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Black bears, state-listed as endangered in Texas, are known to utilize and sometimes usurp mountain lion kills. In this instance, a large bear feeds on what is
left of an abandoned kill.

Carrion and Scavenger Dynamics
in the Davis Mountains
Article and photos by MICHAEL STANGL and PATRICIA MOODY HARVESON, Borderlands Research Institute

C

arrion is a unique resource that
is widely available across all
landscapes and has the potential
to link virtually all biotic components
of an ecosystem directly and indirectly.
Though typically overlooked in traditional
food web networks, carrion provides an

essential source of nutrition and energy to
an entire suite of species.
Indeed, carrion utilization is a
fundamental ecological process observed
by nearly all terrestrial predators, and
thus nearly all terrestrial predators
could
be
considered
facultative
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(opportunistic) scavengers. A vast
network of interactions, spanning species
and trophic levels, reverberate out from
these carrion deposits, scattered across
the landscape.
As a resource that is rich in nutrients
yet requires little energy to acquire, it is
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understandable that carrion is sought
by a variety of species. Yet how do so
many species, which are typically viewed
as competitors, successfully utilize a
common resource?
Certain species are better adapted at
locating carcasses, and some species
have evolved to associate the presence of
one species with the presence of carrion,
while other species are simply better
equipped to utilize the carcass once it has
been located. Furthermore, the presence,
or absence, of a species may preempt
the presence of another or, conversely,
facilitate it. Carrion can thus be viewed
as a fulcrum in ecological processes,
promoting multi-level energy transfers
via scavenging, as well as the intraand interspecific competition among
vertebrate scavengers that subsequently
structures the interactive communities
associated with it.

A coyote and striped skunk feed simultaneously on a “closed” hog carcass in the winter; competing
species may be more tolerant of each other at a common resource when other resources are slim.

In a healthy, intact ecosystem, carrion
is introduced into the food web via natural
faunal death, varying in scale from
mass die-off events to individuals
succumbing to adverse conditions, or as
the unconsumed remnants of carcasses

from predation events. Considering
the latter, it follows that apex predators
may serve a deeper and more complex
ecological
function
than
simply
suppressing prey populations. Other
species that occupy lower trophic ranks

CONSERVATION BIOLOGY CHAIR ENDOWED AT BRI BY DAVIDSON CHARITABLE FOUNDATION
Dr. Patricia Moody Harveson Named As New Chair

Thanks to a $1 million gift, the Borderlands Research
Institute (BRI) has endowed a Conservation Biology chair at
Sul Ross State University. Dr. Patricia Moody Harveson has
been appointed to the James A. "Buddy" Davidson Charitable
Foundation Endowed Chair in Conservation Biology.
The endowed chair serves as program leader, spokesperson
and chief strategist for the Conservation Biology Program at
BRI. The Conservation Biology Program complements the

research being done by other BRI program areas that focus on
big game, gamebirds and habitat.
In recent years, BRI’s research emphasis has broadened to
include information regarding songbirds, hummingbirds
and carnivores. Landowners are seeking more information
about managing the broad array of life on their properties.
The Conservation Biology Program plays a critical role in
understanding the ecosystem services for the region’s various
nongame species.
Dr. Patricia Moody Harveson is a Research Scientist
with Borderlands Research Institute and a Professor in
the Department of Natural Resource Management at Sul
Ross State University (SRSU). She has worked at SRSU for
more than a decade. Her research interests are carnivore
ecology, systems analysis and modeling, environmental
policy and landscape ecology. She has published more than
20 manuscripts ranging from carnivore studies, landscape
connectivity, predator-prey interactions, population models
and habitat suitability.
Dr. Moody Harveson earned a Bachelor of Science in
Biology from Tarleton State University and her Master of
Science in Range and Wildlife Management from Texas A&M
University. She earned her PhD in Wildlife and Fisheries
Sciences from Texas A&M University where she was a
Doctoral Fellow in the Hispanic Leadership Program in
Agriculture and Natural Resources. Among her honors and
awards, Dr. Moody Harveson received the Educator of the
Year in 2016 from the Texas Chapter of The Wildlife Society.
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A bobcat curls up next to its claimed “open” hog
carcass; the leaf litter that can be seen on the
carcass in the background is from the bobcat’s
attempt to “cache” the carcass, an act common
among felids.
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than apex predators, or are regarded as
competitors, are incidentally provided
a resource that would otherwise be
unobtainable.
Additionally,
during
adverse conditions, particularly the
leaner winter seasons, many species may
depend upon a regular supply of carrion
to sustain themselves.
Predators, however, are not the only
species that are capable of regularly
facilitating the introduction of carrion
into the ecosystem. Roadkill events,
the refuse of sport hunting or the
destruction of an individual or species
for
management
purposes,
are
only a few of the ways humans may
incidentally supply carrion to scavengers.
Little is known, though, about how
anthropogenically introduced carrion is
accepted into the ecosystem, and whether
scavengers’ utilization or behavior at such
carrion sites differ from the naturally
introduced carcasses.
In the Davis Mountains of Texas,
the Borderlands Research Institute is
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investigating the interactive networks
of scavengers surrounding two of the
major sources of carrion in the region:
(1) carcass refuse from mountain lion
predation events, and (2) invasive feral
hog carcasses culled for land management
purposes. Through our investigations we
aim to assess the relational structure, if
present, of the scavenger community, as
well as to observe and report upon the
interactions and behavior of scavengers at
the individual level.
Mountain lion kill sites, inferred from
GPS collar data, were investigated as
quickly as possible, and motion-triggered
cameras were deployed at the site in an
effort to film all visiting and feeding
scavenger species. Cameras were also set
up at feral hog carcass sites with the same
initiative. Additionally, hog carcasses
were further subdivided into two groups:
“open,” where entrails were exposed using
a long incision, and “closed” carcasses.
The videos filmed by these cameras
were then reviewed and analyzed for
presence or absence of a species, feeding
and visiting times of species, and the
expression of a set of behaviors.
A total of 12 species has been recorded
scavenging at mountain lion kill sites,
with the spotted skunk being the most
prevalent species, occurring at six of
the nine sites investigated. “Open” hog
carcasses hosted a greater variety of
scavenging species than “closed” hog
carcasses did, with eight and five different
species documented, respectively. Turkey
vultures were the most prevalent species
observed at both “open” and “closed” hog
carcasses. Rarer species of scavengers,
documented at either mountain lion
kill sites or hog carcass sites, include
black bear, bobcat, golden eagle and
ringtail. Further behavioral analysis
seeks to understand the relationships
between these species by observing their
interactions at these carrion deposits.
The inclusion of carrion and scavengers
within our ecological investigations
allows us to widen our inquisitive
lens. With this and future studies, we
hope to capture a more comprehensive
understanding
of
the
interactive
ecosystem, with particular interest in
food web and community ecology.

