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Abstract

Eastern Coyote (Canis latrans var.) scats were collected along transects in Cape Breton Highlands National Park, Nova
Scotia, Canada, from May 2012 to August 2013 to determine diet. Based on 294 scats, Moose (4/ces americanus) remains
made up the highest percentage by volume in scats during fall, winter, and spring. During the summer, Moose remains were
found in over 30% of scats (18% by volume), although fruit and berries were more commonly found. No other study has
documented such high annual use of Moose. As there was no evidence that the consumed Moose were killed by Coyotes,

presumably Coyotes scavenged Moose that had died of natural causes.
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Eastern Coyotes (Canis latrans var.) were first
recorded in Cape Breton Highlands National Park
(CBHNP; Figure 1), Nova Scotia, Canada, in 1980
(E.M.M. pers. obs.). A high level of coyote—human
aggressive encounters, including a human fatality
(E.M.M. pers. obs.), resulted in the park initiating a
study of the ecology of Coyotes within its boundaries.
One aspect of this study was to understand their diet.

Coyotes typically exhibit a generalist diet (Young
and Jackson 1951; Bekoft 1977; Prugh 2005; Lukasik
and Alexander 2011) adjusting to seasonal avail-
ability of prey and other food sources (Patterson et
al. 1998; Lukasik and Alexander 2011). Food selec-
tion ranges from preying on small mammals, such
as rodents and lagomorphs, to large ungulates, live-
stock, or pets, as well as foraging for fruit, eating
garbage, and scavenging (i.e., Bowyer et al. 1983;
Fedriani et al. 2001; Lukasik and Alexander 2011).
Eastern Coyotes have been known to prey effectively
on adult White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus;
Parker 1986; Patterson and Messier 2000) and, more

recently, they have been documented killing adult
Moose (Alces americanus) in Ontario (Benson and
Patterson 2013). Here, we report on an unusually
high reliance on a diet of Moose by Eastern Coyotes
year round in CBHNP.

From May 2012 to August 2013, scats were col-
lected every three weeks from 21 2-km-long transects
randomly selected along established paths and trails
throughout CBHNP (Figure 1). Percentage by volume
for each prey remain was determined using the point-
frame method (Chamrad and Box 1964) after scats
were washed to retain hair and bones and other hard
material and dried. A Kruskal-Wallis test (R Studio,
version 0.98.490; R version 3.0.2 reports x*) was used
to test for differences in prey remains among calen-
dar seasons.

In total, 294 Coyote scats were collected along
966 cumulative km of trail transects. Dietary analy-
sis of these scats indicated that Moose, fruit/berries,
and Snowshoe Hare (Lepus americanus) made up the
highest percentage of volume by season (Table 1).
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FiGuURE 1. Locations of scat transects and Moose (4/ces americanus) carcasses found between May 2012 and August 2013

in Cape Breton Highlands National Park.

Overall, Moose was the most common food by vol-
ume found in Coyote scats (over 70% during spring
and winter), followed by fruit/berries (fall 29%, sum-
mer 56%) and Snowshoe Hare (winter 25%). Small
mammals (23% fall), birds (9% fall), and deer (8%
spring) were less common.

While opportunistically back tracking Coyotes
(57 tracks for a total of 109 km) in winter, we found
19 Moose carcasses, all female ranging from 1.5 to
10.5 years old (aged by analyzing tooth pattern of
lower jaw; Figure 1). None of the carcasses was lo-
cated on or near scat transects. These carcasses had
been scavenged by Coyotes; there was no evidence
that Coyotes had killed any of these Moose.

These results indicate that Eastern Coyotes in
CBHNP have a generalist diet with a high reliance
on Moose. Studies in eastern Maine (Litvaitis and
Harrison 1989), northwestern Wyoming (Dowd and
Gese 2012), southeastern Quebec (Richer ez al. 2002),
western Maine (Major and Sherburne 1987), and
New Brunswick (Dumond et al. 2001) have found
Moose to make up a smaller proportion of the diet of
Coyotes. Only in eastern Quebec did Boisjoly et al.
(2010) report a high frequency of 51% Moose in scats.
Our study documents the highest percentage by vol-
ume of Moose in scats of Eastern Coyotes in CBHNP
during the winter (71%).

At the time of this study, Moose were likely the

TABLE 1. Analysis of prey remains identified from 294 scats of Eastern Coyote (Canis latrans var.) collected on trail tran-
sects in Cape Breton Highlands National Park, Nova Scotia, from May 2012 through August 2013.

% prey by volume (mean + SD) in each season*

Dictary remains Fall Winter Spring Summer X P
(n=140) (n=80) (n=064) (n=110)

Moose (Alces americanus) 23.3+394 71.2+44.5 70.9 +£44.5 18.0+35.8 78.98 0.000
White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus — 1.2+11.3 7.8+27.0 — 13.99 0.003
virginianus)

Snowshoe Hare (Lepus americanus) ~ 16.2 +34.6 248+42.2 18.1+37.5 11.8 £ 30.4 3.52 0317
Bird 8.6 +£24.1 09+58 1.6 £12.5 19+64 19.76  0.000
Small mammal 22.9+39.6 1.9+12.1 1.6+12.1 12.0+27.6 33.49 0.000
Fruit 29.1+419 — — 56.3+43.1  147.20 0.000

*Fall = 22 September to 20 December, winter = 21 Decembe:
June to 21 September.

r to 19 March, spring = 20 March to 20 June, summer = 21
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most biomass-rich food source available to Coyotes,
especially in the highlands. Moose density in the
highlands of CBHNP is typically high, with well over
1000 individuals in the park (Bridgland et al. 2007),
although no estimate of Moose density was available
during our study period. Gray Wolves (Canis lupus)
in western Quebec were observed feeding on sin-
gle Moose carcasses for up to 23 days (Messier and
Créte 1985); thus, a Moose carcass could likely sus-
tain a Coyote pack for several weeks as a protein- and
energy-rich food source. Furthermore, less energy
is likely expended scavenging a Moose carcass dur-
ing winter and spring months compared with hunting
small mammals. Cyclical lows of the Snowshoe Hare
population during this study (E.M.M. pers. obs.) may
have contributed to the primary occurrence of Moose
in Coyote scats. Coyotes in CBHNP may rely on
Moose carcasses because of their apparent availabil-
ity and the lack of other prey, such as Snowshoe Hare,
a common food source of Coyotes in other parts of
Nova Scotia (Patterson et al. 1998).
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