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After several decades on the federal Endangered Species List, the wolves have gone about their business in the north 
woods while their oversight has bounced back and forth from the federal government to the states. 
 
As of now Western Great Lakes gray wolves are listed as a federally endangered species, after a lawsuit was upheld 
that challenged the de-listing because a proper public comment period wasn't held. But stay tuned: The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service plans to try delisting the wolves again, and the public comment process could resume as early as this 
fall. If and when the wolves come off the list, they'll be managed by the states where they live: Michigan, Wisconsin 
and Minnesota. And more lawsuits will likely follow. 
 
The gray wolf - canis lupus -- stands by all accounts as an ecological success story in the Upper Midwest, thanks 
largely to the end of wolf bounties and the Endangered Species Act. When wolves went on the Endangered Species 
List in 1973, there were under a thousand wolves in Minnesota and 
only a handful if any in Wisconsin and Michigan. With little human interference the wolves have expanded to more 
than 4,000 animals across northern Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan's Upper Peninsula - about 3,000 in Minnesota 
and more than 500 in both Wisconsin and Michigan. 
 
Wolves passed state and federal standards for recovery years ago and haven't looked back. State wildlife managers 
argue that the science proves wolves no longer need federal protection, and have spent years developing 
management plans focused on giving wolves a place to thrive while keeping wolf-human conflicts to a minimum. They 
say taking wolves out of federal hands will give them better flexibility for managing wolves - including allowing 
livestock owners to kill problem animals and potentially opening hunting seasons - and create much better goodwill 
among the people who share the landscape with wolves. 
 
But that has been challenged by groups like the Humane Society of the United States and the Center for Biological 
Diversity, who successfully sued to stop the de-listing of wolves. They argue that the Upper Midwest wolf population 
has not recovered enough to withstand the states' more aggressive 
control methods. They say it's still too small and too isolated from other populations, making it vulnerable to disease 
or genetic problems, and that state plans to manage wolves don't guarantee any funding, a situation that could leave 
wolves with little protection. 
 
That position frustrates the biologists and wildlife managers who say they have developed thorough, sound wolf 
management plans that protect wolves by law and maintain wolf habitat and prey base.  They point to recovery goals 
that have long been passed: Minnesota's recovery goal was 1,250-1,400 wolves over a period of five years, while a 
combined population of 100 wolves for Michigan and Wisconsin over five years was the goal. All three states passed 
those goals more than a decade ago. 
 
Particularly vexing to them is the way wolf management has drifted away from science and into the political arena. 
 
"None of the decisions made by the court have been based on biology or the ecology of the wolf," said Dan Stark, a 
Minnesota wolf specialist. "These are technical, procedural decisions. What it really comes down to is that the (U.S.) 
Fish and Wildlife Service continues to try to delist wolves and trying to do the right thing. They had established 
objectives in place with authority going back to the states. 
 
"But those other interests fail to accept the fact that wolves have recovered biologically, based on their personal 
beliefs about protecting individual animals." 
 
 
The human component 
 
Wolves and humans have coexisted for millennia, but the last few centuries have been tough on wolves. Due in part 
to folk legends that vilified wolves and the American settler mentality -" if you can eat it, shoot it, and if it can eat 
you, shoot it and poison it" - gray wolves have largely disappeared from the American landscape. 
 
They're still holding on strong in Alaska and much of Canada, and populations have been re-established in the 
northern Rocky Mountains and to a lesser extent in the Southwestern U.S. 
 



Ranchers and hunting outfitters despise wolves because wolves eat the meat - livestock and game - that earns them 
their living. Hunters see them as competition for the species they desire as well. 
 
Opinions about wolves vary, typically based on one criterion: whether the respondent lives where wolves live. A 
Michigan DNR survey showed that 74 percent of southern Michiganians liked the idea of having wolves in their state. 
Yoopers, on the other hand, came in at a significantly chillier 52 
percent.  
 
That's a big reason why Stark and his colleagues in Michigan and Wisconsin believe that the long-term health of the 
wolf population depends heavily on how well they get along with their human neighbors. With federal protection, 
wolves take on an aura of invincibility that rankles people and leaves them feeling powerless against predation. That 
fear erodes public support for wolves, according to Brian Roell of the Michigan DNR. 
 
"In this on-again, off-again saga, the wolves come off as a loser because it doesn't do anything for public support," he 
said. "Wolves get this stigma that they're equal to the government." 
 
In 2007-08, when wolves were briefly delisted, Wisconsin issues 67 depredation permits that allowed landowners to 
shoot wolves for preying on their livestock or pets. Only two wolves were shot - both by the same landowner - but 
having the option was invaluable, according to Adrian Wydeven of the Wisconsin DNR. 
 
"It seemed like an amazing psychological lift to those people," Wydeven said. "Almost nobody exercised those 
permits, but just having a sense of being able to protect their property made them feel a lot better. There was a sense 
of frustration when people felt like they couldn't protect their 
property." 
 
All three states have included in their management plans the possibility of opening up a hunting season for wolves, 
but that's a long way off in Wisconsin and Michigan. Both states would require their respective Legislatures to pass a 
law reclassifying the gray wolf as a game animal – a tall order in reclassifying the gray wolf as a game animal - a tall 
order in two states where hunting mourning doves was controversial.  Michigan voters ultimately shot down dove 
hunting. 
 
"I suspect any attempt to develop a wolf-hunting season might become contentious," Wydeven said. 
  
Minnesota put its wolf-hunting plan into place before it developed its wolf-management plan, and intends to initiate a 
wolf hunt five years after the federal delisting. That's partly why the plaintiff groups sued the Fish and Wildlife Service 
to stop the de-listing of wolves. They believe a wolf 
hunt has no place in any management plan because it doesn't address problem wolves or population issues. 
 
"(Wolf hunting) has nothing to do with depredating wolves," said Michael Robinson of the Center for Biological 
Diversity. "That's just random killing." 
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