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wildlife advocates (03/12/2009) 
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Endangered species advocates faced their first major disappointment under the Obama administration last week as the Interior 
Department upheld a controversial decision to strip endangered species protections from gray wolves in the Great Lakes and most of 
the northern Rocky Mountains. 

Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, who had promised to review all late-term decisions made by the Bush administration, announced 
Friday that the Fish and Wildlife Service's recommendation to delist wolves throughout most of their range was based on sound 
science and could go forward as planned. 

"The successful recovery of at least this species is a stunning example of how the [Endangered Species Act] can work," Salazar said 
of the delisting decision. Federal estimates indicate roughly 5,500 wolves live in the United States, mostly in the northern-tier states 
where wide expanses of habitat remain. 

But environmentalists, who had waged a decade-long legal battle against the Bush administration's efforts to delist wolves, said 
Salazar's action was a betrayal of federal responsibility to preserve at-risk species. Under the delisting rule, wolf management would 
fall to the states, where protections are weaker and political pressure could lead to policies that are hostile to wolves. Some states 
have already pledged to allow controlled hunting of wolves to thin their populations. 

"It doesn't matter whose administration is in power; if the actions are being taken 
that are detrimental to wildlife, we speak up," said Suzanne Asha Stone, wolf 
conservation specialist for Defenders of Wildlife. "We will be challenging this rule if it 
goes forward. There's no reason for us not to pursue this." 

Some senior congressional Democrats, including Senate Environment and Public 
Works Chairwoman Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.), also questioned the decision. Boxer 
said her panel would investigate "to determine whether this action was carried out in 
accordance with the letter and the spirit of the Endangered Species Act." 

Under the Interior proposal, which would become law in 30 days, the wolf will be 
delisted in the Great Lakes states of Michigan, Minnesota and Wisconsin, as well as 
in Idaho and Montana and parts of Utah, Washington and Oregon. 

Wolves will retain federal protection in Wyoming, where Interior Department officials 
say recovery efforts have been inadequate, and their endangered status will not 
change in other parts of the country, such as the Southwest. 

Wolves have been the subject of a fierce political debate since they were 
reintroduced more than a decade ago. Wildlife advocates contend they are a vital part of the ecosystem, but many ranchers and some 
state officials view them as predators whose reintroduction was a misguided gambit by environmentalists and bureaucrats who have 
no direct contact with the animals. 

While acknowledging that wolves have fared well in some states, environmental groups maintain that their numbers remain insufficient 
to create a viable and genetically robust population. Moreover, they argue that state-sponsored wolf hunts will lead to indiscriminate 
killings and return wolves to the brink of extinction in many areas. 

Michael Robinson of the Center for Biological Diversity said the Interior Department's delisting action "means wolves will lose their 
federal protections before recovery is complete." 

He added, "And, as we saw last year before a federal judge reversed a Bush administration delisting rule, that will result in an 
unconstrained and unconscionable slaughter of these animals." 

Western states cheer -- except Wyo. 

The reaction from Western lawmakers and their ranching constituents was decidedly more positive. 

Montana Sen. Max Baucus (D) said Salazar's decision "puts wolf management back into the hands folks who know best: Montanans."

The Interior Department will move forward with 
removing Endangered Species Act protections for gray 
wolves in the Great Lakes and northern Rocky 
Mountains, except Wyoming, where officials said 
recovery efforts have been insufficient. Photo courtesy 
of Fish and Wildlife Service. 
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"As we move forward, we must ensure we continue to protect both our outdoor heritage and the livelihood of the ranchers who call Big 
Sky Country home. And I'm confident we will find solutions that work for all Montanans," Baucus added. 

Darl Gleed, executive vice president of the Idaho Cattle Association, said the Obama's administration's environmental policies had 
been an "unknown quantity" for ranchers, and the wolf decision suggests the administration will take a more moderate view on species 
decisions. 

"This wolf thing has gotten out of hand and needs to be regulated," Gleed said, noting the financial hardship caused by predation of 
cattle. "We feel like the state of Idaho has a good plan and Idaho Fish and Game is competent to manage wolves under their 
guidelines." 

But in Wyoming, nobody was happy. In January, FWS said Wyoming's wolf management plan -- which classifies wolves as predators 
to be shot on sight in 88 percent of the state -- would not meet new federal guidelines for delisting. 

Salazar reiterated that point in last week's announcement, calling Wyoming's wolf management plan inadequate and noting that state 
regulators were neither responsive nor helpful during the delisting decision process. 

Wyoming's federal delegation blasted back in a joint statement. "The federal government under the last administration and now this 
one thinks that Big Brother knows best," Sen. Mike Enzi (R) said. "Wyoming exceeded by leaps and bounds the number of wolves in 
the original recovery goals. It's time to let the states, all the states, have their shot at managing the wolves." 

Rep. Cynthia Lummis (R) said the administration's decision to exclude Wyoming from the delisting decision was "a slap in the face." 

"For years, Wyoming has worked in good faith with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to fine tune our wolf management plan," Lummis 
added. "Once again, Washington has utterly failed to hold up their end of the bargain." 

Eric Keszler, spokesman for the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, said he was confident that the state's current plan was 
adequate to maintain a recovered population. Wyoming regulators manage wolves statewide as "a nonessential, experimental 
population." 

But the state's shoot-on-sight rule remains in place, giving fuel to critics who argue Wyoming's policies are inconsistent with wolf 
recovery. A recent legislative effort to replace the shoot-on-sight rule with a more limited trophy game policy was voted down, 52-7, 
last month. 
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