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New Cat Conservancy Seeks Support for Lion Research
ESTES PARK, (May 4, 2007) – One of the last remaining wild cats in North America – the mountain lion – is getting a needed conservation boost. But more work remains in the quest to help this top predator survive for the long-term.  
A new organization called the Rocky Mountain Cat Conservancy has been created to help support this important research effort. RMCC is dedicated to mountain lion research, promoting community stewardship, and building on the early work of the Colorado Mountain Lion Research Team, which for more than three years has studied the elusive cat in and around Rocky Mountain National Park (RMNP). With four cats captured and radio-collared, researchers have just begun piecing together knowledge of the Estes Park/RMNP lion population. Lack of funding, however, may be the end to this important study, just as the cats are beginning to tell researchers their story. With federal funds drying up, support from the private sector may be the only hope of keeping this study alive. 

“We gratefully acknowledge the generous support of park staff and many Estes Park residents who have enabled us to undertake this mountain lion study, to access critical private lands, and address the issues and concerns of the public as well as the scientific community,” said Dr. Don Hunter, research team leader, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).

Dr. Hunter explained that the positive support of the community has invigorated the group to work harder than ever to gather and analyze state-of-the-art research on mountain lion ecology and behavior that will be used for continued management efforts throughout the park and Front Range. “It’s a rare privilege to conduct research in a national park, especially on a species with both ecological and social importance,” Hunter said. 
“We have some good baseline data on resident lions in the park and how they fare around humans along the Front Range, but we need to continue to track and monitor these animals to complete the picture,” he said. Bottom-line, it takes long-term research to ensure Colorado’s wildlife species remain healthy, including mountain lions. 

Over the last decade, RMNP has listed mountain lion research as a priority but meager research budgets fall short of what is needed for such a comprehensive long-term study—most experts agree a seven to 10 year commitment is the minimum for a mountain lion study, Hunter said.
The mountain lion is one of the least-studied of carnivores primarily because of research costs and the difficulty of capturing and tracking the animals, although technology and the use of Global Positioning Systems, GPS-fitted radio collars have helped researchers in their efforts. Two years into the study, after exhausting other methods, the park granted researchers’ permission to use hounds for capturing lions to affix the radio collars on them, the most successful capture method by mountain lion researchers. 
Some research results so far include:

· None of the four cats use RMNP exclusively—private land is vital to a healthy population.
· Elk appear to be the primary diet.
· Researchers documented two long-distance cat migrations (one near Evergreen and one south of Idaho Springs).
· There has been an increase in lion sightings over the past few years.
The Research Team’s slogan, “People, Parks and Pumas,” best captures the key components of mountain lion research and the new organization. This research effort also seeks ways to minimize human-lion encounters and incidents with domestic animals, and to protect critical lion habitat for the species’ long-term survival.

In gratitude, the research team is hosting a “thank you” party on May 4 at the Lost Antler Ranch, site of three lion captures, for those residents who helped to support the study. This research would not be possible without the support of RMNP, volunteers, and a growing number of landowners and interested citizens. 

The Rocky Mountain Cat Conservancy (RMCC) was created by a member of the research team and a long-time Estes Park resident. Similar to RMNP’s “Friends” group, RMCC will seek citizen support for this important keystone species and the research needed for its survival. For more information on how you can help or to make a donation, please refer to RMCC’s Web site below.
“We hope this new important public-private partnership can grow into a long- term conservation movement for the mountain lion,” Hunter said. “Colorado is a special place because of its wildlife diversity and its people who respect and care about wildlife. With this study we can maintain a healthy lion population, test and refine our research, and share that knowledge with other researchers throughout the world.”

For additional information about the study and the Rocky Mountain Cat Conservancy or to make a donation, log on to www.catconservancy.com. A donation form can be downloaded at the above Web site or obtained by calling Chamois Andersen at (970) 586-6629. Checks should be made payable to Rocky Mountain Cat Conservancy, and mailed to P.O. Box 4132, Estes Park, CO 80517. 
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