, CDFW is required to 
investigate each reported depredation incident to confirm that a mountain lion was responsible. If 
a mountain lion was the cause of death, then a depredation permit may be issued to the owner of 
the animal. About 100 mountain lions are killed by animal owners or contract hunters in 



California each year with depredation permits. This is more than the annual average of 39 
mountain lions that were killed in the three years they were classified as big game. In 
comparison, about 30 to 40 depredating mountain lions are killed annually in Arizona. 
 
The United States Department of Agriculture Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service - 
Wildlife Services (WS) is often called upon to corroborate CDFW determination and remove 
depredating mountain lions. WS has agreements with most counties in California. If WS is hired 
to remove a depredating mountain lion in a cooperating county, then the county pays 70 percent 
of the cost while WS pays 30 percent. In counties without agreements, the animal owner who is 
issued the depredation permit must pay 100 percent for the removal. This means that taxpayers 
pay for the bulk of removal efforts. WS spends about 3,000 hours annually in responding to and 
removing depredating mountain lions. Cost varies depending on the method used and the amount 
of time required to remove the depredating mountain lion, but is estimated to be around $75,000 
annually. Capturing a mountain lion using live cage traps is required for most urban settings; this 
approach is time intensive and requires that cage traps be set and checked daily, typically 
resulting in at least three days of effort to remove the mountain lion. In more rural or wildland 
areas, hounds can be used to pursue the depredating mountain lion, which is usually quicker but 
can be expensive. Assuming that this cost is incurred in counties with cooperative agreements, 
the cost to those counties is about $175,000 annually. These totals do not include costs incurred 
by the individual who must pay for removal in counties that lack agreements.  
 
California has documented an increase in direct and indirect interactions between mountain lions 
and people and an increase in calls for service to CDFW. The increase in human-wildlife 
interactions requires greater staff investment in time, research and response in the field when 
interactions do occur, and it is assumed that such interactions will continue to increase over time. 
From July 2015 to July 2017, wildlife management staff logged approximately 2,670 hours 
responding to over 3,284 incidents involving mountain lions for an estimated cost of about 
$115,500. Mountain lion “incidents” include calls from the public regarding human safety 
(contact made), perceived public safety threats, property damage (depredation), animal welfare 
(lion stuck under a house or in a center divide during rush-hour traffic), general nuisance (noise 
outside), sightings and “other undefined.” From 2009-2013, an average of 148 confirmed 
mountain lion incidents occurred annually. Although many more reports were investigated by 
CDFW, these are only those where the presence of mountain lion was confirmed. During that 
same period, an average of four mountain lions were killed annually for public safety threats but 
as many as seven were killed in two of those years. In Arizona, where the Arizona Game and 
Fish Department has the authority to manage mountain lions, considerably less time, and 
therefore less money, is spent on mountain lion incident calls and responses. From 2015-2017, 
the Arizona Game and Fish Department recorded 642 mountain lion calls, confirmed four 
mountain lion “incidents” and did not remove any mountain lions for public safety concerns. 
 
The determination of whether an animal is a public safety threat is made by CDFW or local law 
enforcement personnel on the scene. The numbers presented above only include expenditures 
from wildlife management staff and not law enforcement. However, CDFW law enforcement 



expends approximately the same amount of time as the wildlife management staff on mountain 
lion incidents, about $57,750 annually. Efforts from local or city government (local or county 
animal control, sheriff’s offices and police departments), which are often called out on mountain 
lion incidents, have not been quantified but would represent an additional cost to taxpayers. 
 
When Wildlife Services is contracted to remove a mountain lion that poses a public safety threat, 
CDFW pays 100 percent of those costs. Several years ago, WS had two full-time public safety 
specialists on staff to deal with mountain lions threatening human health or safety in California. 
It cost WS about $240,000 annually to staff these specialists. Unfortunately, funding for these 
positions was eliminated and the job responsibilities were absorbed by other personnel within 
CDFW and WS.  
 
As funding sources dwindle and state wildlife management agencies face budget cutbacks, the 
financial support generated by regulated hunting for wildlife management, research and 
conservation become increasingly important. Regulated hunting is a valuable wildlife 
management tool for maintaining sustainable wildlife populations, can be very effective in 
controlling wildlife populations that pose economic, health and safety risks to people and cause 
damage to ecosystems, and is generally acceptable to most Americans. It is clear that removing 
management authority from state wildlife management agencies can have far-reaching negative 
impacts on the conservation of wildlife and their habitats, reduces the capacity to research, 
monitor and manage wildlife, and increases costs to taxpayers. 
 
 
 


