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Weight and Age of Coyotes Captured in Virginia, USA 

John M. Houben 
USDA APHIS Wildlife Services, Charleston, West Virginia 
J. Rossell Mason 
USDA APHIS Wildlife Services, National Wildlife Research Center, Fort Collins, Colorado 

ABsTRAcr: We recorded the weight and age of 70 coyotes collected during depredation control efforts in western Virginia. 
Mean masses for adult male and female coyotes were 16.2 and 13.4 kg, n:spectively. Juvenile male and female coyotes weighed 
14.0 and 13.0 kg, n:spectively. Regardless of sex, mean mass was greatest between November and January and comparable to that 
n:ported for coyotes throughout the eastern United States. Cementum aging indicated that 71 % of the coyotes captured were greater 
than 1 year of age. Nwnerical trends suggest that age and sex may influence vulnerability to capture. 

KEY WORDS: age, Canis /atran.s, capture, coyote, Virginia, weight 

INTRODUCI10N 
The available evidence indicates that eastern North 

American coyotes (Canis latrans) are heavier than prairie 
coyotes (Hilton 1976, Gipson 1978, Moore and Miller 
1986). Three hypotheses have been proposed to account 
for this geographic variation (lburber and Peterson 
1991): 1) hybridization with grey wolves (Canis lupus) 
2) genotypic selection arising from changes in prey size 
and abundance and 3) phenotypic response to food 
supply. The relative merits of these hypotheses remain 
controversial (Lariviere and Crete 1993, Peterson and 
Thurbel' 1993). 

Studies have focused on coyotes collected in the 
northeast United States and eastern Canada. Almost no 
data are available concerning the size of coyotes in the 
mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Our first 
objective was to address this lack of information. In 
addition, we aimed to explore whether sex and/or age 
influenced vulnerability to capture. Studies of western 
coyotes have shown that 1) transient and juvenile coyotes 
are more vulnerable than territorial coyotes to control 
methods (Windberg and Knowlton 1990), 2) territorial 
coyotes' are more susceptible to baited methods outside 
their home range than within (Windberg and Knowlton 
1990, Roy and Dorrance 1985), 3) juvenile coyotes may 
be more vulnerable to M-44s than adults (Sacks 1996), 
and 4) prior exposure to control methods may cause 
coyotes to become more wary and harder to remove 
(Conner et al. 1998). There is also evidence that 
breeding, territorial coyotes are more likely to kill 
livestock than non-breeding non-territorial animals (fill 
and Knowlton 1983, Windberg and Knowlton 1990, 
Sacks 1996, Conner et al. 1998). 

METHODS 
Seventy coyotes (34 males, 36 females) were 

collected during efforts to control livestock depredation in 
western Virginia between 1993 and April 1996. Coyotes 
were captured during all seasons of the year using leg
hold traps, snares, and M-44 cyanide ejectors. Coyotes 
were weighed shortly after capture and the lower jaw 
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removed and dried. The age of each coyote was deter
mined using cementum aging by Matson's Laboratory 
(Gary Matson, Milltown, Ml). Adults were defined as 
> 1 year and juveniles were <l year. The sex, date, 
location, and method of capture for each coyote were also 
recorded and analyzed. 

Analyses of variance were used to evaluate age, 
weight, and method of capture as a function of date or 
sex. Subsequently, Tukey post-hoc tests were used to 
isolate significant differences among means. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Mean masses for adult male and female coyotes were 

16.2 and 13.4 kg, respectively. Juvenile male and female 
coyotes weighed 14.0 and 13.0 kg, respectively. Males 
were significantly heavier than females (F = 20.4; 1,68 df; 
P < 0.0001). Others have reported that weight is sexually 
dimorphic in coyotes (Parker 1995). The average mass of 
Virginia coyotes was comparable to that reported for 
coyotes throughout the eastern United States and Canada 
(fable 1). 

Table 1. The mean mass (kg) of male and female coyotes 
reported In various studies throughout the United States 
andcanada. 

Atlantlc Canada 
New Brunswick (Moore and Miller 1986) 16 15 
Nova Scotia Sabean 1993 15 13 
Northeastern United States 
Massachusetts and Vermont (Lorenz 1978) 17 15 
Maine Richens and Hu le 1974 16 14 
Southeastern United States 
Arkansas Gi on 1978 15 13 
Midwestern United States 
Minnesota (Andrews and Boggess 1978) 14 11 
Iowa Andrews and B ess 1978 13 11 
Western United States 
Callfomla (Hawthorne 1971) 11 10 
New Mexico oun and Jackson 1951 11 10 



These data are consistent with the generally accepted 
belief that coyotes are larger and heavier in eastern and 

· northeastern North America (Parker 1995). 
There were significant differences in mass among 

months (F = 2.3; 10,59 df; P < 0.02). Regardless of sex. 
coyotes were heaviest between November and January. 
Huot et al. (1995) have reported similar variation in the 
condition of coyotes collected in Quebec. Total body mt 
of Quebec coyotes varied between 1. 7 and 26. 7%, and the 
average mass for lean and fat adults collected in summer 
and winter averaged 10.2 and 122 kg, and 13.8 and 15.8 
kg for females and males, respectively. 

There was no statistical difference (P > 0.25) between 
juvenile and adult coyotes in vulnerability to leg-hold 
traps, M-44s or snares. However, 71 % of the coyotes 
trapped in the present study were greater than 1 year of 
age (28.6% < 1 yr; 35.7% 1 - 2 yrs; 37.7% > 2 yrs). 
Therefore, we believe that the trapping methods we 
employed might have been relatively selective for older 
animals, and thus, for animals more likely to hold 
territories. The available evidence suggests that older 
animals are territorial, and that territorial coyotes are 
usually respoostble for livestock depredation (Conner et 
al. 1998, Till and Knowlton 1983, Windberg and 
Knowlton 1990, Sacks 1996). We suggest that depreda
tion control efforts in western Virginia selectively target 
those animals most likely fo kill livestock. 
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Rgure 1. The number of male and female coyotes captured 
each month during depredation control efforts In westem 
Virginia by method. 

Females comprised 51% of our sample and males 
49%. We were unable to show a significant sex differ
ence in vulnerability to capture (P > 0.25). When 
different methods of capture were considered, numeri
cally, males appeared to be more susceptible to baited 
methods (traps and M-44s) than snares dwing breeding 
season and during d.ispeIW (Figure 1). A considerably 
larger sample size would be needed to adequately address 
this question. 
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