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Letters

One thing is clear: Gloucester has a coyote problem. 
It also has a human problem.

Coyote sightings have long been commonplace on 
Cape Ann, with photos routinely shared on social 
media and stories swapped over breakfast at local cof-
fee shops. Those conversations took on a different tone 
after news broke Sunday that a coyote had attacked 
and killed a dog on Rocky Neck. Two women who tried 
to save Skippy, the family poodle, say they were forced 
into their cars by the aggressive animal.

The incident raised several difficult questions. How 
many coyotes make the city their home, and where 
are they concentrated? Are they getting more asser-
tive, or are recent reports of aggressiveness merely 
outliers? What role are residents playing in attracting 
the animals to tightly packed neighborhoods? Most 
importantly, what can be done to address the issue?

We appreciate the measured response from city 
leaders like Mayor Sefatia Romeo Theken and interim 
police Chief John McCarthy. Both are taking the issue 
seriously but are not resorting to knee-jerk reactions 
while emotions are running high.

McCarthy said police are stepping up patrols in 
Rocky Neck and other parts of the city where coyote 
sightings are common. These days, that’s pretty much 
everywhere.

“This isn’t new,” McCarthy told reporter Ray 
Lamont. “It’s kind of been a natural progression of 
things over that last 15 or 20 years. But they have 
descended upon us, they’re pretty much all over the 
city, and people need to be aware.”

The chief urged residents not to try to deal with the 
animals on their own, noting it is illegal under state 
law to discharge a gun within 500 feet of a home or 
150 feet of a road, McCarthy said. “Public safety comes 
first.

“But if people do have a problem, they should 
call us,” McCarthy said. “Leave it to the people who 
are trained to deal with this sort of thing. People 
shouldn’t be taking this on by themselves. We can’t 
have people out there walking around with guns in 
our neighborhoods.”

Residents flocked to Theken’s office in the days after 
the Rocky Neck incident with their own stories of coy-
ote encounters. The mayor, in turn, has arranged a 
Feb. 2 community forum on the issue. The event will 
be held from 7 to 9 p.m. at City Hall and will feature 
experts from MassWildlife.

The city held a similar forum last spring, where one 
of the key pieces of advice was to make it more difficult 
for the animals to find food by securing trash cans and 
compost bins, keeping clean gardens and fruit trees 
and keeping pets inside.

“If you take away their food, they will move on. If 
there’s not enough food, they’ll find a way of town,” 
Patricia Huckery, the northeast district manager for 
the state Division of Fisheries and Wildlife told the 
crowd at last year’s forum.

“And never directly feed a coyote,” Huckery said, in 
what should have been the most unnecessary piece of 
advice ever given in Kyrouz Auditorium.

Incredibly, it appears a number of city residents are 
ignoring that advice, and are leaving out food as bait 
to attract the coyotes in the hopes of snapping a photo 
of the animals.

“It is dangerous to feed predators, which then asso-
ciate people with food, and the problems begin,” wild-
life biologist Barbara Buls Boudreau said in a letter to 
the editor. “It usually ends in the death of the animal, 
which is tragic itself, and unnecessary. All that just 
for a photo.”

McCarthy notes there are no city regulations bar-
ring people from feeding coyotes, or any animals other 
than downtown seagulls and pigeons. Closing that 
loophole, with regulations calling for a heavy fine for 
scofflaws, would be a good place to start. Before we 
talk about hunting the animals in the crowded city con-
fines, creating a potentially dangerous situation, we 
should take the simple first step of not feeding them.

The first step  
to dealing  

with coyotes:  
Don’t feed them

A few weeks ago, a NASA 
scientist, Dr. Joseph Nuth, 
warned that the world is 
currently unprepared for 
the potential of a large aster-
oid or comet coming onto a 
collision course with Earth. 
The scientists call such 
objects “impactors.” Per-
haps the ultimate catastro-
phe humans could ever face 
would be an extinction event 
caused by such a collision. It 
would result in a rapid and 
extensive decline in most of 
the Earth’s life forms. 

The number of mass 
extinctions that have already 
occurred in history is larger 
than you might imagine. 
Scientists say there were at 
least five major mass extinc-
tions over the last 440 mil-
lion years. But there could 
have been as many as 20, 
depending how the data is 
interpreted.

The effects of each major 
extinction event were that 65 
percent to 70 percent of all 
species then alive on Earth 
were lost. It took millions 
of years after each disaster 
before new, evolved life once 
more flourished.

