Archival copy: for current recommendations see http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu or your local extension office.

IFAS Extension

UNIVERSITY of FLORIDA

UF

WEC378

Protecting Florida Panthers by Protecting Domestic

Animals: Building a “Panther-Proof” Pen'
Phillip D. Rodgers, Elizabeth F. Pienaar, Mark Lotz, and Darrell Land?

Protecting Domestic Animals
Protects Panthers

Panthers typically prey on white-tailed deer, raccoons,
opossums, and feral hogs. Panthers also prey on domestic
animals (e.g., pets and livestock) on cattle ranches and in
residential areas in southwest Florida. These incidences

are referred to as depredations. When depredations occur,
some people believe panther populations have grown too
large or are not well-managed. In fact, panthers are mostly
restricted to southwest Florida and are listed as endangered.
To maintain support for panther conservation, it is para-
mount that rural residents protect and secure their pets and
livestock.

When panthers prey on livestock or pets, owners are
negatively affected because they lose domestic animals.
Panthers that opportunistically prey on domestic animals
may develop a preference for hunting domestic animals that
are easy to catch and kill, rather than their more difficult

to hunt, native prey. If panthers killing livestock and pets
becomes a pattern of behavior, ongoing efforts to conserve
our panthers could be threatened by people’s ensuing anger
and fear of panthers.

Depredation in exurban areas is often the result of domestic
animals being left outdoors, overnight, with inadequate
protection from predators (including panthers, bobcats,

and coyotes). Florida panthers are crepuscular, meaning
they hunt and feed primarily at dawn and dusk. Fortunately,
there are ways to prevent or greatly reduce the likelihood of
domestic animal depredations, including:

« Installing predator-resistant enclosures

Securing garbage

Installing motion-sensor lighting

« Removing uneaten pet food

Clearing tall, thick vegetation around the house

- 4 t A

Figure 1. A goat in a panther-proof pen.
Credits: Lisa Ostberg
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Predator-Resistant Enclosure

One of the most effective strategies for preventing depreda-
tion is building a predator-resistant enclosure, referred

to as a “panther-proof” pen. This type of pen will protect
domestic animals against multiple predators, including the
panther. When it comes to building a panther-proof pen,
there are options for which types of materials to use.
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Figure 2. A panther-proof pen made of chain-link fencing and metal
poles.

Credits: Mark Lotz

Choosing the Right Materials

Wood or metal poles are preferable materials for construct-
ing the frame of the enclosure, while chain-link fencing is
suitable for the sides, top cover, and floor. Because the pen
will be exposed to rain, heat, and inclement weather, you
should use stainless steel or treated lumber that will last for
several years. While these materials may be more expensive
than other materials, the cost over time of replacing rusted
or rotted sections of the pen will likely exceed the initial
costs of using stainless steel or treated lumber. The materi-
als you need can be purchased at any building supply and
hardware store.

Build from the Bottom Up

It is important to design your pen from the bottom to the
top as a total enclosure to provide maximum protection.
Steel or wooden posts must be anchored into the ground

to stabilize the pen. Fencing must also cover the top of the
pen so that predators are not able to access the pen from the
top. If animals will be kept inside the pen during the day,
install a tarp or solid roof to provide shade.

Give some thought to the gate/locking mechanism of the
enclosure to ensure that the gate cannot be opened by
accident or by a curious predator.

Use It Every Day

Once the enclosure has been completed, the most impor-
tant step in protecting domestic animals is to use the pen.
Panthers are opportunistic hunters and will take advantage
of easy prey, such as unsecured domestic animals, even

if they are only unsecured one night. However, if the pen
is used each day, from early evening until the following
morning, the odds of depredation are greatly reduced.

Figure 3. Panther-proof pens protect people’s precious pets.
Credits: Lisa Ostberg

Other Actions to Minimize
Unwanted Human-Panther
Interactions

To further deter panthers from your property, clear tall,
thick vegetation away from your home, use motion-sensor
lighting at night, secure your garbage, and remove uneaten
pet food each evening.

Predators use dense vegetation for hiding and stalking prey.
By removing this vegetation from around your house, you
make it less likely that predators will approach the house

to prey on domestic animals. Nocturnal predators avoid
light, and motion-sensor lighting may help deter them from
approaching your house and animals at night. Unsecured
garbage and pet food may attract panther prey (e.g., rac-
coons), thereby attracting panthers and other predators.
Click here for more strategies to reduce unwanted interac-
tions with panthers.

The Florida Panther

Florida panthers (Puma concolor coryi) once ranged
throughout most of the southeastern United States. How-
ever, loss of habitat and efforts to eradicate panthers during
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the 1800s led to a large decline throughout much of their
historic range. Florida panthers were listed as an endan-
gered species in 1967, and have been federally protected by
the US Endangered Species Act since 1973 (FWC, 2015).

Want to learn more about panthers? Click on the following
links to learn about:

Identifying a panther, panther habitat requirements, or the
history of conservation efforts to help panthers on the road
to recovery.
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