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The Southwest has been home to its share of cats: mountain lions, ocelots and the small 
jaguarundis.  
 
But there is one feline so rare that, until recently, most residents outside of the scientific 
community were not even aware of its presence. This animal faces more threats with the 
U.S.-Mexico border fence dividing its range and environmental and governmental 
organizations at war on how to preserve its shrinking presence in the United States. 
Habitat fragmentation and government programs designed to protect livestock have 
pushed this big cat to the brink of extinction in the U.S.  
 
This cat is the jaguar.  
 
On Feb. 7, the Phoenix Zoo unveiled its newest addition, Lucero. A wild-born Mexican 
jaguar, Lucero was trapped illegally by a rancher in Mexico for nearly 10 months before 
authorities confiscated him and took him to the Centro Ecológico de Sonora in 
Hermosillo, Mexico.  
 
During his confinement Lucero damaged his teeth, causing his caregivers concern for the 
jaguar’s health. Dan Subaitis, director of animal management at the Phoenix Zoo, said 
many cats in captivity have died from tooth-related injuries.  
 
According to Lauren Strait, Phoenix Zoo spokeswoman, this was one of the primary 
reasons authorities at the Mexican zoo were willing to agree to the one-year loan.  
 
“We wanted to make sure that the animal had the proper care in order to have a better 
survival rate,” Strait said.  
 
Once Lucero arrived at the zoo, world-renowned veterinary dentist Chris Visser and a 
team of other specialists performed four root canals and extracted three other teeth from 
the jaguar. A second year may be granted for Lucero's stay should additional dental work 
be required.  
 
Bert Castro, Phoenix Zoo president and CEO, said it is the zoo's eventual hope to receive 
permission from Mexico and the Association of Zoos and Aquariums Species Survival 
Plan to breed Lucero with Caipora, the zoo's other jaguar.  
 



 
 

In the crosshairs  
Experts believe jaguars migrated from Mexico into Texas, Arizona, New Mexico and 
California in the 1900s. The process, albeit a slow one, kept the species intact in the 
northern part of its range in North America.  
 
But since the early 20th century and throughout most of their range in North America, 
jaguars have been hunted for their coats, as trophies and sometimes trapped or killed by 
government agencies and others in order to protect livestock. The jaguar quickly became 
a scarcity in the United States. Despite being protected under the Endangered Species 
Act, the jaguar has nearly vanished north of the Mexican border.  
 
“There’s been four or possibly five jaguars since the mid-1990s in the U.S. In addition, 
quite a few jaguar reports in the wild,” said Michael Robinson, a conservationist with the 
Center for Biological Diversity, a nonprofit organization dedicated to assisting animals 
"on the brink of extinction." Robinson said the last female jaguar in the United States was 
killed in the Santa Rita Mountains in 1963.  
 
In the 33 years that followed, only two jaguars - both males - were seen in the Southwest. 
Then, in 1996, several more male jaguars were spotted in Arizona.  
 
One of these two males, "Macho B," was caught Feb. 18 in a snare placed by Arizona 
Game and Fish Department to trap mountain lions and bears. The jaguar was collared to 
track his migrating pattern and activities and set free. But only 12 days after being 
caught, Macho B was euthanized due to kidney failure.  
 
Click to hear how the jaguar population has been reduced by humans  
 

The fence  
 
Approved by Congress in 2006, the fence will extend along the U.S.-Mexico border from 
San Diego to Brownsville, Tex. The fence will differ in materials in certain locations. For 
instance, in some areas, a 10-foot steel mesh fence and solid walls will be in place, while 
steel posts will be driven into the ground to deter any vehicles attempting to cross. So far 
500 miles of the 660 total have been constructed.  
 



While the border fence was created to stop illegal immigration, Robinson said, it will also 
have a serious effect on wildlife. He added that the jaguar must find mates to continue its 
presence in the U.S., but that will be increasingly more difficult with the completion of 
the border fence.  
 
Bill Van Pelt, program manager of Arizona Game and Fish as well as the chair of the 
Jaguar Conservation Team, said the border fence may not necessarily sever the jaguars' 
route between Mexico and the United States. Virtual fencing, where sensors in the 
ground trigger monitors to a nearby station, was one of the options Van Pelt said could be 
used in some places instead of concrete and mesh.  
 
But Robinson said that although there are locations in the border wall where wildlife can 
cross, the exact location where animals do cross is unknown, emphasizing that the border 
wall could very well lead to the permanent extinction of jaguars from the United States.  
 
Though Robinson said no known reproduction of jaguars has taken place in the wild in 
the United States for more than a century, the hope is that they can migrate from Mexico 
and will reproduce here.  
 
A further challenge impeding the jaguar has been the habitat fragmentation occurring in 
its range. Both Robinson and Van Pelt said some areas where the jaguar not only lives 
but travels through are being developed or even destroyed. An example Robinson cited is 
the open-pit mine proposed by Rosemont Copper Co. for a site in the Santa Rita 
Mountains, where jaguars could reside.  
 

Legalities  
 
Yet another obstacle for the jaguar will take place not in the wilderness, but in the 
courtroom.  
 
Robinson said he believes the future of the jaguar "depends on U.S. policy."  
 
"Though the jaguar is on the endangered species list, the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service has decided not to write a recovery plan,” he said.  
 
Van Pelt said the reason a recovery plan has not been written for the jaguar is because 
“the recovery of the species could not occur in the United States.”  
 
Although the jaguar is currently listed as endangered, Arizona Game and Fish and the 
Jaguar Conservation Team were against placing the jaguar on the endangered species list, 
Robinson said.  
 
“There hasn’t been any documentation that has been demonstrated to us that the jaguar 
warrants a listing on the endangered species list," Van Pelt said. "The illegal killing and 
such has not occurred here in the United States.”  



 
Van Pelt said that although there is no breeding population of jaguars in the U.S., if the 
entire range of the jaguar is taken into consideration then the animal does not meet the 
endangered standard.  
 
“The significant portion of the species' range doesn’t even occur in the United States, as 
compared to other species that do occur in the United States that don’t have recovery 
plans," Van Pelt said. The government's priority, he said, "is to complete a recovery plan 
for those animals.”  
 
Robinson said the decision of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to “never recover the 
jaguar” prompted the Center for Biological Diversity to file a lawsuit. “They’re supposed 
to recover endangered species,” he said. The Center for Biological Diversity is a plaintiff 
along with Defenders of Wildlife against the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. 
Department of the Interior. A hearing is scheduled for March 23 at 2 p.m. at the Federal 
District Court in Tucson.  
 
With the border fence and habitat fragmentation, Robinson said, hope may be waning for 
the third largest cat in the world to reestablish itself in the American Southwest.  
 
“You look at the vast public lands of the West...clearly there’s room for jaguars. Then it 
becomes a matter of how do we build up populations in those locations,” Robinson said. 
“On the other hand, if there is no recovery plan developed and no critical habitat 
designated to ensure the protection of their homes or potential homes, and the border 
walls stay intact, then I’ve got to say the jaguar faces quite a bleak future.”  

 


