
Molloy restores ESA protection 
for wolves

A federal judge in Missoula has 
restored endangered species 
protections for gray wolves in the 
Northern Rockies, derailing plans 
by three states to hold public wolf 
hunts in the fall.

U.S. District Judge Donald Molloy 
granted a preliminary injunction 
late Friday restoring protections 
for wolves in Montana, Wyoming 
and Idaho. Molloy will eventually 
decide whether the injunction 
should be permanent.

The region has an estimated 
2,000 gray wolves. They were 
removed from the endangered 
species list in March, following 
a decade-long restoration effort.
Environmenta l is ts  sued to 
overturn the decision, arguing 
wolf numbers would plummet 
if hunting were allowed. They 
sought the injunction in hope of 
stopping the hunts and allowing 
wolf populations to continue 
expanding.

Molloy agreed,  ruling that 
“irreparable injury” could occur 
- as state management allows both 
hunting and the killing of wolves 

seen attacking or threatening 
livestock - while the lawsuit was 
argued.

“This case, like a cloud larger 
than a man’s hand, will hang over 
the Northwest states of Montana, 
Idaho and Wyoming until there 
has been a fi nal determination of 
the complex issues presented,” 
Molloy wrote. “Those issues must 
be answered in accordance with 
the intent of Congress as stated in 
the Endangered Species Act and 
its implementing regulations.”

Thus, the injunction.

“There were fall hunts scheduled 
that would call for perhaps as 
many as 500 wolves to be killed. 
We’re delighted those wolves will 
be saved,” said attorney Doug 
Honnold with Earthjustice, who 
had argued the case before Molloy 
on behalf of 12 environmental 
groups.

“The wolf slaughter is halted,” 
said Michael Robinson of the 
Center for Biological Diversity, 
another of the dozen plaintiffs. 
“We’re elated.”

“Recovery requires allowing 
wolves in different populations 
to reach each other in order to 
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mate and raise their pups,” said 
Robinson. “Even before they 
were unlawfully removed from 
the endangered species list, the 
government was gunning down so 
many wolves that the Yellowstone 
population was reproductively 
isolated, a recipe for extinction.

“This injunction will give the 
wolves a fi ghting chance.”

In his ruling, Molloy said the 
federal government had not met 
its standard for wolf recovery, 
including interbreeding of wolves 
among the three states to ensure 
healthy genetics.

“Genetic exchange has not taken 
place,” Molloy wrote in the 40-
page decision.

Molloy said hunting and state laws 
allowing the killing of wolves for 
livestock attacks would likely 
“eliminate any chance for genetic 
exchange to occur.”

E n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s  a l s o 
successfully showed “a signifi cant 
possibility of irreparable injury,” 
the judge said. “More wolves will 
be killed under state management 
than were killed when ESA 
protections were in place.”
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Molloy was particularly critical of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 
approval of the state of Wyoming’s 
2007 wolf management plan, 
which he said suffers from “the 
same deficiencies” that led to 
a 2003 plan’s dismissal - “it 
classifi es the wolf as a predatory 
animal in almost 90 percent of the 
state and only commits the state to 
managing for seven breeding pairs 
outside the national parks.”

“The agency fl ip-fl opped without 
explanation,” Molloy wrote.

While the lawsuit is pending, he 
said, wolves must be protected - as, 
“in my view, plaintiffs are likely 
to succeed on the majority of the 
claims relied upon in their request 
for a preliminary injunction.”

Late Friday, the federal biologist 
who led the wolf restoration 
program, Ed Bangs, defended the 

federal government’s decision 
to delist wolves as “a very 
biologically sound package.”

“The hunting of wolves clearly 
wouldn’t endanger threatened 
wolf populations,” Bangs said. 
“We felt the science was rock 
solid and that the delisting was 
warranted.”


