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Group presses for critical habitat in U.S. for jaguars
By Laura Ory
Herald/Review

SIERRA VISTA — The elusive jaguar could disappear forever in the U.S. wilderness unless critical habitat is designated
for the large cats, according to the Tucson-based Center for Biological Diversity.

This week the wildlife conservation group filed a lawsuit against the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for failing to
determine critical habitat and developing a recovery plan for jaguars, which were added to the U.S. endangered species
list in 1997.

The designation of critical habitat in the United States and a recovery plan is vital to the survival of the species, said
Michael Robinson, a conservation advocate for the Center for Biological Diversity.

People are more aware of the animal’s existence in recent years, but the number of jaguars in the U.S. remains very low,
Robinson said.

Last year the Fish and Wildlife Service determined that no areas in the nation meet the definition of critical habitat for
jaguars because no evidence has been found that the southern regions of the United States can support breeding
populations of jaguars.

About five male jaguars have been documented in the United States since 1997 and were likely transient in nature and
coming into the U.S. borderlands in search of food, according to the Fish and Wildlife Service.

Parts of Arizona, New Mexico and other states are thought to be the historic range of jaguars, which predominantly
populate South America, Central America and the coastal regions of Mexico, said Sergio Avila, a wildlife biologist and
outreach specialist for the Sky Island Alliance.

The northern-most breeding area of jaguars on the western hemisphere is believed to be in northern Sonora, about 125
miles south of the U.S.-Mexico border, Avila said.

On Friday, Avila spoke at the Southwest Wings Birding Festival in Sierra Vista about the Sky Island Alliance and other
conservation organizations’ efforts to conserve jaguar populations in the United States and Mexico.

The northernmost jaguars found in the United States, a female and cubs, were killed in the Grand Canyon in the 1940s,
Avila said.

The last known female jaguar in the nation was found in 1963, according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Most of the evidence of jaguars in the United States was anecdotal before 1950. About 10 jaguar sightings occurred
between 1950 to 2000 in Arizona, and jaguars sightings increased in Sonora, Mexico during the same period, Avila said.

Whether the cats seen in the U.S. in recent years traveled from Mexico is unknown but it’s possible populations of the cats
have always remained in the U.S., Avila said.

The first photographs and video of wild jaguars in the U.S. were taken in 1996, Avila said. The cats have been seen in
mountainous regions in southern Arizona and southwestern New Mexico.

Jaguars are the largest cats in the western Hemisphere and the third largest in the world. They are about the same height as
a mountain lion but are bulkier with black spots that form a unique pattern on each individual jaguar.

“We use these spots to see whether the jaguar has been spotted,” Avila said.

The cats found in Mexico usually weight about 100 to 120 pounds, but they have been found up to 300 pounds in Central
America.

They usually feed on large game, including javelina and deer, and have the strongest muscle of any terrestrial mammal in
their jaws.



Poaching, habitat fragmentation and other human activities threaten the jaguars in the United States, Avila said.

Although potentially suitable habitat has been identified by Arizona Game and Fish and the Center for Biological
Diversity, further studies would need to be completed before determining critical habitat for jaguars in the United States,
Robinson said.

Southeastern Arizona is prime jaguar habitat, he said.

“It’s probably one of the top two or three areas we have of critical habitat,” Robinson said.

REPORTER Laura Ory can be reached at 515-4683.
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