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Conservation of species means saving multiple populations across the range of the species in different 
ecological settings (Sanderson et al. 2002; Redford et al. 2011). The jaguar’s historical range in the U.S. 
included 5-7 ecological regions unique to the Southwest, in addition to others in Texas (Hall 1981; TNC 
1999).  In Arizona and New Mexico, jaguar range encompassed over a dozen major biotic communities 
(Hall 1981; Brown and Lowe 1994), over half of which occur only in the U.S.  

 

The jaguar’s range in North America at the time of European colonization covered parts of Mexico, 
California, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Louisiana, possibly Colorado, and apparently the Appalachian 
region (references available upon request). Jaguar occurrence in the U.S. may have resulted in local 
population adaptations consistent with isolation by distance over broad ecological regions (Eizirik et 
al. 2001). For example, specimens from the Southwest and neighboring Sonora, Mexico were generally 
larger than those recorded southward to Central America (Brown and López-González 2001), possibly 
reflecting a cooler climate, re-adaptation to a drier, open environment, or presence of large-bodied elk 
and competing wolf (Povilitis 2002).  

 

Southern California, Arizona, New Mexico, and adjacent Mexico provide a very distinct ecological 
setting for jaguar and constitute a principle part of its historical “peripheral” range. There is 
substantial agreement in the scientific literature about the importance of conserving peripheral 
populations (see, for example, Vucetich and Waite 2003; Gibson et. al. 2009).

 

So why hasn’t the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) adopted this region (referred to here as the 
Northern Jaguar Unit or NJU) as the essential “recovery unit” for its jaguar program (USFWS 2012a, 
2012b)? 

 

Instead, the agency chose a huge geographic area from the U.S. borderlands through the State of 
Jalisco, Mexico (called the Northwestern Recovery Unit or NRU) for its jaguar recovery unit. The NRU 
extends over 1,000 miles, 15 or more degrees of latitude, and disparate ecological settings, and is 
located largely beyond U.S. borders (and thus mainly outside USFWS jurisdiction). This choice in effect 
makes the U.S. Southwest of minor importance and not essential range for jaguar recovery (USFWS 
2012a). It not only violates the concept of “species conservation” but also allows opponents of jaguar 
recovery in the U.S. to argue that efforts to conserve jaguars in Mexico are all that is needed, and that 
we need not protect habitat as critical for the jaguar in the U.S. 
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The USFWS cannot justify its decision to use the NRU rather than the NJU by claiming adherence to 
sound principles of conservation biology (USFWS 2012b, p. 20, and Redford et al. 2011). Here’s how 
the NJU and NRU match up in terms of conservation criteria:

 

·         “Species representation, by covering the breadth of ecological settings in which jaguar 
populations occur” (the protection of populations distributed across the full ecological gradient of 
species’ historical ranges, which protects local adaptations in extant populations, and consequently, 
the full range of  the evolutionary potential of the species, as well as the full range of ecological 
interactions within the full range of ecological settings) – Jaguar recovery in the NJU would renew 
species presence in the ecological regions and biotic communities unique to the jaguar’s historical 
range in the Southwest. The NRU strategy does not require jaguar recovery in the Southwest nor 
across the full spectrum of ecological settings. As Redford et al. 2011 note “despite the challenges of 
achieving representation over the full ecological gradient of a species’ current and historical range, we 
believe it is essential for effective conservation”.

·         “Redundancy, by retaining a sufficient number of populations to provide a margin of safety to 
withstand catastrophic events”(redundancy guards against irreplaceable losses of representation 
caused by disease or physical disasters that could eliminate single populations within an ecological 
setting) – There are currently only 2 areas in western Mexico with recent evidence of jaguar 
reproduction (USFWS 2012b), hardly an adequate margin of safety against poaching, habitat loss, 

threats from climate change, and other factors. Restoring jaguars in the Southwest could provide a 3rd 
breeding population and substantially improve prospects for jaguar persistence in the northern part of 
the species’ global range.

·         “Resiliency, by maintaining sufficient numbers of animals or subpopulations to withstand 
randomly occurring events” (populations should be demographically and ecologically self sustaining, 
genetically robust, retain behavioral attributes, capable of distributional shifts, and resistant to 
pathogens across their geographic range) – Restoring jaguars in the NJU could double the existing 
population of an estimated 50-271 jaguars (Povilitis 2012a), now largely restricted to Sonora (López-
González 2004, 2005; USFWS 2012a), and could result in a new, distinct subpopulation in significantly 
expanded range. This would greatly improve prospects for population viability. 

Focus by USFWS on the broad NRU (where it has little jurisdiction) as opposed to a specific focus on 
the NJU (where it has substantial jurisdiction) is much less likely to result in jaguar restoration in the 
Southwest. This also places an inordinate conservation burden on Sonora and other Mexican areas 
within the NRU to substantially increase jaguar numbers or subpopulations when, in fact, that may not 
be possible.

 

The USFWS appears also to have been unduly influenced by a dubious view that jaguar conservation 
should be limited to ecological settings occupied today.  Yet currently occupied range is a very poor 
baseline for conservation compared with historical range (prior to the full onslaught of human impact 
on species). In any case, jaguars are using the Southwest today, albeit in only the immediate 
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borderlands of Arizona and New Mexico, as they struggle to regain former range. 

 

The USFWS choice of the NRU explains why its proposal for critical habitat in Arizona and New Mexico 
is so limited (Povilitis 2012a). Jaguar recovery in the NJU will require conservation of significant areas 
of essential habitat in these states, whereas maintaining jaguars in the broad NRU would not. I am 
enthusiastically in favor of protecting jaguars and their habitat throughout Mexico and beyond, but 
efforts to do so should complement, not deter or block efforts to restore the northern jaguar 
population (Povilitis 2012b).

 
For these reasons, I urge the USFWS to adopt the NJU as the appropriate conservation target, and re-
draft its critical habitat proposal accordingly.
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