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Environmental groups challenged federal help for Oregon’s plan to reduce the population of cougars in the state to 3,000. 

 
A federal district court judge has thrown out a lawsuit filed by environmental groups that aimed to stop the 
USDA from assisting in Oregon's cougar management efforts. 
 
U.S. District Judge Ancer Haggerty dismissed the lawsuit March 30 because the six plaintiffs lacked legal 
standing. 
 
The groups initially filed suit in January 2008, claiming that USDA's Wildlife Services unit violated federal 
environmental law by helping the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife kill cougars. 
 
Oregon's final cougar management plan was developed in 2006 to reduce conflicts between humans and 
the animals. 
 
The plan called for the state's cougar population to be maintained at above 3,000 individuals. 
 
Because the current population tops 5,000 individuals, the plaintiffs opposed the plan, alleging that it 
would arbitrarily kill 40 percent of the state's cougars. 
 
In 2007, Oregon contracted with the USDA's Wildlife Services unit to help enact the plan. 
 
That prompted the plaintiffs to file suit in federal district court, arguing the federal agency had not 
thoroughly evaluated the negative environmental impact of its assistance. 
 
In December 2008, a U.S. magistrate recommended the case be dismissed, since the Oregon 
Department of of Fish and Wildlife would reduce cougar populations with or without the federal 
government's help. 
 
"The underlying injury in this action, the killing of cougars, has not been caused by defendants' actions," 
according to the recommendation. "Instead, plaintiffs' harm has been caused by the acts of a third party 
not before this court, ODFW." 
 



The plaintiffs objected to this recommendation, but Haggerty decided that it was based on correct legal 
reasoning and so dismissed the case. 
 
Plaintiffs included the Center for Biological Diversity, Big Wildlife, Klamath Sis- 
 
kiyou Wildlands Center, Umpqua Watersheds, Mountain Lion Foundation, and Goat Ranchers of Oregon, 
an environmentally inclined livestock group. 
 
The groups are still reviewing Haggerty's ruling and may decide to challenge it in the 9th Circuit Court of 
Appeals, said Noah Greenwald, biodiversity program director for the Center for Biological Diversity. 
 
The case points to a fundamental problem with the Oregon's ineffective supervision of state agency 
programs that can affect wildlife and the environment, he said. 
 
"The big picture is Oregon's cougar management plan is not based on sound science and needs to be 
overseen by the Legislature and the governor's office," Greenwald said. 
 
The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife disputes that characterization of the plan, which was peer-
reviewed and open to an extensive public process, said Michelle Dennehy, a spokeswoman for the 
agency. 
 
"We stand by our plan and think it's very much sound science," she said. 
 
Michael Moss, a founding member of the Goat Ranchers of Oregon, said the population reduction will 
actually increase predation on livestock. 
 
Older cougars tend to be more skillful hunters, he said. When their numbers are reduced, it creates a 
vaccuum for younger cats that are more likely to focus on easy kills, like goats, sheep and calves, Moss 
said. 
 
"We oppose the cougar management plan because science tells us the indiscriminate thinning of the 
cougar herd does not mitigate the potential for conflict between cougars and livestock," Moss said. 
 
Goat Ranchers of Oregon was registered as an association two weeks before the lawsuit against USDA 
was filed.  
 
However, Moss said the group actually began operating in 2007 in opposition to a bill in the Oregon 
legislature, HB 2971. 
 
That bill, which allowed ODFW to deputize private sportsmen to hunt cougars with dogs, passed and 
became law in January 2008. 
 
Goat Ranchers of Oregon has about 15 members, generally centered in Oregon's Applegate Valley, 
Moss said. 
 
The Oregon Meat Goat Producers Association, which represents about 300 goat farmers throughout 
Oregon and parts of neighboring states, does not have an official position on the state's cougar 
management plan, said Diane Hunter, the group's president. 
 
Goat producers in Oregon face a variety of challenges with predators, depending on region, and so the 
association has not developed a unified policy regarding cougars in particular, she said. 
 
"Everybody has different terrain and different problems," Hunter said. "We wouldn't have a cohesive 
position to take because we all have different ways of working." 
 
Even so, the group's leaders may discuss taking a stance in the future, she said. 



 
Oregon's cattle industry - the largest livestock sector in the state - is supportive of the cougar 
management plan and encouraged by the court ruling, said Jim Welsh, political advocate for the Oregon 
Cattlemen's Association. 
 
"The department should move forward and follow that plan as close as they can," he said. "If they need to 
contract with Wildlife Services to help, they certainly should." 


