
VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF GAME AND INLAND FISHERIES 

LIVING WITH 

THE 
COYOTE 

IN VIRGINIA 

 

The coyote population in Virginia continues to 
become more abundant and is distributed 
throughout the Commonwealth. To avoid conflicts 
with coyotes, it is important to understand coyote 
behavior and to consider the following advice: 

 

 KEEP THE WILD IN WILDIFE – ENCOURAGE COYOTE AVOIDANCE BEHAVIOR OF HUMANS 
 

REMOVE ACCESS TO UNNATURAL FOOD SOURCES: Unnatural man-made food sources alter coyote behavior and may 
result in coyotes becoming tolerant of and dependent on humans. In addition, feeding or unintentionally providing a food source 
(such as pet food on your porch or in your back yard) over a long period of time may result in coyotes becoming less wary of 
your presence or actions. Such behavior may result in coyotes becoming bold and even aggressive towards humans. If you 
feed pets in your yard or on your porch, feed only enough food that can be completely consumed by your pet in a short amount of 
time. Secure garbage cans and lids in order to prevent coyotes from overturning the can for an easy meal. 
 

DEFEND YOUR LIVING SPACE: Tolerating coyotes around your residence may result in coyotes becoming less wary of your 
presence or actions. Such behavior may result in coyotes becoming bold and even aggressive around humans. It is the 
responsibility of everyone living in a residential community to dissuade coyotes from occupying or using space in areas 
frequented by humans. When coyotes attempt to extend their living space to include space around your residence, find a safe 
position that affords you an opportunity to escape an unlikely attack, and yell, throw non-edible objects in the direction of the 
coyote, or otherwise convey to any “trespassing” animal that it is not welcome in your “space”. 

 AVOID COYOTE PREDATORY AND TERRITORIAL BEHAVIOR 
 

PEOPLE: Approaching any wildlife may provoke an encounter if the animal feels cornered or restricted in movement. This is 
particularly true of animals that have become accustomed to the presence of humans and their activities as a consequence of being 
fed, or because of access to a readily available food source such as pet food or refuse in a garbage can or compost pile. Be aware 
that coyotes in other eastern states have attacked and severely injured small toddlers when left unattended for even a 
short period of time. Although the likelihood of such an attack is very remote, never leave small children unattended in 
areas frequented by coyotes. 
 

Consider removing habitat that provides protective cover for coyotes and their prey such as small rodents. Modifying such habitat 
around residential areas will dissuade coyotes from using the space as a part of a territory or home range and will reduce the 
likelihood of conflicts. 
 

PETS: The territorial nature of predatory coyotes poses a real risk to small, free-roaming dogs and cats. Keep small dogs 
restrained on a leash when walking them outdoors and avoid walking in areas where coyotes are raising their pups from March – 
August. Be aware that there have been a few recorded instances of coyotes attacking small dogs on a leash.   

Small dogs and cats are also vulnerable to attacks by coyotes when tethered outside of your house or even on your porch. Small 
dogs and cats should be kept in an enclosure when kept outdoors in order to prevent coyotes from attacking and killing a pet 
animal. Even though a fence may dissuade coyotes from attacking your pet, be aware that coyotes can jump over fences 
less than 7-feet high and can climb over taller fencing that does not have an outward slanting overhang. 
 

LIVESTOCK: Contact the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services - USDA Wildlife Services Virginia 
Cooperative Coyote Damage Control Program at 540-381-7387 to obtain information and assistance on preventing and alleviating 
coyote damage to livestock or other agricultural products. 
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COYOTE INFORMATION 
HISTORY OF THE COYOTE IN VIRGINIA: The coyote is not a 
native species of Virginia, and was first observed in the very western 
regions of the Commonwealth in the early 1950s. 
  
DESCRIPTION: Coyotes are about the size and weight of a medium-
sized dog. They generally have longer and thicker hair or fur than a dog. 
Their long black tipped tail is usually bushy and is pointed downward 
rather than outward or upward. The fur of the coyote in Virginia can 
vary from blond, light reddish-brown or tan, grayish black, or black 
with a small white blaze in the center of the chest. The coyote ears are 
pointed and erect, and the snout is relatively long and slender. The 
coyote in the eastern United States is typically larger than coyotes in the 
western United States. Female coyotes weigh on average 30 – 40 
pounds, and male coyotes weigh on average 35 – 45 pounds. Coyotes 
can weigh as much as 60 pounds. 
 
DISTRIBUTION AND ABUNDANCE: The coyote is distributed 
throughout the Commonwealth and prefers semi-forested or open farm 
and pasture lands. Coyote populations in more forested landscapes are 
generally less abundant and typically exhibit different foraging and 
social behaviors depending on forest prey species size and abundance. 
Surveys of hunter harvest of coyotes as well as surveys of hunter 
observations of coyotes while hunting big game indicate that the coyote 
population is more abundant in counties west of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. 
 
