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All photos by Janet Kessler.

Family First: Wily Coyote’s Here to Stay
By Linnea Due
Lately single coyotes or pairs have been spotted all over Kensington, generating neighborhood discussions and over a hundred posts on NextDoor. Since nearly every recent
coyote photo on NextDoor features my street and carport, I was motivated to attend the
El Cerrito Environmental Quality Committee’s January 14 presentation on coyotes. The
speaker, Janet Kessler, took pains to say that she was not a scientist but a citizen naturalist who has observed coyotes for years, mostly in San Francisco.
Kessler’s interest was initially caught when she noticed that coyotes are curious about
people. Now, nearly every day, she heads out about a half-hour before dawn and then
again at dusk, observing the animals’ natural behaviors while taking marvelous photographs that she shared with the standing-room-only crowd at El Cerrito’s City Hall.
“The camera is my notebook,” she said, “and I use it to put together a story, because
coyotes are always doing something.”
Several facts emerged from Kessler’s
presentation that struck home: they do
not operate on a timetable. You might
see a coyote at noon as often as at dusk.
They are family-oriented and territorial. This means that if you have a pair
of coyotes in your neighborhood, they
will keep out other coyotes. If you see
a pack of coyotes, it is almost certainly
the original pair and their yearling
offspring, not numerous adults (unlike
dogs and wolves—and remember,
DNA tests have shown that all dogs
share DNA with wolves and not with
coyotes).
Even adult coyotes love to play, and
the pair, which mates for life, spend a
portion of each day playing. They communicate with each other constantly,
through body language, facial expressions, and vocalizations. They are opportunistic hunters, preferring rodents such as rats
and squirrels, but will also go after foxes and raccoons. And, as everyone in Kensington
is now aware, they grab cats.
It is this last propensity that has provoked alarm. Kessler’s view is that it is up to us to
eliminate opportunities: “There is no way for coyotes to distinguish a small pet from
any other form of prey,” she writes in her pamphlet, How to Handle a Coyote Encounter.
“Do not make your beloved pets a part of the food chain. Always supervise small dogs
and keep your cats indoors if coyotes are around.” She also noted in the presentation that

coyotes don’t consider a fence a boundary—they can scale a six-foot fence.
Kessler emphasized what to do when you meet a coyote: walk away. If you are walking
your dog, the coyote may follow; they are curious, but more likely, the coyote is signaling to your dog (and you) that you are trespassing on its territory or coming too close. If
you see a coyote in the distance, head in the other direction.
Do not allow your dog to chase coyotes; what some people interpret as a coyote wanting to play with their dog is more likely the coyote trying to set personal space boundaries. Do not feed coyotes; Kessler says that most nips are from people hand-feeding the
animals, and that you are endangering the coyote by training it to approach people.
There is much more: watch “Coyotes as Neighbors” on YouTube, see Kessler’s website
at coyoteyipps.com, and contact her at coyotecoexistence@gmail.com.
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