
       
                                                           

                                                                     

Wolverine Tracking Project – Wolf Surveys

Background
The Wolverine Tracking Project is a volunteer-powered wildlife survey project on the Mt Hood 
National Forest.  The information gathered is being used by the US Forest Service, Oregon Dept of 
Fish and Wildlife, and the Cascade Carnivore Project to document and study many different species. 

In these surveys, we want to document tracks and collect genetic samples of wolves in order to 
determine the areas they are using, population size, and habitat preferences.  There is a known pack 
living on the Warm Springs Reservation.  We are interested in learning what areas of national forest 
land they are also using, detecting any additional wolves that might have migrated here, and 
determining where the young will disperse to when they leave the pack. 

What to Do
The best way to find evidence of wolves is to hike the roads and trails and look for scat and tracks. 
Looking for evidence of wolves is sort of like searching for a needle in a haystack; many miles will 
probably be traveled without finding anything.  But the more ground we cover, the greater chance we 
have of finding them.  

Canines like to travel and scent mark on roads and trails, so walking these is a good place to find their 
tracks and scat.  As you hike, scan the road itself as you walk, and also look for scat on downed logs, 
stumps, boulders, and other high points, since canines like to scent mark prominent places these as 
well.  

Hike any trails, closed roads, or little-driven roads.  Dirt roads and trails have the potential to show 
tracks when they are dusty or muddy, unlike gravel roads, but both can potentially yield scat and are 
suitable to survey.  

Documenting tracks
Information on how to identify wolf tracks is given at the end of this document.  Note that wolf tracks 
are VERY difficult to distinguish from domestic dog tracks. 

1. Take a picture of the clearest tracks you can find.  Be sure to include a ruler for scale!

2. Take a picture of the overall track pattern - be sure to include a ruler for scale.

3. Take measurements of the length and width of the tracks.  Describe the trail pattern and 
measure the stride and trail width.  Describe any other details you see that you think 
might be important (like whether there are human prints nearby).  

4. Record where you are.  If you have a GPS app, take a waypoint.  If not, locate yourself 
on a map. 



Collecting scat samples
Details on how to identify scat follows.  Telling scat from different species apart can be very difficult; 
size and content are some of the main considerations.  

1. Take a picture.  Be sure to include a ruler for scale!

2. Place the entire scat in a paper bag.  DNA degrades very fast in plastic, so you can put the
paper bag inside a plastic bag to transport it better, but as soon as possible take it out of 
any plastic and let it air dry.  Store in a dry environment.  

3. Record where you are.  If you have a GPS app, take a waypoint.  If not, locate yourself on a 
map.

4. Label the bag with the date, location, and your initials.  If you don't have a lat/long, staple
a map with your estimated location to the bag. 

Caution #1: Be careful not to touch the scat because it may contain parasites. 

Caution #2: Be careful not to contaminate the sample - do not touch, and make sure pet hair on your 
clothing doesn't accidentally fall in.  



Identifying scat

The 4 carnivore families
Most carnivore scat is tubular in shape, as opposed to pellets like deer and rabbits produce. There are 4 
families of carnivores that you might encounter. - canines, felines, mustelids (weasels), and bears.  
Within a family, scat from different species looks similar, the primary difference being size, so the place
to start is to try to identify the family of animal that made it. 

We will start with scat from an all meat diet, when it is full of hair, and often bone fragments.  This scat 
is brown in color when fresh, and usually turns white as it ages.  Later we will look at scat from other 
diets. 

Canine family  

coyote, fox, wolf, 
domestic dog

Feline family 

bobcat, cougar

Mustelid family  

marten, mink, 
wolverine, weasel

Bear family 

black bear

▪ Ends tapered

▪ Twisted looking

▪ If segmented, the 
ends of the segments
are uneven and 
irregular because of 
the twist

▪ Easy to dent with a 
stick when it is fresh

▪ Ends blunt

▪ Tends to separate 
into segments with 
blunt ends

▪ Dense and hard to 
poke when fresh 
(both canines and 
felines become 
hard with age)

▪ Ends very tapered, 
much more 
pointed than 
canines

▪ Very twisted, even 
the ends look 
twisted

▪ Tends to fold back 
on itself

▪ Ends very blunt

▪ Large – both in     
diameter and 
quantity

▪ Are omnivores, so
an all meat diet is 
uncommon



Coyote  scat

                                    Bobcat scat                                                                Cougar scat

                                                                     
Long tailed weasel scat



 Bear scat

How scat changes with diet
Scats from fruit or insects tends to be much more bunt ended and not as twisted.  Canines tend to be 
omnivores, so their scat are often filled with fruit or other things and can look a lot like bear scat, except
smaller.  Felines are strict carnivores, and you will almost never see anything besides meat in their diet. 
Mustelids are somewhat omnivorous but less so than canines. 

