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WOLVES
Wildlife managers place one-year moratorium on Mexican wolf releases

   April Reese, Land Letter Southwest reporter

     Federal and state government officials in charge of a controversial program that has returned Mexican wolves to
the Southwest have proposed a one-year moratorium on releasing the animals into the wild, prompting kudos from
ranchers but chagrin from environmental groups.
     The adaptive management oversight committee for the Mexican wolf reintroduction program, launched in 1998,
announced the proposal in late April after a series of public meetings on the five-year review for the program and
two closed-door meetings arranged by Rep. Steve Pearce (R-N.M.).
     The committee, which includes the Fish and Wildlife Service, state wildlife agencies in New Mexico and Arizona
and the White Mountain Apache tribe, is suggesting a one-year moratorium on the release of wolves that have
been bred in captivity and have no experience in the wild. The new interim policy, which is now available for public
review, also calls for “problem” wolves that have killed livestock to be relocated within the same state instead of
from one state to another or to the reservation.
     The Mexican gray wolf is the southern-most occurring subspecies of the gray wolf in North America. Photo
courtesy of the Fish and Wildlife Service.
     Federal and state wildlife officials say the moratorium, which will go into effect July 1 if the policy receives final
approval, will allow time for the oversight committee to evaluate the effectiveness of existing management
approaches and get a more comprehensive head count of the wolves in the reintroduction area, which straddles the
New Mexico-Arizona border. Area ranchers have said they believe there are far more wolves than wildlife managers
have estimated (Land Letter, Jan. 13).
     Wolves were returned to the Southwest in 1998, when 11 animals were released into eastern Arizona. Since then,
the population has grown to more than 50 animals, and a few wolves have crossed the border into New Mexico.
     The proposal was received with cautious optimism by regional ranching groups, which have been pushing —
sometimes in court — for the program’s demise. The return of the area’s top predator has stirred deep-seated
opposition from area ranchers, who say that living with wolves has brought great hardship to both their livestock
operations and their families.
     “We’ve been saying for a long time that there’s been a need to improve the program,” said Eric Ness, a
spokesman for the New Mexico Farm and Livestock Bureau in Las Cruces.
     At the same time, Ness said, the bureau and the ranchers it represents would prefer to see the program
terminated. “It’s a mess,” he said. “Our policy is we want the program stopped.”
     “We look at this as an opportunity for the wolf program to improve itself,” added Matt Meagher, legislative
director for Rep. Steve Pearce, who organized two meetings in February to allow ranchers and other opponents to
vent their frustrations with the program to federal and state wildlife officials. “The way it’s running right now, they
don’t know what constitutes recovery, they don’t know what the recovery area should be, and they don’t know
how many wolves they have in the wild. So this gives them an opportunity to focus on figuring out the direction
the program should go.”
     Rep. Pearce set up the closed-door meetings because several ranchers said they had not been adequately heard
at the series of public meetings held earlier, Meagher said.
     But environmental groups who sued to force FWS to reintroduce Mexican wolves to the Southwest after a 100-
year absence see the proposal as a major step backward in recovering the species to part of its native range.
     “It will set the program back,” said Michael Robinson of the Center for Biological Diversity, who lives near the
reintroduction area.
     An earlier review of the program concluded that fewer wolves should be removed and that more should be
released, he said. “This is going in the exact opposite direction.”



     And wildlife managers are not taking steps to reduce conflicts between wolves and livestock, such as
providing incentives for ranchers to remove carcasses to lessen the likelihood of habituating wolves to feed on
livestock — an approach that has been successfully used in the Northern Rockies, Robinson added.
     The new proposal comes at a time when environmentalists are pushing for a more wolf-friendly program,
including an expansion of the recovery zone.
     Robinson says the moratorium is a misguided attempt to quiet the cacophony of criticism coming from local
ranchers and ranching groups. He believes the proposal is the result of political pressure put on FWS at the
meetings organized by Rep. Pearce at the behest of the program’s opponents.
     “What the livestock industry can’t achieve in the federal courts, it is now trying to achieve through blunt
political force,” he said.
     In February, a district court judge dismissed a legal challenge to the reintroduction program brought by
ranching groups (Land Letter, Feb. 10). Livestock groups launched a similar legal challenge to the program in
1999, which was also rejected by the court.
     John Morgart, Mexican wolf recovery coordinator for the Fish and Wildlife Service, said the oversight
committee drafted the proposal after considering all the comments it received, both in the public meetings and in
the meetings arranged by Pearce.
     “It’s trying to respond to some of these claims that we don’t listen,” he said. “And we get that from all sides of
the equation.”
     The one-year moratorium will not hinder the program, because the wolves are now successfully reproducing in
the wild, reducing the need to release captive-bred animals, Morgart said. “It does hamper some of what we’d
normally be doing, but this is something we can do and maintain the integrity of the reintroduction program.”
     The oversight committee rejected requests to stop all releases and translocations, Morgart added.
     Despite the entrenched positions of ranchers and environmentalists on the reintroduction program, Morgart
remains hopeful that the program will eventually be a wildlife management success story. “I’m optimistic we can
meet the challenges and make it a success,” he said.


