
 

 

Brady McGee, Mexican Wolf Recovery Coordinator   February 28, 2019 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Via email: mexicanwolfcomments@fws.gov 
  
RE: Mexican Wolf Reintroduction Project Initial Release and Translocation Proposal for 2019 
 
Dear Recovery Coordinator McGee, 
 
 Please consider these comments on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 2019 Mexican 
wolf release and translocation proposal, submitted by the Center for Biological Diversity on 
behalf of the Center’s 1.4 million members and supporters, and also on behalf of the White 
Mountain Conservation League of Pinetop, Arizona and its members and supporters, represented 
by its president, Tom Hollender. 
 
Proposal Mirrors Past Years’ Efforts That Did Not Increase Genetic Diversity  

The Fish and Wildlife Service’s initial release and translocation proposal for 2019 is 
inadequate to rescue the wild U.S population of the Mexican gray wolf from the genetic 
infirmities caused by the Service’s previous persecution, neglect and mismanagement.  The 2019 
proposal to cross-foster neonatal wolf pups from captivity to the wild, and to eschew releases of 
bonded wolf packs, mirrors past years’ efforts to enhance genetic diversity in the population.  
However, the attempted implementation of these same methods over the past several years with 
no resort to releasing wolf packs, has not yielded the intended effects.   

The Sept. 30, 2018 proposal is already outdated in that genetic diversity declined even 
before it was released for public comment this year.  In November 2018, Hawks Nest alpha male 
1038 was found dead, leaving just two remaining known adult wolves in the population who are 
not direct descendants of Bluestem alpha female 521.   

The proposal is not just out-of-date in the loss of one animal representing 33% of the 
non-Bluestem-derived adult wolves, but it also neglects to acknowledge previous years’ failures 
to stanch the losses of genetic diversity.  Adhering to the exact same approach in 2019 is unlikely 
to yield different results.   

Accordingly, we request that the Service amend this proposal by adding the releases of 
four (4) well-bonded family packs of Mexican wolves to the wild this year.  We further request 
that planning begin this year to prepare for additional releases in 2020 of four more well-bonded 
family packs. 

 
Insufficiency of Experimental Cross-fostering 
 The experimental procedure of removing captive-born Mexican wolf pups from their 
mothers and inserting them into the dens of wild wolves has been underway every spring since 
2016.  During this span, eighteen captive-born pups have been released into the wild.  But during 
this same period of time, the mean kinship of the wild population increased from 0.2409 to 0.251 

                                                 
1 Mexican Wolf Experimental Population Area Initial Release and Translocation Proposal for 2017 (Feb. 2, 2017), p. 1; Mexican 
Wolf Experimental Population Area Initial Release and Translocation Proposal for 2019 (Sept. 30, 2018), p. 2. 
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and the number of adult animals not descended from Bluestem Pack alpha female 521, whose 
genes suffuse the population at large, declined from four to two.2 
 Among the cohorts of 10 pups released in 2016 (six) and 2017 (four), just two (one from 
each year) are known to still be alive. 
 Cross-fostering should serve as a supplemental technique to increase genetic diversity, 
but the record thus far shows that cross-fostering is not sufficient for the urgent, time-sensitive 
project of restoring lost genetic diversity and avoiding further genetic deterioration. 
 
Releases of Well-bonded Family Packs Should Be Resumed 
 The wild Mexican wolf population was successfully reintroduced in the late 1990’s and 
early 2000’s through the releases of well-bonded wolf pairs along with their pups and yearlings.  
But the last release of a well-bonded (i.e. paired six months or longer) male/female pair with 
their offspring occurred in 2006.3  In 2007, scientists correlated inbreeding in Mexican wolves 
with reduced litter sizes (compared to other wolf populations) resulting from smaller litters 
and/or low pup-survival rates, but observed that there was still potential to reduce inbreeding and 
establish vigorous wild populations through effective releases of cross-lineage wolves from 
captivity to the wild.4   

The Service’s response to the revelation of inbreeding depression (reduced fitness due to 
inbreeding) and the opportunity to ameliorate the condition through releases, was to virtually end 
the releases of captive-born wolves to the wild.  From 2007 through 2012, just one captive-born 
wolf was released for the first time; from 2013 to 2015, four more captive-born wolves were 
released.  But none released after 2006 were given sufficient time to bond with a mate before 
their releases.  Ultimately, just one of those five animals left descendants in the wild population. 

