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INSIDE:
Mountain lions are hide-and-

seek masters!

 Do mountain lions eat deer 
that have CWD?

 Whose track and scat is that?
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Hide-and-seek
A glimpse of a mountain lion that was collared by the Wyoming Game and Fish Department for research. (Photo by Justin Binfet/WGFD)

These elusive cats can be spotted in the wild if you are lucky! 
Just be sure to give them space. (Photo by Jessica Grant/WGFD)
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Imagine the perfect place to play 
hide-and-seek. It would probably 
have a mix of places to crouch be-
hind, squeeze between, climb into 
and some more open spaces to run 
between. 

This ideal hide-and-seek place 
is exactly the type of habitat that 
mountain lions prefer! Being a 
mountain lion and looking for 
your prey, usually deer, means 
playing the ultimate game of hide-
and-seek. Mountain lions are 
ambush predators, meaning that 
unlike cheetahs who chase their 
prey to exhaustion, or wolves who 
work in packs to take down large 
animals, mountain lions rely on 
stealth and camouflage to surprise 

attack their prey. 
Mountain lions are highly-

adaptable animals, meaning they 
can live in different types of en-
vironments, as long as there is 
enough cover to stay hidden from 
their prey. They can live in dry 
deserts, using canyons, rocks and 
shrubs for cover, all the way up to 
high mountain ranges where dark 
stands of timber provide them 
with camouflage. Mountain li-
ons are so adaptable they can live 
nearly anywhere their food lives! 
In Wyoming, mountain lions are 
fairly widespread. These elusive 
creatures are incredibly good at 
hide-and-seek, so the amount in 
Wyoming is currently unknown.

HABITAT CONNECTION



Deer are a main food source for 
mountain lions, and they often eat 
deer with a deadly disease called 
chronic wasting disease (CWD). 
Since 2019, the Wyoming Game 
and Fish Department has been 
studying mountain lions and a 
deer herd with a high level of 
CWD to learn more about their 
relationship.  

“We already know that mountain 
lions eat a higher percentage of 
CWD positive deer,” said Justin 
Binfet, Casper Region wildlife 
management coordinator, “so we 
want to know what influence this 
is having on disease dynamics in 
the deer population.” 

In their research, biologists put 
GPS collars on both mule deer and 
mountain lions in the same area. 
GPS collars allow Game and Fish 

to see where animals move and 
live on a digital map, see when 
these collared animals interact 
and find out how they die. 

Mountain lions are collared in 
the winter when biologists can 
find fresh tracks in snow and then 
use dogs to chase a lion into a tree. 
Then, they are darted with a drug 
that makes the lion go to sleep 
while a collar and ear tag are safely 
put onto it. After biologists collect 
information like the sex and age of 
the animal, it wakes up.  

This spring, 50 doe mule deer 
were collared. To collar the deer, 
a helicopter crew drops a net 
onto the deer, and the animal 
is restrained for everyone’s 
safety while important data is 
collected and the collar is put on. 
In addition to being tested for 

CWD, if the doe is pregnant, a 
special device is added that alerts 
biologists when she gives birth. 
Then, biologists can also find and 
collar the newborn fawns to learn 
more about how many deer are 
surviving. 

Biologists are hoping over time, 
this collar data will help us answer 
a wide range of questions. A top one 
is how mountain lions eating deer 
with and without CWD affect the 
way this complex disease impacts 
a deer herd. Early findings confirm 
mountain lions are eating a higher 
percentage of CWD positive deer, 
which means they are choosing 
to eat animals with the disease. 
But, there are lots of other factors 
influencing deer survival other 
than mountain lions, which the 
study aims to find out!

Game and Fish studies mountain lions and mule 
deer near Casper

A mule deer doe is captured using a net dropped from a helicopter. (WGFD photo)

 Wild Times | 3

FIELD JOURNAL



Range:  Mountain lions are found from central Canada 
to the tip of South America, including across the State 
of Wyoming! They are the most widespread of any large 
wild land mammal across North, Central and South 
America. Because of their huge range, they have many 
common names including: cougar, mountain lion, puma, 
catamount and panther. 
Size: Mountain lions are the fourth largest cat in the 
world. In Wyoming, males average 150 pounds, while 
females average 120 pounds.  Mountain lions vary in size 
across their range and are generally larger towards the 
poles and smaller towards the equator. 
Habitat: Mountain lions are very adaptable and can be 
found in most habitat types. In Wyoming, they prefer 
habitat with trees and rocky areas for stalking prey, but 
they can also live in open areas. Mountain lions are 
mostly nocturnal and crepuscular, meaning they are most 
active at night and around dusk and dawn, but can be 
spotted in the daytime too. Mountain lions are territorial 
and have low population densities. 
Young: Mountain lions can have kittens at any time of the 
year. Females average one litter every two to three years 

once they reach maturity. Average litter size is two to 
three cubs, who are raised by their mother and stay with 
her for at least two years. Newborn mountain lions have 
spots that fade and eventually disappear by the age of 2 
1/2 years.
Predators: Adult mountain lions do not have any natural 
predators in the wild, but they occasionally have conflicts 
with other predators and scavengers over carcasses. 
They live 8 to 10 years on average, and their causes of 
death can include disease, conflicts with other mountain 
lions or large carnivores, starvation, hunting, trapping and 
vehicle collisions. 
Food: The mountain lion is an ambush predator, meaning 
they like to sneak up on and then surprise-attack their 
prey, just like a house cat. They are also generalists, 
which means they will eat almost anything they can find, 
from insects to elk. In Wyoming, mountain lions primarily 
eat mule deer, whitetail deer, elk and bighorn sheep.
Did you know? Young collared mountain lions have 
been tracked traveling several hundred miles in search 
of a place to settle. One was collared in Utah, crossed 
Wyoming and ended up in central Colorado! 

