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The question isn’t whether
coyotes will arrive here.

It’s when.
Long Island is the last major

landmass in the continental
United States that does not
have a coyote population, but
scientists say it’s only a matter
of time before the canines take
up residence here — perma-
nently changing the landscape
and ecology of the region.

While estimates vary, Long
Island could see a breeding pop-
ulation of coyotes within a de-
cade, said Mike Bottini, wildlife
biologist with the Long Island
Nature Organization.

Mark Weckel, postdoctoral
conservation research and teach-
ing fellow at the Center for Biodi-
versity and Conservation at the
American Museum of Natural
History, said the establishment
of coyotes will ensure that the re-
gion once again has a top-level
predator in the food chain.

“Nature abhors a vacuum,”
Weckel said. “And Long Island
has been without a top preda-
tor for a long time.”

The absence of coyotes on
the Island now has scientists
working to conduct research
about animal and human behav-
ior before the tenacious omni-
vore becomes established here.

“We have a very unique oppor-
tunity here on Long Island,” Bot-
tini said. “Long Island is one of
the few places the coyote hasn’t
actually colonized yet.”

Big obstacles to migration
In order to get here, coyotes

would have to swim through the
tides of Long Island Sound,
brave traffic on the bridges from
the Bronx or lope along the
heavily used Long Island Rail
Road tracks from Queens, re-
searchers said — barriers that so
far have kept Long Island basical-
ly coyote-free, even as the ca-
nine’s range has expanded to
cover the rest of the country.

Although a handful of coyotes
have been spotted on geograph-
ic Long Island — which includes
Brooklyn and Queens — only
one has been confirmed in Suf-
folk County, this June, and none
in Nassau, according to the state
Department of Environmental
Conservation.

Coyotes aren’t yet established
on Long Island for two simple
reasons, Weckel said: New York
City and the Long Island Sound.

“New York City is one heck
of a barrier to movement,”
Weckel said. “The large infra-
structure, the bridges, the East
River — they provide a big bar-
rier to coyote dispersal.”

Big obstacles — but not im-
possible ones, said Joshua Still-
er, wildlife biologist with the
state DEC. “They have a pretty
significant barrier to get
through in New York City, but

they have proven they can get
through it,” Stiller said.

The absence of a top preda-
tor on Long Island — after hu-
mans, midlevel predators such
as red foxes and raccoons top
the food chain — means the ar-
ea’s ecosystem “is really out of
balance,” Bottini said.

Coyotes could act to con-
trol Long Island’s white-tailed
deer population — currently
thriving in the absence of nat-
ural predators — or reduce
the numbers of small mam-
mals, such as rodents, that are
part of a coyote’s diet.

Cats without coyotes
Meanwhile, a group of North

Carolina researchers is eyeing
Long Island as a perfect labora-
tory for a study on how out-
door cats behave in the ab-
sence of a threat from coyotes.

Roland Kays, a professor at

North Carolina State Universi-
ty in Raleigh and lab director at
the North Carolina Museum of
Natural Sciences, has been out-
fitting outdoor house cats in
North Carolina with harnesses
holding GPS units to determine
where the cats go when they
venture out.

Kays is expanding the
project to Long Island specifi-
cally to find out how cats here
behave in the absence of a
large predator.

“In the United States, there’s
basically only one place with-
out coyotes, and that’s Long Is-
land,” Kays said. “We really
want to see what these Long Is-
land cats have been doing.”

The idea, he said, is to study
whether Long Island cats are
more apt than their North Caro-
lina counterparts to venture
into forested areas — places
they largely avoid in areas with
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The coyote
Height: 23 to 26 inches
at the shoulder
Weight: 30 to 45 pounds
Life expectancy: 7 to 14
years

Experts say they’ll be
here within decade —
and help curtail deer,
raccoons and rodents
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