Here's two different coyote scats, the lower one from a meat diet, the upper from fruit:



Distinguishing target species

Within these four families, distinguishing between species is primarily based on size.  Diameter is the 
main measurement used, but length and overall quantity usually vary along with diameter.  

Canine scat size
There is a fair amount of overlap in size between scat from the different canines.  We want to collect 
only those scats that have a very good chance of being from a target species, so have set diameter limits 
for when to collect it.  

Species Red fox Coyote Wolf

Diameter About the diameter of 
your pinky finger

About ¼ to ¾ inch

About the diameter of your 
thumb

About ½ to 1¼ inch

Very large looking, generally
quite long in length

About ½ to 1½ inch

Collect when: Less than ½  inch diameter Don't collect Greater than 1¼ inch

Look-a-likes

Wolf:  The primary things you are likely to confuse with wolf scat are cougar, coyote, and bear.  Cougar
scat is pretty much the same size as wolf, and can be quite similar looking.  Cougar tend to leave their 
scat under an overhang (such as a tree branch or overhanging rock) or on an old well decayed rotten 
log, whereas wolf tend to leave it in the open in more prominent places.  These, however, are only 
tendencies.  Wolf scat is similar to coyote scat except larger.  Compared to coyote scat, it also tends to 
have blunter ends and be less twisty, looking more feline-like than is typical of most canines.  Bear scat 
is 1 to 2 ½ inches diameter, so there is a some of overlap in diameter, however the overall quantity of 
bear scat is usually much larger.  Bear scat also tends to be pretty highly segmented, with very blunt, 
almost square ends, as opposed to the rounded tapered ends of canine scat. 

Red fox:  The primary things you are likely to confuse with fox scat are coyote and marten.  Coyote has
the same bluntly-tapered ends, but is larger.  Marten is similar sized (it is ¼ to ⅝ inch diameter) but the 
ends are tapered to much finer points and the scat is much more twisted.  Marten scat seldom breaks 
into segments, but tends to bend back on itself in a long tube instead. 

Wolverine:  Wolverine scat is very difficult to identify just from visual features alone, so only collect it 
if you have some other evidence, such as tracks, to help confirm the identification. The next largest 
mustelid in this environment is marten, which is a much smaller animal, and there is little overlap in 
scat size.  Wolverine scat is usually ½ to ¾ inch diameter. 



Identifying tracks

Canine tracks
Tracks from members of the canine family (wolves, coyotes, foxes, and domestic dogs) all have 4 toes 
and are oval in shape.  The family that they are most easily confused with is the felines.

                                     coyote track                                                     bobcat track                                    

  Canines:
• oval in outline
• heel pad triangular in shape
• heel pad roughly the same size as the 

toe pads
• toes two-ranked
• large negative space in the center of 

the track 
• very symmetrical
• claws usually show

Felines:
• round in outline
• heel pad trapazoid shaped
• heel pad proportionally much larger 

than in canines
• toes in an even arc around the heel 

pad
• negative space between the heel and

each of the toes is similar in size
• slightly asymmetrical
• claws are retractable and usually 

don’t show

Members of both families commonly walk or trot, showing this pattern:



Identifying wolf tracks
Once you have identified the track as canine, here is what to look for:

• Wolf tracks are large!  The tracks are much larger than coyote, and there are very few breeds 
of dog with feet that big
◦ Front:  3½  – 5¼"  long x 2⅞" – 4⅞" wide
◦ Rear:  3⅛ – 4¾" long  x  2⅝ – 4" wide

• Gait is the key to distinguishing from domestic dog.  Unlike most dogs, the track pattern is 
very regular - with a very consistent stride and the feet placed on top of each other in a very 
consistent double register.  The trail should show that they are very efficient and goal oriented 
in their movement.

• A trot is the most common gait.  
◦ Full strides (from one foot to where that same foot comes down again) are as follows: 

Walk: 30-48"  Direct register trot: 44-70"  Side trot: 46-84"
• If you are used to trying to distinguish between coyotes and domestic dogs, wolf tracks show 

some characteristics that are more similar to domestic dogs than coyotes.  Their front feet 
often appear more splayed than coyotes, are proportionally wider, and the negative space is 
more H-shaped than X-shaped (wider than long).

• There are some domestic dogs whose tracks and trails can look pretty much identical to 
wolves.  It is hard to be 100% positive that a track is from a wolf without following it 
extensively.

    

Drawing of a life size front foot from Moskowitz 2010