While the probability of 
such an event is low, the 
devastation is hard to con-
template. We can get an 
understanding about the 
level of destruction that is 
wrought from a large impac-
tor by looking at what scien-
tists have discovered about 
the results of an event that 
occurred in the past.

Most people have heard 
about the extinction event 
that happened 66 million 
years ago. The scientists call 
it the Cretaceous–Paleogene, 
or K-Pg, extinction event. 
It resulted in the doom of 
the dinosaurs, the reigning 
creatures at the time. Many 
scientists who have studied 
the evidence agree that the 
cause was an impactor of six 
miles in diameter, about the 
size of Cape Ann, east of the 
Annisquam River. It struck 
in the waters off what is now 
the Yucatan peninsula in 
Mexico. The collision created 
an enormous crater that is 
110 miles in diameter.

The immediate effects of 
the impact of the Yucatan 
object are astonishing. The 
six-mile diameter asteroid or 
comet, travelling at 10 to 20 
miles per second, burrowed 
12 miles into the earth in less 
than a second. Thus, a huge 
superheated cloud of dust 
and steam spread out from 
the area at supersonic speed, 
equivalent to over 1 million 
hydrogen bombs going off 
simultaneously. An enor-
mous amount of material, 
stones and dust were ejected 

from the site. Some of the 
material was propelled out 
of the atmosphere and then 
returned as millions of blaz-
ing fireballs. Large wildfires 
were produced over major 
areas of the planet. In some 
localized areas, the raining, 
superheated material raised 
atmospheric temperatures to 
hundreds of degrees, incin-
erating all animal and plant 
life.

Another catastrophic 
result of the Yucatan impac-
tor was the creation of a 
mega-tsunami. The usual 
tsunamis emanating from 
earthquakes may produce a 
wave height of 20 to 30 feet 
when they make landfall. 
The large Yucatan impac-
tor, however, suddenly dis-
placed an amount of water 
the size of a mountain. This 
displacement created a tsu-
nami thousands of feet in 
height as it hit the shore. 
It may have been the larg-
est tsunami in history. The 
rushing wave would have 
reached over 100 miles into 
the land area that is now 
the southern United States, 
destroying the vegetation 
and animal life in its path.

In addition, the colossal 
impact of the object created 
shockwaves in the Earth’s 
crust that travelled large 
distances and resulted in 
numerous global earth 
quakes and volcanic erup-
tions. The local devastation 
caused by these events did 
not compare to the most far-
reaching impact effect.

The longest-lasting and 
most destructive result of 
the event was the dust and 
particles that spewed into 
the atmosphere to eventu-
ally come down and cover 
the entire earth, creating 
a harsh environment for 
all life. Furthermore, some 
of the dust remained in 
the atmosphere, blocking 
the sunlight for years. The 
result was the rapid loss of 
all plant life that depended 
on photosynthesis. This loss 
disrupted the food chain of 
the dinosaurs, resulting in 
their extinction.

So what can we do to 
protect ourselves from this 
ultimate disaster, and, for 
that matter, much smaller, 
say Volkswagen-size, aster-
oids that could destroy a 
city? Scientists at NASA 
are working on several 
related projects. The first 
step would be to identify 
and track the objects in 
our solar system that could 
come into a collision course 
with our planet. NASA’s 
Jet Propulsion Labora-
tory has a space telescope 
under development called 
Near Earth Object Camera 
(NEOC). The purpose of 
this spacecraft is to identify 

asteroids on a potential col-
lision course with Earth. 
The goal would be to give 
scientists enough time to 
study the asteroid closely, 
so they can plan a mission 
to destroy or divert it. If 
all goes well, NEOC will be 
launched in 2021.

Destroying an asteroid or 
a comet is not at all an easy 
thing to do. To be effective, 
a nuclear explosion must 
be detonated in exactly the 
right position, preferably in 
the impactor’s interior.

Working with nuclear 
weapons experts, NASA 
scientists are contemplat-
ing an unmanned, two-part 
spacecraft that will get the 
job done. It is called the 
Hypervelocity Asteroid 
Intercept Vehicle. Here is 
how it would work. First, 
instruments aboard the 
first part, or leader craft, 
would detect the target 
asteroid and select the best 
point of impact. The leader 
craft would then separate 
from the follower craft 
and rush at high velocity 
toward the asteroid’s sur-
face. Just before it makes 
impact, the leader craft 
would send a signal to the 
follower craft to begin the 
detonation sequence of 
the nuclear explosive. The 
leader craft would then 
smash into the asteroid with 
enough energy to create a 
deep crater. The follower 
craft would enter the cra-
ter and the nuclear device 
would detonate. The pow-
erful, subsurface explosion 
would shatter the asteroid 
into small fragments that 
would burn up harmlessly 
in Earth’s atmosphere.

