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The eastern coyote started to appear in
northernNew England. andNela Yorh
in the 7930s and 1940s and curuently
inhabits all of the northeaster-n lJnited
States and southeastent Canada.

J- *tcrn coyotes (('oy()tes liring

F  ' n  no r l hces tc rn  \ o r rh  A rne r i ca t
l - - rhavc becn an cnigma to sc icn-
tists and laypeople for many years.
This col,ote started to appear in
northern New England and New York
in the 1930s and 1940s and currently
inhabits all of the northeasrern United
States and southeastern Canada,
ranging from wilderness to urban
areas. The animals are often described
as a b ig vers ion of  a coyote or  a
small lr.,olf, and many northern New
Englanders sti l l  call thern coy-dogs.
Until recentll ' ,  hou'ever, there was
only speculat ion as to what  th is

I  n  t  c  r  n  u  t  i  o  n  a  I  W r r  I f

animal actually is. Now, ernerging
data have shed new l isht  on th is
p t l t en t i a l l )  d i s t i nc t  spcc i cs .

I recently reviewed availablc data
on coyote mass (r,veight) throughout
North America and founcl that the
coyote l iving in northeastern North
Arner ica is  inde ed t l - re heavie st
version of co1'ote. lt is clearlv heavier
than the nearest subspecies of coyote,
Canis latrcrns thamnos, found in the
midwestern United States. Whilc size
dimorphism was observed betrru.ecn
sexcs ( rnalcs being hcavier  than
fernales). u'hich is cclnsistent n'ith
observations of other Canids. eastern

co)'otes were so big that fernales
lrom the Northeast were 2l pcrcent
hea r . i e r  t han  ma le  coyo tes  l r om
outsiclc t l-rat region. Furthermore,
although Bergmann'-s rule (i.e., larger
size u,ith incre asing latitucle) has
been posited to explain the larger
sizes o[ rnammals in colder climates,
l indings from ml.stl lch' indicate that
Iongi tude (c le grees \ \ ,e  s t  to  east)
accountecl for greater than four tirncs
(h t '  an to t t n t  o f  r  l r i a t i on  i l t  (  ( ) )  ( ) t c
mass than clicl latitr-rcle.

Most ol ' the stl ldies in the north-
easte rn Uni tcd States rneasured
ccl \ 'o tes he av ier  than 40 pounds,
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u'hich are rare in other parts ol the
country. I raclio-collared a 55-pound
fernale eastern co),ote on Cape Cod,
Massachusetts. that travele cl witl-r
rnore nornal-sizecl (srnaller) eastern
covotes. I tracked her for over eight
years arrcl dclcumentecl hcr giving
birth to six l i ttcrs before she left her
territorl,, becoming nomaclic unti l
ult imatell, getting shot.

Theories as to n'hy eastern coyotes
a re  b igge r  i nc luc le  responsc  to
cnhancecl foocl supplv or ierrger prey,,
genetic adaptation to pre)', or their
being co1'-clogs (that is, a col.ote-c'log
mir). Most of the evidence cliscounts
the se the ories sincc rtre clinnr-size d
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foocl (mice and rabbits) ernd cleer are
arbunclant  throughout  the Uni tec l
States, ancl co1'-clogs reproduce in lall
ancl give birth in winter instead of
n ra l i ng  i r r  r r  i n t c r  and  g i r  i ng  b i r t  h
in earrlr. spring, l ike the norrnal u'i ld
canicl cycle .

The most pl:rusible scenaric'r is that
the castern co).ote is actuall l 'a hybrid
bct."vcen co),otes and a small t,vpe of
r,r.'olf. Dr. Brad Whitc'-s research team
at Trcnt Universit l '  reporred that the
r.l,olves fclund in southeastern Canada
nl i t )  r l ( ' t t ra l l r  b t '  t l ) ( '  sJ lnc spccics as
the red u'olf (Carris rl/ ir.s, or Canis
Il,ccutn as proposed) lound in the
southcastern Uni tec l  St i r tes.  This

"eastern n'olf" is smaller, rveighing
about 60 pounds, and is thought to
be more closell '  related to the col,ote
than to the gray u'olf because both
are theorized to have er. 'olved in the
Neu' World whereas the grar, r,volf
originated in the Old World. Thus,
Whites research group theorized that
the genetic similarit l '  ol the co).ote
and Canis lyccron might facil i tate
h,vbriclization, especially r.vhen popu-
lations are low in an area. (ln fact, the
biggest threat currently facing the
red r,volf in the sourheastern United
States is hy,bridization rvith co).ores
colonizing the periphery' of the North
Carolina red u'olf recor.ery. area.)

