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Judge Strikes Down Relaxation of Wolf Rules

By Mike Stark
Of The Gazette Saff

The rocky road of wolf recovery
has hit another bump, and this one
could be mgor.

A federd judgein Portland, Ore.,
struck down a 2003 Bush
administration rule that relaxed
protections for certain wolves by
changing their status from
"endangered” to "threatened.”

U.S. Didtrict Judge Robert E.
Jones dso sad the adminigtration
was wrong for claiming that a
recovered wolf population in the
northern Rocky Mountains was
sufficient to declare a viable wolf
population in the western United
States.

The ruling, sgned Monday and
released Tuesday, could havemgor
implications for wolf recovery
elsawherein the United States and
could mean more delays for long-
running efforts to remove federd
protections from wolves in
Montana, Wyoming and Idaho.

Federd atorneys, biologists and
managerswerein meetings Tuesday
trying to digest the ruling and its
implications.

Although Department of Interior
officials said they were
disgppointed intheruling, they said
it wastoo early to tell exactly what

it will meen.

Askedif theruling wasggnificant,
Mitch Snow, a spokesman for the
U.S Fshand Wildlife Service sad:
"That would be an understatement.”

The 35-page ruling does not
affect management of
"experimental” wolf populationsin
Y dlowstone Nationa Park and the
surrounding area or new rules that
will dlow ranchersand otherstokkill
wolvesthat are attacking livestock.

But wolf advocates said the
decision chastises the federal
government for trying to declare
victory in wolf recovery too early.

"Thisisagreat day for wolves,”
said Michael Robinson of the
Center for Biologicd Diversity, one
of 19 groups that sued the
Department of Interior in 2003.
He said the decision will
"absolutely" set back efforts to
delist wolvesinthe northern Rocky
Mountains and will mean the Fish
and Wildlife Service will have to
take a closer look at allowing
wolves into more habitat once
occupied by wolvesin other sates.

"It will mean morewolvesin more
places,” Robinson said.

Thesuit chalenged an April 2003
finding by the FWSthat divided the
lower 48 dates into three large
"distinct population segments"
(DPS) for wolvesand "downlisted”

most wolves from endangered to
threatened.

The decision meant more
flexibility in deding with problem
wolves in northwest Montana,
which hed earlier been classfied as
endangered, and represented akey
step toward removing wolvesfrom
the endangered speciesligt.

Much of the lawsuit focused on a
phrase in the Endangered Species
Act that says a species is
endangered whenit is"in danger of
extinction throughout all or a
ggnificant portion of itsrange.”

In particular, the phrase "a
ggnificant portion of its range’ is
ambiguous, the judge said.

The environmenta groups sad
the wolves remain endangered
becausethey areabsent from much
of their historic range, including
large areas of suitable habitat.

Interior Secretary Gale Norton
and her g&ff said the phrase gpplies
only to threats in places where
wolves dready exig, such as the
Northern Rockies and some Grest
Lakes States.

The wolf population in the
Northern Rockies, Norton said,
ensures the viability of a wolf
population in the western DPS,
which includes Washington,
Oregon, Cdifornia, Nevada and



partsof Montana, Wyoming, 1daho,
Utah and Colorado.

"Our point was that just because
you havearecovered populationin
the Northern Rockiesdoesn't mean
the job is done,"” said Suzanne
Stone of Defenders of Wildlife,
another group involved in the uit.

Jones, in hisruling, said there are
"mgor geographic areas’ outsde
thosetwo areaswherewolveswere
once viable. Norton's decision not
to consider thregtsto wolf recovery
in those areas was "unreasonable,”
he said.

Theruling could makethefederd
government consder the possibility
of wolves in portions of nearly
every Western state, upstate New
York and areas of New England,
Robinson said.

If could dso muddy efforts to
delist wolves in the Northern
Rockies and pass management
along to Montana, Idaho and
Wyoming.

In 2002, wildlife managers from
five Rocky Mountain states,
induding Montana and Wyoming,
sent a letter to FWS urging the
agency not to lump wolf recovery
in the region with the gtudtion in
other Western states.

That approach - eventually
solidified in Interior's 2003 rule -
couldlead to legd fightsand delays
in delisting the local wolf
populations wildlifeofficidssad &
thetime.

Chris Smith, chief of staff for
Montana's Department of Fish,
Wildlife and Parks, said Tuesday
that dete officids were ill trying
to grasp the implications of the
ruling.

"l would say it'safarly Sgnificant
ruling,” Smith sad. "It certainly sets

the clock back aways in terms of
... the ddigting process."

The ddisting effort aready has
been ddlayed indefinitely because
Wyoming has sued the federal
government over itsreection of the
gates management plan for wolves.

"Certanly it'sfrudraing when thet
process is delayed for whatever
reason,” Smith said.

Ed Bangs, FWS wolf recovery
coordinator in the Northern
Rockies, cautioned against
speculating too much about the
implications of the judge's ruling.

"It's premature to push the panic
button,” Bangs said, adding that it
could be weeks before the
ramificationsareknown. "Let'sgive
thisalittle bit of time."