Dr. Nuth, of NASA’s God-
dard Space Flight Center, 
said in his recent remarks 
that we need to launch such 
programs now. The reason 
is that, if we ever do spot a 
large asteroid on a collision 
course with Earth, we may 
not have enough time to 
stop it. It takes at least five 
years, he said, to prepare 
such a mission with a reli-
able spacecraft. We may get 
much less warning than that.

Keep in mind that the 
probability of a mass extinc-
tion level event is small, 
about one in 80 million. But 
if scientists ever find that 
there is a large object on 
a collision course with us, 
it would be good to know 
that NASA is prepared to 
prevent the disaster. To be 
ready, they need to follow 
Dr. Nuth’s suggestion and 
build the asteroid-destroying 
spacecraft soon so that it can 
be launched with less than a 
one year notice.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
physicist and a resident of 
Annisquam.

Preparing for an  
‘extinction-level’ event

To the editor:
The attack on a small dog by 

a coyote on Rocky Neck was 
tragic. The owner must have 
been devastated. I cannot 
imagine how that must feel, 
and my heart goes out to her. 

However, I believe that this 
could’ve been avoided, and 
recent events I have heard 
about may contribute to what 
happened on that night.

I walk my dog frequently at 
the Seine Field, a known loca-
tion for coyote sightings. Some-
times I go right before sunset 
just so I can see the coyotes. 
They are wary, but visible. I am 
a biologist and have worked 
and lived around wildlife for 
most of my life. Though I do 
not find coyotes frightening, it 
is prudent to respect them and 
their space, and though they 
seem calm and relaxed, they 
have never been threatening. 
There have often been pho-
tographers sitting in the Seine 
Field waiting for the coyotes to 
emerge from the brush. I pass 
by quietly so as not to disturb 
them.

Then I found out one day 
from a couple of photogra-
phers that people are baiting 
the coyotes in that field to get 
photos of them. That explains 
everything. I was infuriated.

Coyotes are not inherently 
dangerous or aggressive ani-
mals unless they are trapped 
or cornered. As predators, they 
are hunters, but unsuccessful 
in 80 percent of their hunts. 
They are also opportunists, 
and will eat small mammals, 
berries, meat, garbage, grass 
and anything they can get to 
sustain themselves, particu-
larly in the winter. They will 
gorge on berries to prepare for 
winter, but it doesn’t give them 
the sustenance required.

There is wildlife all around 
us – mostly at night. They 
know you are there and will 
avoid you if they can, which 
explains why we don’t see 
them. It is easy to chase away 
most species of wildlife with 
loud noise and/or movement. 
In fact, we really should do 
that. It is deleterious to invite 
wildlife to be familiar to peo-
ple – that is when the problems 
begin.

Certainly coyotes have 
habituated to humans – even 
if we don’t realize it. Certainly 
they get into garbage – and we 
must prevent that. More than 
anything, we should never feed 
wildlife, apart from songbirds 
in the winter. Feeding wildlife 
always brings problems, and 
then as a society, we are fearful 
and tend to blame the animals 
rather than ourselves and the 
missteps we make.

If those coyote baiters can 
be located, they should be 
fined heavily. It is dangerous 
to feed predators, which then 
associate people with food. It 
usually ends in the death of the 
animal, which is tragic itself, 
and unnecessary. All that just 
for a photo.

While we are having issues 
with coyotes, please don’t 
leave your pets outside at 
night unaccompanied. Our 
domestic dogs and cats are no 
match for a wild coyote. Please 
respect wildlife. Let them be 
wild and eat what they are 
naturally predisposed to con-
sume. Secure your garbage 
cans. If you see a coyote, feel 
free to yell at them and chase 
them away. You might be sav-
ing that beautiful animal’s life. 
They may look calm and tame 
-- they are smart, adaptable, 
and resourceful animals who 
deserve their space.

BARBARA BULS BOUDREAU
Interpretive coordinator for 
Massachusetts state parks
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