Genetic diversity in the wild population deteriorated concurrent with the Service’s 
politically-derived decision to cease releases of family packs.  For example, in 2009, the mean 
kinship in the population was 0.2196.5  By 2017, as noted, mean kinship had increased to 
0.2409.6  

The Service’s tactic to address the long-term, severe and worsening inbreeding has been 
to mask the symptoms, instead of attacking the cause in the only manner that has been shown to 
be effective – through releasing these highly-social mammals as well-bonded, multiple-
generation family groups.  As noted, the symptoms of inbreeding manifesting as inbreeding 
depression are lower reproductive success; the inbred wolves are bearing fewer live pups and/or 
a smaller portion of the pups who are born, live through their first few months.  However, 
increasing calorific intake by virtually any mammal is liable to boost reproduction and survival.  
                                                 
2 Mexican Wolf Experimental Population Area Initial Release and Translocation Proposal for 2017 (Feb. 2, 2017), pp. 1‐2; 
Mexican Wolf Experimental Population Area Initial Release and Translocation Proposal for 2019 (Sept. 30, 2018), p. 2; Mexican 
Wolf Update, Nov. 1‐30, 2018 (re death of AM 1038). 
3 Over the ensuing 13 years, the Service has proffered multiple rationales for the cessation of releases of well‐bonded adult 
pairs with pups, including its own 1998 management rule prohibiting wolf releases in New Mexico (a rule that it blamed but 
would not change until 2015 when forced to do so through litigation), the ostensible lack of habitat in permitted areas in 
Arizona, and most recently including in the current proposal the supposed propensity of released adult animals to engage in 
“nuisance” behavior.  However, the Service has never shown through data or analysis that adult wolves released as part of well‐
bonded pairs with their offspring are disproportionately engaged in nuisance behavior; nor in fact has the Service even defined 
nuisance behavior. 
4 Fredrickson, R. J., P. Siminski, M. Woolf and P. W. Hedrick. 2007. Genetic rescue and inbreeding depression in Mexican wolves. 
Proc. R. Soc. B, 274:2365–2371. 
5 Siminski, D. P. and E. M. Spevak. 2009. Population Analysis and Breeding Plan Mexican Wolf (Canis lupus bailey) Species 
Survival Plan, p. 8. 
6 Mexican Wolf Experimental Population Area Initial Release and Translocation Proposal for 2017 (Feb. 2, 2017), p. 1 
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The Service and its agency partners feed 70% of the wolf pairs in the wild,7 thereby mitigating 
temporarily some of the reproductive deficiencies even as the underlying inbreeding worsens.8 

Although it is unclear how much longer the population can perpetuate itself before the 
feeding of the wolves fails to mitigate inbreeding depression, clearly this is not a sustainable 
strategy.  Before we find out how much longer the population can survive the present 
mismanagement, it is imperative to counter and reduce the underlying inbreeding that is caused 
by close kinship of almost all the wolves in the wild to each other; you should not continue to 
kick the proverbial can down the road.  It is imperative to introduce well-bonded wolf packs to 
the wild in sufficient numbers to halt the long-term trend of increasing mean kinship and to 
substantially restore genetic diversity lost to the wild population, while such diversity is still 
available within the captive population. 
 There is ample habitat in New Mexico and Arizona for releases and survival of four 
packs in 2019 followed by four more packs in 2020.  As far back as 2001, four leading scientists 
who evaluated the reintroduction program for the Service estimated that the Gila and Apache 
national forests alone could support 468 wolves based solely on the forests’ combined biomass 
of deer and elk9 – and not counting additional wolves that could subsist on other potential prey 
animals such as jackrabbits, javelina, beavers and turkeys, nor wolves that could live in the vast 
other regions now delineated as the Mexican Wolf Experimental Population Area.  Although 
results have not yet been released from the recently-completed wolf census, it is certain that wolf 
numbers are nowhere near 468.  Not surprisingly, the Gila National Forest (including portions of 
the Apache National Forest in New Mexico that are administered by the Gila NF), which 
constitutes the fourth largest national forest in the nation and the second-biggest in the 
contiguous 48 states, has no resident wolves across a majority of its lands. 

