
Resistance layer

Studies have shown that cougars (Puma 
concolor), also known as mountain lions, 
prefer habitat in close proximity to rivers with 
areas that provide ample cover in order to 
ambush prey, as well as steep slopes.  
Distance from humans and roadways 
improve recolonization potential for cougars.

Using Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS), we created raster surfaces in an 
attempt to identify core habitats for cougars. 

Using expert opinions from peer-reviewed 
literature, each layer was assigned a habitat 
value based on suitability.  Values closer to 
“1” indicated that the habitat was more 
suitable for supporting cougars.  The 
resulting core areas would be used in order 
to conduct a least-cost path analysis 
throughout the Midwest.

Additionally, these surfaces were assigned 
resistance values which indicated areas that 
could potentially restrict or facilitate cougar 
movement throughout the landscape.

Modelling Potential Dispersal Corridor for 
Cougars (Puma concolor) through the 

Midwest

Resistance and habitat values

 Denise M. Peterson

Potential core habitat

Cougars once ranged throughout North America until the arrival of European 
settlers.  Early settlers saw the big cats as potential threats to safety and 
livestock, as well as competition for deer and other wild game.  Bounties were 
placed on cougars and they were nearly exterminated from the continent.
Today, cougars are slowly dispersing out of their mountainous refuges and 
are beginning to recolonize areas they had once occupied.  Since 2008, the 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR) has documented 35 
cougar sightings in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.  To date there has not been 
any evidence of breeding populations in the state.
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