HABITS: Coyotes are elusive and normally avoid humans. They can be 
active at anytime of day or night, but are more typically observed at 
dawn and dusk. The coyote communicates by barking, yelping, and 
howling. Male and female coyotes form a pair bond and establish and 
defend a territory were they raise 3-12 pups that are born anytime 
between late March and May. The pups are fed by both the male and 
female, and sometimes by one or two offspring from a previous litter. 
The pups may disperse and leave the parents territory anytime after 
August. However, the parents may tolerate the pups occupying their 
territory as late February if prey resources are plentiful and large in size 
(e.g. deer). They remain active and do not hibernate in dens regardless 
of winter severity. Coyotes will develop a “search image” for a prey 
type that is more easily scavenged or killed. A coyote’s “search image” 
includes visual, auditory, and olfactory senses. When the abundance of 
a specific prey decreases to the point that a coyote is opportunistically 
finding and consuming more of a different prey resource than it is 
actually hunting for, the search image of the coyote will change to 
reflect the more abundant or most easily accessible food resource 
available in it’s home range. The habitat and space that the coyote hunts 
in may also change depending on the type of habitat that the predator is 
more likely to fill its belly. In situations where wild game is stocked to 
reestablish populations for hunting, or situations where livestock are 
raised and maintained throughout the year, coyotes may artificially 
retain a search image for the artificially abundant game or livestock that 
also tend to be more vulnerable to predation. 
 
FOOD: The coyote is an opportunistic forager that will consume 
anything of nutritional value. They do not specialize in hunting and 
killing only one type of prey, and they will not turn down an easy meal 
if they happen to stumble onto other prey that they were not hunting for. 
Consequently, coyotes will prey and scavenge on anything including 
vegetable matter and fruits, insects, and the meat of wildlife killed or 
scavenged. Although coyotes generally prey on small rodents, rabbits, 
birds, snakes and frogs, they will kill larger animals such as big game 
and livestock during periods when the larger prey are more vulnerable 
to predation (e.g., turkey on nests; deer fawns in the spring and summer; 
lambs, kid goats, and newborn calves). The coyote will not pass up a 
free meal to feed its belly with artificial food resources. They will 
scavenge exposed garbage or other refuse, and may even kill and 
consume house cats. 

LEGAL STATUS: The coyote is legally classified as a nuisance 
species and may be killed at anytime, except coyotes may not be killed 
with a gun, firearm, or other weapon on Sunday. 
 
ECOLOGY: The coyote, a medium sized canid predator, occupies an 
ecological niche that has been void since the extirpation of wolves from 
Virginia around the beginning of the 20th century. In addition to 
inflicting mortality on small as well as large prey species such as 
beaver, turkey and deer, coyotes tend to kill or exclude red fox from 
their territories in red fox habitat and may subsequently limit red fox 
population abundance. The coyote may also indirectly benefit ground-
nesting bird species, such as Bobwhite quail, by killing or excluding 
ground-nest predators such as raccoon, opossum and skunks.  
 
MANAGEMENT: Coyote populations, not unlike all wildlife 
populations, will continue to grow until their numbers are limited by 
food availability or space. Unlike most wildlife populations, the 
reproductive potential of coyotes is such that harvesting coyotes for 
recreation or fur pelts or other economic incentive will not generally 
have any impact on limiting or even reducing the abundance of the 
coyote population. In general, increasing coyote mortality through 
hunting and trapping will tend to only change the age distribution of the 
population rather than change pre-whelping population density.  
 
When populations of game species decline, hunters and some game 
resource managers may sensibly conclude that coyote predation on 
game is reducing or limiting game populations. Under certain 
conditions coyote predation has been shown to limit the abundance of 
big game populations. However, under normal conditions – that is when 
there is an abundance of game habitat available and the game 
population has not been decimated by disease or by another catastrophic 
mortality factor – predation will rarely limit the population 
abundance of a game species. In fact, it is more often the case that 
overall prey abundance and diversity will dictate the total number of 
coyotes that can thrive in a given area. If you feel coyotes are reducing 
big game populations in your area, please obtain a copy of “Coyote 
Management Strategies to Enhance Big Game Survival” for information 
on determining if it is necessary and feasible to manage coyote 
predation in your area. 
 
INTERACTION WITH PETS: Coyotes are medium sized carnivores 
that are very territorial in nature, and generally will not tolerate other 
coyotes or dogs trespassing in their territories. This behavior is even 
more pronounced when coyotes are caring for their young anytime 
between March and August. For this reason, coyotes have been known 
to show aggression and attack or even kill free-roaming small 
domestic dogs and cats that live within a coyote family’s territory. 
Attacks have also been known to occur in the yard or on the porch of 
houses. 
 
INTERACTION WITH HUMANS: There are very few recorded 
instances of coyotes attacking humans in the United States. Coyotes that 
have contracted rabies, as is the case with any domestic animal or 
wildlife that contracts rabies, may attack humans without warning. 
However, there are very few recorded instances of non-rabid 
coyotes actually attacking humans unprovoked. In most cases where 
coyotes act aggressively towards humans, a coyote is responding to the 
presence of a dog with the human and the aggression occurs within a 
few hundred yards of a den with pups. In those instances where coyotes 
have actually attacked humans, coyote populations were very abundant 
and coyotes were residing and foraging for food in residential areas.  In 
most cases, the attacks occurred on small children, and may have been 
due to hunger or due to the territorial nature of the coyote to exclude 
small “animals” from it’s territory. 

 