The Service has never rebutted nor even sought to improve upon these independent 
scientists’ estimation that the 4.4 million acres comprising these two national forests could 
provide sufficient prey for 468 wolves.  Moreover, the Arizona and New Mexico game 
departments jointly affirmed the 2001 experts’ analysis as “appropriately objective” and 
“credible” and did not dispute their wolf population capacity estimate.10 

In 2009, the Mexican wolf interagency field team evaluated 32 locations in the Gila and 
Apache national forests for suitability as wolf reintroduction sites.  The Forest Service has 
already conducted the necessary National Environmental Policy Act evaluations and approved 
releases of wolves, including erection of rudimentary, temporary holding pens, in four of these 
areas in the Gila that scored particularly well in the assessment and that almost ten years later, 
today, still do not have resident wolves:  Lilley Park, Miller Springs, Half Moon Park and 
Meason Flat.11  The first three of these areas are within the Gila Wilderness while Meason Flat is 
nestled between the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wilderness Areas.  These areas should be used for 
this year’s releases of four family packs. Next year, other locations should be utilized including 

                                                 
7 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Draft Biological Report for the Mexican Wolf (Canis lupus baileyi), June 22, 2017, p. 33. 
8 Hedrick, P., R. Wayne and R. Fredrickson. 2018. Genetic rescue, not genetic swamping, is important for Mexican wolves.  
Biological Conservation, Aug. 2018, 224:366‐367. 
9 Paquet, P. C., Vucetich, J., Phillips, M. L., and L. Vucetich.  2001.  Mexican wolf recovery: three year program review and 
assessment.  Prepared by the Conservation Breeding Specialist Group for the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, p. 47. 
10 Arizona Game and Fish Department and New Mexico Department of Game and Fish. 2002. Arizona‐New Mexico Review of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 3‐Year Review of the Mexican Wolf Reintroduction Project, Sept. 30, 2002, p. 1. 
11 Mexican Wolf Blue Range Reintroduction Project, Evaluation of Initial Release and Translocation Site Availability and 
Suitability, Oct. 4, 2009.  Half Moon Park and Lilley Park were respectively the number 1 and 2 ranked sites from among 32 
evaluated, while Miller Springs and Meason Flat ranked 8 and 11, respectively.   
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places that were not evaluated in 2009 because they were then off-limits to releases (but since 
2015 are no longer off-limits).  For example, San Mateo Canyon in its namesake mountain range 
in the Cibola National Forest (northeast of the Gila National Forest), and within the Apache Kid 
Wilderness, supports ample elk and deer and is not close to existing territorial wolves.   
 Releasing family groups of wolves in the Gila and (next year) the Apache Kid 
Wildernesses would increase the distribution of Mexican wolves significantly but within the 
dispersal range of members of the existing population, and would thereby increase the 
population’s overall resilience.  In assessing the Mexican wolf population and its vulnerabilities, 
the Service has acknowledged that a “species with a small population, narrowly distributed, is 
less likely to persist (in other words it has a higher risk of extinction) than a species that is 
widely and abundantly distributed.”12   
 An example of how a small population and narrow distribution may increase the risk of 
Mexican wolf extinction can be discerned in the more frequent, high-intensity wildfires in the 
Southwest this century – a consequence of human-caused global warming.  The 2011 Wallow 
Fire overran a wolf den, and the 2012 Whitewater-Baldy Fire came close to overrunning two 
other dens.  Wildfires typically burn in the spring shortly after wolves give birth and before pups 
are mobile.  With conflagrations now sometimes burning through hundreds of thousands of 
acres, it is easy to envision the possible loss of multiple litters in a single spring due to wildfire.   
 Similarly, losses from disease and parasites could also decimate the wolf population.  In 
addition to the primary and urgent need to release well-bonded wolf families in order to address 
the inbreeding, the release of such packs in the Gila and Apache Kid Wilderness Areas and other 
suitable habitats would broaden wolf distribution more quickly and thereby reduce more rapidly 
some of the other threats to the population that may operate synergistically with inbreeding to 
further imperil the Mexican wolf. 

In conclusion, please amend the Mexican Wolf Reintroduction Project Initial Release and 
Translocation Proposal for 2019 to add the releases of four wolf packs in 2019 and preparations 
for releases of four additional packs in 2020.  Each pack should include an adult male and female 
paired together for at least six months, and their pups and/or yearlings. 

 
Thank you for your consideration. 

 
   Sincerely, 

 
   Michael J. Robinson, Senior Conservation Advocate 

Center for Biological Diversity 
P.O. Box 1727 
Silver City, NM 88062 
 
michaelr@biologicaldiversity.org 
(575) 313-7017 

                                                 
12 FEIS on revised Mexican wolf 10j rule (2014), chapter 1, p. 19. 


