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Wolf kills alarm environmentalists
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A gray wolf watches biologists in
Yellowstone National Park, Wyo., after
being captured and fitted with a radio collar
on Jan. 9, 2003.

By Oren Dorell, USA TODAY
The killing of 20 wolves in the Rockies since the animals lost endangered status is an unprecedented death toll that must
be stopped in court, environmentalists say.

"There's a great sense of urgency," says Michael Robinson, a wolf expert at the Center for Biological Diversity, one of
several groups that plan to file a lawsuit this month. "The wolf population is being gunned down right now."

Wildlife officials say the number of wolves killed in the past three weeks is small compared with the 1,500 roaming the
Rocky Mountain states. They say the wolves are plentiful and will remain so.

"Wolves reproduce very prodigiously," says Eric Keszler, spokesman for the Wyoming Game and Fish Department. 

Reproduction rates are near 24% a year, so "you could take 80-some wolves (in Wyoming) and still have as many as you
started with in the beginning of the year," he said.

The law firm Earthjustice disagrees and says it will sue this month to reverse a February ruling by the U.S. government to
drop gray wolves from the endangered species list, where the animal had been listed for 34 years. The firm, which has
sued the government numerous times to restrict logging and mining and livestock use on public lands, vows an "aggressive
legal response." 

Closely monitored 

At the turn of the 20th century, tens of thousands of wolves lived in the USA, feasting on elk, deer and bison. By the 1940s,
they could be found only in the northern tip of Minnesota, victims of loss of habitat, bounties and a federal eradication
program to prevent them from killing livestock. The wolves were listed as endangered in 1974. 

Today's wolves are descendants of 66 wolves brought to Yellowstone and central Idaho from Canada in 1995 as part of a
federal reintroduction effort. 

Wolf experts reporting to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service monitored the wolves closely to see whether they could
maintain breeding pairs over the years — a sign of a sustainable population. After eight years of more than 30 breeding
pairs, the agency declared the recovery a success and handed wolf oversight to the states.



Robinson says the program was ended too soon. He says wolf populations need to spread to overcome the risk of
inbreeding, which causes lower fertility rates.

Expanding range 

The wolf needs to expand to its historic range "across the western United States," to guarantee survival, Robinson says.
Thus far, breeding wolves have remained in Wyoming, Montana and Idaho.

Helping wolves expand to other states is not part of the original reintroduction plan and "outside of our authority," Keszler
says, and would present problems for the wolves.

"Our experience is as soon as wolves get (outside of Yellowstone), you start having conflicts with livestock," he says. 

Wolves that go after livestock are often killed.

Keszler says he and game officials in other states do not believe genetic diversity presents a problem for wolves. 

Thirteen of the wolf kills happened in Wyoming. The state allows wolf hunting year round in three quarters of the state
while 320 wolves live in a protected zone that includes Yellowstone and its environs. 

Idaho and Montana do not yet allow wolf hunting, but Idaho plans a fall hunt to cull its population of 730 wolves by 20%,
says Steve Nadeau of the Idaho Department of Fish and Game. Montana is waiting for legal challenges to be resolved
before its hunt, says Jeff Herbert of Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks.

Nadeau says wolves may benefit from hunting. He says hunters provide money for conservation and demand it be used to
ensure there are enough animals to hunt. When that happens, as it did with elk, "populations increase."

Rob Wiley, an outfitter and hunter from Alpine, Wyo., says wolves are too smart to be wiped out by hunters. "There is
almost no other animal that is as challenging to hunt as a wolf," he says. "If they feel that something is hunting them, they
change their habits."
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