
TUCSON, Ariz. — Bullets remain the top
killer of endangered Mexican gray wolves
along the Arizona-New Mexico border.

Since reintroduction efforts began in the
Southwest in 1998, illegal shooting has
claimed at least 20 wolves.

This fall, ground zero for the human-wolf
conflict has been along the Blue River, home
to about 60 ranchers and others who live
on private parcels tucked within a primitive
area.

Residents along the Blue aren’t being ac-
cused of shooting wolves, but the nuisance
created by a newly released pack has stiff-
ened local opposition.

“When the wolves come down, I don’t
sleep the rest of the night,” said Jean
Hutchison, who moved to the area in 1987.
Hutchison said the wolves have increased
her labor and costs because she must keep
her livestock indoors at night and buy feed
because it’s too risky to let them graze in
the open.

“They impact our economy, our lifestyle
and our very basic right to feel safe and
secure,” she said.

Earlier this month, a Grant County man said
he may sue the state after several of his
hunting hounds were attacked by a pack of
wolves while trailing a bear near the Gila
Cliff Dwellings.

Billy Lee, 44, a Mimbres residents and hunt-
ing outfitter, said two of his dogs were hurt
severely in the attack and may have died
had he not been close by when the attack
occurred.
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Lee said there were seven wolves in the
pack and three were attacking his lead male
and female hound. At least one wolf was
wearing a GPS tracking collar, he said.

Lee said he scared the wolves off by run-
ning nearly right up to them and firing his
.357 over their heads.

“I fired a shot into the tree above them and
they didn’t even look up,” Lee said. “I got
closer and fired a shot right over them and
they took off. They didn’t run though they
just trotted off.”

At an April 23 meeting in Morenci, residents
pleaded with officials not to release wolves
nearby and predicted they’d come down to
the Blue. But in July, two adults and three
pups were set free, in part to make up for
the illegal shooting of six alpha wolves in
2003. By September, the Aspen pack was
at the post office in Blue.

The government has given some residents
boxes with bullhorns that blare the sound
of gunfire, sirens and helicopters when ac-
tivated by wolves’ radio collars. The cap-
tive-bred wolves may still associate people
with food, and the aversive conditioning is
meant to reverse that.

The wolves are still naive, but largely avoid-
ing people, said Shawn Farry, an Arizona
Game and Fish biologist who has been sta-
tioned overnight on the Blue.

“When push comes to shove, the animals
will lose, so it’s in their interest to learn to
give people a wide berth,” he said.

Despite the unsolved shootings, the wolves
are starting to come back.

“It’s functioning as a population now,” said
Colleen Buchanan, assistant recovery co-

by Staff and AP Reports ordinator for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice. “We don’t have to be so concerned
about individual animals as we used to be.
You have to put the losses in that perspec-
tive.”

But Michael Robinson, a Pinos Altos resi-
dent and a spokesman for the Center for
Biological Diversity, has disagreements with
the agency in charge of the wolf reintro-
duction program, which was introduced in
March 1998 to reestablish wild populations
of the rare wolf in Arizona and New
Mexico. The animal had been hunted and
poisoned to the brink of extinction in the
early 1900s by the predecessor agency to
the U.S. fish and Wildlife Service.

The agency has directly killed 11 wolves in
control actions since the program started,
which has also taken a heavy toll on the
population, Robinson said.

“Wolves are sometimes made more vulner-
able to poachers by being moved by the
government from areas with few roads to
places where they end up more vulnerable,”
Robinson told the Sun-News Monday.

He said the government sometimes exacer-
bates the problem, such as when it moved
the Francisco Pack from its home range
into the Gila National Forest. The pack even-
tually split up and one of the wolves was
found dead earlier this year on the outskirts
of Silver City, the victim of a gunshot.

“The designation of the Mexican Gray Wolf
as experimental-nonessential was premised
on the idea that it would result in few illegal
killings,” Robinson said. “But the opposite
has happened. And the more wolves that
get shot, the greater the argument is both
morally and in the courts that these wolves
should be given greater protection.”


