
  

AZ biologists to track first jaguar radio-collared in U.S. 
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Tuesday, February 24, 2009 

An Arizona jaguar newly outfitted with a tracking collar has become an international celebrity. Journalists from Europe and 
Japan want to see the wild, 118-pound cat.  

Next, tourists will probably ask about jaguar treks through the state's rugged backcountry. But the Arizona Game and Fish 
Department has no plans to provide jaguar eco-tours any time soon. 

"There is the concern of loving it to death," said Bill Van Pelt, Game and Fish nongame birds and mammals program manger.  

The jaguar known as "Macho B" was trapped and fitted with the GPS-tracking collar on Feb. 18 by Game and Fish biologists. 

"It's the first jaguar ever radio-collared in the United States," Van Pelt said. 

Here's another superlative. Macho B is the oldest known jaguar to be monitored with a tracking collar. Van Pelt said the big cat 
is thought to be 15 or 16 years old. Wildlife biologists know this because they have been following Macho B for about 13 years, 
though not with a radio collar. 

Since 1996, the jaguar has been photographed by remote cameras set up across southern Arizona to snap photos when 
triggered by animal movement. Jack Childs heads the photography effort on contract with Game and Fish. 

A jaguar was last photographed in January, according to a Game and Fish news release. It does not say if the animal was 
Macho B. 

The foot snare that trapped him was meant to capture a black bear or a mountain lion. Bears and mountain lions were being 
fitted with tracking collars as part of a study on connectivity - how animals move around as development threatens to slice up 
their ecosystems. 

Game and Fish had contingency plans for the possible capture of a jaguar, Van Pelt said.  

"We had prepared personnel working down there for a situation such as this," he said. "Yet, it's still a great shock and surprise 
to see an animal you've only heard about." 

The jaguar's distinct pattern of spots told biologists it was the same cat they had seen in the photographs. 

Macho B is one of at least two jaguars known to have roamed southern Arizona in recent years. The first record of sightings of 
both jaguars was in 1996. The other, Macho A, was photographed in March of that year by rancher Warner Glenn. He had 
been out on a mountain lion hunt near the Arizona-New Mexico border. He let the jaguar go on its way. Macho A has not been 
spotted for some time, though, and might be dead. 

Jaguars were listed as endangered in the United States in 1997. 

Macho B now stands as the northernmost jaguar in the Western Hemisphere, as far as anyone knows. The closest significant 
population is in northern Mexico - though the jaguars' range extends south to Argentina. 

The GPS transmitter on the collar will let researchers pinpoint Macho B's location every three hours, Van Pelt said. The collar 
has a battery life of up to 18 months, he added. 
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"This collar will allow us to determine how this animal is moving on the landscape," Van Pelt said. 

It will also log every crossing at the international border with Mexico. This information could be useful in building a border 
fence that is friendly to animals.   

"Early in January, the Department of Homeland Security identified $15 million for mitigation in the border fence," Van Pelt said. 
"That money will be available for endangered species work like the jaguar." 

Center for Biological Diversity, a Southwest-based environmental group, supports Game and Fish's efforts to track Macho B. 

"We're going to get valuable information on how the jaguar uses this range," said Michael Robinson of the Center for Biological 
Diversity. 

Still, the center is moving forward with a lawsuit against the U.S. Fish and Wildlife for failing to come up with a plan for the 
jaguar's recovery in the United States.  

Jaguar protection has been in the hands of a multi-agency group known as the Jaguar Conservation Team. It includes 
representatives from Game and Fish and U.S. Fish and Wildlife. 

The center, however, said the Endangered Species Act requires Fish and Wildlife to complete a recovery plan, as well as 
designate critical habitat. It has done neither, Robinson said. 

Robinson said jaguars once claimed a much wider range in the United States, but were killed off for their pelts and because 
they were perceived as a threat to livestock. 

Van Pelt, however, said any jaguar recovery has to take place in Mexico - home to the northernmost breeding population.  

U.S. Fish and Wildlife spokesman Jeff Humphrey said his agency's stance mirrors that of Arizona Game and Fish. Jaguar 
recovery has to take place south of the border. 

"Conservation of the jaguar as a species depends entirely on efforts in Mexico and Central and South America," Humphrey 
said. "And we support those efforts financially." 

The agency has contributed about $400,000 toward jaguar conservation in Latin America, he said. 

The jaguar case is set be heard March 23 in U.S. District Court in Tucson.
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