WILDLIFE PROFILES

Mountain lion (Puma concolor)
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Range:   Bobcats are widespread from southern Canada 
through most of the United States and northern Mexico. 
They can be found throughout Wyoming.  
Size: Adult males average 25 pounds while adult females 
average 20 pounds, which is larger than most house 
cats.  
Habitat: Similarly to mountain lions, bobcats are very 
adaptable and live in a variety of habitats. In Wyoming, 
they can be found in forested areas, the plains and 
mountains. Their spotted coat allows them to blend in 
with most surroundings. 
Young: Bobcat females have two to four kittens in April 
or May and usually give birth in a sheltered place like a 
small cave, den or hollowed out log. They spend the first 

year of their life with their mother learning to hunt and 
then go off on their own after that. 
Predators: Adult bobcats don’t have many predators 
in the wild, although they can be attacked by mountain 
lions, coyotes, wolves and golden eagles. Bobcat kittens 
can be taken by great horned owls, eagles, foxes, and 
bears and other adult male bobcats.
Food: Bobcats are ambush predators, which means they 
sneak up on their prey and then pounce to attack, just 
like a housecat. They eat a wide variety of food, including 
rodents, birds, fish and insects. Rabbits are one of their 
most common foods. 
Did you know? The bobcat’s tail, which appears to be 
cut or “bobbed” is the reason for its common name.

WILDLIFE PROFILES

Bobcat (Lynx rufus)
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Hunters have an important role 
helping the Wyoming Game and 
Fish Department understand 
chronic wasting disease (CWD). 
Game and Fish needs help from 
hunters this fall to collect lymph 
node samples from deer and elk 
for CWD testing. 

“The samples hunters submit are 
critical to monitoring CWD within 
Wyoming’s deer and elk popula-
tions,” said Hank Edwards, Wild-

life Health Laboratory supervisor. 
“The department has specific hunt 
areas that we focus our testing on 
each year, but hunters outside of 
this year’s focused surveillance 
areas can still submit a sample  
for testing.” 

It’s easy to take a sample, and 
hunters can watch a how-to video 
on the Game and Fish website. 
Hunters can also have animals 
sampled at any game check sta-

tion this season or by stopping at 
the Game and Fish Headquarters 
or regional offices from 8 a.m. to 5 
p.m., Monday through Friday. Re-
sults from CWD testing are avail-
able online within three weeks. 

Continued monitoring of CWD 
over time is important to help 
Game and Fish understand the 
potential impacts of the disease 
as well as evaluate future manage-
ment actions for deer and elk.

The lymph node of this harvested, white-tailed deer was removed for CWD testing. (Photo by Chris Martin/WGFD)

If you harvest a deer or elk, 
get it tested!
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Track and scat ID for ungulates

Moose

Bighorn sheep

Mule deer

Elk

Moose tracks are larger and more 
pointed than elk tracks

Outside toe edges are straighter  
than a deer

Toe edges on the outside are more 
curved than a bighorn sheep track

Forested areas near lakes,  
ponds or streams

Mountain slopes, rugged rocky terrain 
with few trees

Forested areas, shrublands  
and grassland

Up to 1 ¾ inches long, ½ inch in diam-
eter. Pellet shaped, larger and woodier 
than elk scat

⅜ to ⅝ inches - variable in size, 
irregular shapes slightly resembling a 
hershey’s kiss

Up to ⅞ inch long pellets, usually with 
a dimple in one end

5 - 6 inches

2.5 - 3.5 inches

2.5 - 3.5 inches

As you’re out exploring this fall, it’s fun to figure out who else has been out and about... 
you might not see wildlife, but you see their tracks and scat.

Track shape clue

Track shape clue

Track shape clue

Habitat

Habitat

Habitat

Scat

Scat

Scat

Track length

Track length

Track length

Track shape clue
Toes more rounded and smaller than 
a moose

Track length
3.4 - 4.5 inches

Scat
Up to 1 ¼ inch; larger than a deer 
pellet. Can be Hershey’s kiss shaped 
or more like a rounded pellet

Habitat
Semi-open forest, plains, and 
mountain meadows in summer
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OUTDOOR CLASSROOM
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A Little Book of Bobcats  
by Diane R. Hanover

This book gives young readers a first-
hand glimpse into the life and habits of 
the elusive bobcat alongside beautiful 
illustrations.

Tracks, Scats and Signs  
- Take-Along Guide

Want to learn even more about what animals were 
passing through before you? Use this simple guide to 
help you identify tracks, scat and other animal signs on 
your next outdoor adventure.

If you enjoyed this issue of Wild Times and would like to see more, visit 
https://wgfd.wyo.gov/Education/Conservation-Education/Wild-Times

TRIVIA TIME! 

ANSWERS: 1. Ambush; 2. Chronic wasting disease; 3. Bighorn sheep; 4. Hunters; 5. year; 6. a copycat

Fill in the blanks to answer each question. Then, unscramble the circled letters from 
those answers to learn the punch line to the final riddle! 

1. What type of predator is a mountain lion or bobcat?  — — — — — —  

2. What does CWD stand for?  — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 
— — — — — — — 

3. What animal’s track is most likely to be seen on mountain slopes with rugged 
rocky terrain and few trees? — — — — — — — — — — — — —   

4. Who can submit CWD samples to help biologists research the disease?  
— — — — — — —  

5. Bobcats stay with their mothers learning how to hunt and survive for a  — — — — .  

Final Riddle: 
6. What do you call a mountain lion’s reflection?  — — — — — — — — — 
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TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE

LEARNING LINKS


