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Downgrade of wolf protection rescinded
Science must trump politics, groups say

GRANTS PASS, Ore. - A federal
judge has struck down a Bush adminis-
tration rule that lowered Endangered
Species Act protection for wolves that
are migrating out of strongholds in the
Northern Rockies and Great Lakes into
neighboring states. In a ruling released
Tuesday, U.S. District Judge Robert E.
Jones in Portland rescinded the April
2003 decision by the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service that divided wolf range into
three areas, and reclassified the eastern
and western populations as threatened
instead of endangered. Wolves in the
southwest had remained endangered.

"Interior Secretary Gale Norton tried
to gerrymander the entire contiguous 48
states so that wolves in a few areas
would make up for the absence of
wolves in much larger regions," said
Michael Robinson of the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity, one of the 19 environ-
mental groups bringing the lawsuit.

"Now, instead of drawing lines on the
map based on political considerations,
any future lines must be based on sci-
ence."

Under the court order, Fish and Wild-
life will have to rescind federal rules that
allow ranchers to shoot wolves on sight
if they are attacking livestock, said
Robinson.

Practically speaking, that only affects
wolves now established in northwestern
Montana, because the ruling does not
cover experimental populations estab-
lished in the 1990s in Yellowstone Na-
tional Park, central Idaho, and Wyoming,
said Ed Bangs, wolf restoration coordi-
nator for Fish and Wildlife.

But it will become more important as
wolves migrate into states such as Or-
egon and Washington, said Robinson.

In recent years, three wolves have
been confirmed in Oregon, though none
are known in the state at present.
Oregon's Fish and Wildlife Commission
is set to vote next week on a state wolf
management plan that would allow
ranchers to shoot wolves attacking live-
stock, based on the 2003 rule lowering
protection to threatened.

The judge ruled that Norton improp-
erly applied the policy for designating dis-
tinct population segments, extending the
boundaries from core areas where
wolves are doing well in the northern
Rockies and western Great Lakes to in-
clude vast areas of the West and East
where they are just hanging on or are
extinct.

As a result, the status of populations
within the western population, for ex-
ample, varied dramatically, from recov-
ered in parts of Montana to precarious
in Washington to extinct in Nevada, the
judge ruled.
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