I have been collaboratins wirh
W h i t c ' s  g c n c t i c  t c a m .  a n J  r h e t
recentl)' linished anall.zing the genetic
results o[ about 75 of our samples
from eastern Massachusetts. Perhaps
not sur?risinglll the,v did find evidence
lbr hybridization. Thel.founcl that our
study subjects were mainlv eastern
coyote. but all also had \\restern co),ote
and eastern/red wolf genctic in{luence
as well. White believes the eastern
coyote should be classified as its ou,'n
species because ail of the sarnples
frorn the Northeast (ir-rcluding from
Massachusetts, Neu' York, Maine.
ancl Ner,r, Brunsr',,ick) grouped more
closell' to each other than to $.estern
colrotes or r,volvcs. Interestinglli bro-
logists call these sarne Canids "Tll'eed

u'olves" in Ontario. and White notes
that thel' are a product of hybrid-
ization betrveen eastern coyotes and
eastern \voives.

Wc  a rc : t i l l  t r 1  i ng  t ( )  so r t  r h rough  4
th i> " t 'an id , , - rup"  in . l  har  e fouid. {
variability l,vithin studl' areas with l

some "co)'otes'' hal,ing nearly pure .
red./castcnr r,rolf and others having ,
much 'nvestern co,vote DNA. We will
likel,v not be able to officially call the
Ca5tcrn COy() tC a nc i r  spce iCs unt i l  \ \ 'e
sample throughout the Northeast
and detennine u'here they become less
"eastern co)'ote" and more "westem

coyote" or "eastern lvolfl ike." Holv-
evcr. it is obvious that the eastern
coyote is incleecl distinct n'hen I
compare the size and ph,vsical makeup
of eastern ancl rvestern covotes; I see
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a more massive eastern coyote that
looks very similar to the red wolves
that have graced the covers of past
issues of lnternational Woll.

Ecologicall l ' ,  this "co1'-*o1;"

behaves as one might predict for a
30-to-40-pound Canid. C)n average,
it has a larger home range than
most western coyotes (but smaller
than r ,vo lves,  at  about  10 square
rniles), it travels long distances daily
(10-15 r r - r i les) ,  i t  eats a var iery of
food inc luding deer but  focuses
on medium-sized prey such as
rabbits and voles, and rt is very social
(n'hen not kil led b1' people), often
iiving in lamilies of rhree to five
rnembers (note : 'western coyotes have

also been found to be social u,here
there is abundant pre,v). In short, it
has ecological and physical char:rc-
ter is t ics that  can be seen on a
continuum of coy,otelike to wolfl ike.

In addition to the castern co)'ote,
however, the re have also been a
number of apparentll, pure lr,olvcs
that have macle it to the northeastern
United States in the past 10 to 20
years. These wolves seent to be either
eastern, gra)., or a hybrid of the rlr'ct
but have limitecl eastern coyote genes.
Cur ren t  wo l { '  r ange  i n  sou the rn
Canada is r,vithin 100 miles of the
United States, a distance that rvolves
(or eastern covotes) could travel in
a week or two. Unfortunatell,. all of

these r,volves have been found deacl
before an)'one could monitor them.
Why is this the case?

Manl' believe it to be because
northeaste rn state s prov ide l i t t le
protection to their similar looking
cc'rusins. the eastern co)'ote. All states
have a l iberal co,vote hunting season,
w'ith most allowing unlirnitecl, 1'eerr-
round kil l ing. I har.e alwal's found it
peculiar that eastern co)'otes, u'hich
look so similar to eastern wolves, are
afforded virtuall l '  no protection rvhile
r,volves are sti l l  on the endangered
species l ist in the Northeast and are
currcntlv returning to the area on
their or.vn.
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On rrlcrage, lht tastem co.yolc h(rs a largcr lutntc range than
nrosl rvcsrcrll coy-otes (but stnaller thrrn r.voll'cs, ot about l0
.squan' nik's), it traytls lorrg distances daily (10-15 nrilt's), it
cal-s n lririt'6' of .foocl inclutling dur bul f<tcuscs on nu:clitrnt-
s iled prt'.)' .snch cs robbits antl ntict, tuttl it is l'f r-), social, o.fttn
living irr fclnily groults o.f thrtt to Jit,c ttrt'ntbe rs.
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,,\s a biologist srlrcl), ing rhe eastern
co)'otc, I see an itrcreclibly. aclaptable
and fan-ri lr '-oricnted animal that is
personnble,  socia l ,  scnt ient  ancl  an
important mernber of the ecological
cornnruni t r ' .  I  har .e a moral  ancl
cthiczrl problem r.r,.ith tl-re lact that
most  s tates (42 out  o i  49)  t reat  them
as r.crmin, cspeciall,v since onlv a
nrinorit l 'o{ people hunr. i l"rd r,r,rlcl l i fe
i. l 'atching is no\\i a cor-rsiclerabll,
biggerr coml)onelrt ol onr ccono[ry.

fl-rc traclit ional u.i ldlifc manage-
ment  s tanclpoint  is  that  i f  a  species
is brcecling and cornpensating lor
its losscs, thcr-r so u,hat if lve kil l  lots
oI thcrn? Br-rt j lrst bccituse co)'otes can
rclrroclucc cluickll '  clc)es noI ntcan
thev c lo uot  havc feel ings.  fbr
cxanrlt lc. zrs u hcn lctsing i-l l l tzltc.
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What if the mate is theirs fctr fcrur or
l ive years ancl ther-r it is shot? I think
these socia l ,  in te l l igent  animals c lo
feel loss. Accordingll ' , I believe ver),
strongl)' that all stzrtes should have
a strict bag linrit on covotes, wirich
is in l ir-rc rvit l 'r rnanagctnent for most
vvilcl l i le spccies. Treating them other-
rvise scnds the rvrong n'ressage about
[] 'rc valuc of these anirr-rals both
ecologicallv and aestl-retically.

l r  u t l d  f  r r r t  l r c r  a rnmun i l i o r r  t L )
rn)' argument is rhe issue of the wolf
in the Northeast. We have a legal
obligation to restore a species on tlte
endangered specics i ist to its native
range. Mernl' ( including m1'sclfl now
believe thi,rt the only, u,a;, rhar u,.olves
w'i l l  l ikelv return ro rhe Unired States
(cit l-rcr b1. natural recolonization or

The eostenr colote is ot'ten dtscrilttd
as u bigrersion of a coyotc or er smull
wof If is clearly heavier than tht
n e are st subspecies o.;[ coyote, Canis
latrans thamnos, found in the
nidw e statn Llnit( d States.

active reintroduction) is i f  they' and
tl-reir close kin ( i .e.,  eastern coyotes)
a r e  b e t t e r  p r o t e c t e d .  H o w  m a n y
more dead wolves (or large eastern
coyotes) wil l i t rake ro force people
to pay attention to the fact that
wolves are trying to recolonize the
northeastern United States?

While state agencies have effec-
tively chosen to do norhing to protect
pu re  wo i ves  re tu rn ing  to  t he
Northeast (as they continue to die
at the hands of people), we har,e also
had  the  a rnaz ing  oppo r tun i t r  t o
witness the literal evolution of a species,
the eastern coyote, in the past 50-odd
1,ears. I look forward to continuing to
study this amazing animal regardless
of whether rve fulfill our legal and
ethical mandate to allor,v its larger
cousirl to return to the Northeast. I

./rrrr \\,tr, i, is tht uuthctr o/ Suburban Horvls
( s et' rl n, r.r,l ea -s I c rn c o_\, ( ) t c rc.s c a r c h. c on),
n, r i l t .11 . l r t tn t  a b io logis f  ls  pcrspectn 'c
hut intcndcd t 'o r thc ln.lpo.-son. Thc boolr
r/cscr.ibc.s h is crpe r.icnc cs and .f indings
slu.lving tftc ccolog_v turtl bthat,ior o.[
thc cttstt 'rn cr.r),otc in urbaniztd
trIrrs.sacfi u-scIt.s.
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