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By DR. CHARLES E. KAY

WOLVES

IN THE WEST

What the government does not want you to know

he federal government and envi-
ronmental groups who would

like to see wolves retumed to the

West claim the public supports wolf

recovery, and that science is on their
side. The dirccior of the National Park

about wolf recovery.

Service, for instance, has been quoted as
saying “there is Jittle scientific basis for
most objections being raised to wolf |
reintroduction.” Others contend that
“hal{-truths and misrepresentation of
facts continue to thwart™ wolf recovery,

while the Defenders of Wildlife has said
people who oppose wolf reintroduction
are “aggressively anti-scicnce.” Are
wolf proponents right? Or arc there
aspects of this issue they have purpose-
fully overlooked?
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By way of introduction, let me say that
I am committed neither to having wolves
in the West uor in keeping them out. L am
committed, though, to science being
used responsibly in policy debates,
something I have not yet seen with wolf
recovery. My analysis indicates that the
federal government and other woll advo-
cates have taken liberties with the truth
and with scienee.

NUMBER OF WOLVES

Far and away the most important
aspect of the wolf dchate is how many
wolves are we talking about. One hun-
dred? Three hundred? Or 3000? The
number of wolves is central to any dis-
cussion of whether predation would limit
ungulate numbers, if big-game hunting
night have to be curtailed or climinated,
and how much livestock depredation
might occur.

In 1987, the U.S. Fish and Wildhfe
Service finalized a recovery plan

Enhancement office referencing any spe-
cific materials [which were] used in
determining recovery numbers for the
Northern Rocky Mountain wolf.™ When
I brought this to the auention of noted
couservation biologist Dr. Michacl
Soule, he said, “My guess is that the 10
pack number is more a political than a
biological threshold.™

Because the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service developed its 10 wolf packs, 100
wolf recovery poals with little, or no,
supporting scientific evidence, all the
government's recent wqlf recovery
reports, wolf population models. and
studics regarding possible impact on big-
game hunting arc arbitrary and capri-
cious. They represent not science but a
masterful job of deception.

To meet the legal mandate of the
Endangered Species Act and biological
requirements for minimum viable popula-
tion size, 1500 to 2000 wolves as one

gencration. To maintain genetic varia-
tion sufficicnt to cope with environmen-
1al uncertainty, and to guard against nat-
ural catastrophes, it is nccessary to
maintain populations of at least 1500 to
2000 individuals. A Canadian study rec-
ommended a minimum of 1430 wolves.

Based on their arguments for large
minimum viable populations in a host of
other specics, the northern spotted owl
being the best known example, it is ditfi-
cult 10 believe that environmental groups
have not voiced similar concerns over
wolf recovery goals in the West. This
leads me to suspect that the 100-wolf
recovery figures are little more than an
elaborate game orchestrated by the fed-
cral govermnent and others.

The government proposed 100 wolves
knowing that would not be enough to
meet requirements of minitmum viable
population size, and environmental
groups did not object knowing that 100

wolves would raise less political

for wolves in the northern Rockies.
[t addresses wolf recovery in north-
western Montana, Yellowstone,
and central Idaho (see Figure 1).
According to that document, if a
minimum of 10 wolf packs breed in
any one recovery area for three
successive years, the wolves in that
arca would be downlisted from
endangered to threatencd status.
When at least 10 breeding pairs
have been maintained for at Ieast
three successive years in all three
recovery arcas. wolves would be
completely removed from the
Endangered Species List. While
the wolf is listed as cither threat-
ened or endangered, hunting and
rapping would not be permitted
except for agents of the federal

------
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opposition than 1500 wolves.
Wolves arrive and increase o 100.
The government moves to delist.
Environmemtalists sue and win. The
wolf population is allowed to reach
1500 or more. Environmentalists
are happy, the federal agencies arce
happy, and the public. only too late,
realizes what has happencd.
Needless to say, 1500 to 2000
wolves will have a much greater
impact on ungulate nuinbers, hunt-
ing opportunitics. and livestock
operations than that projected in
government reports. Since woll
populations can increase at 100
percent or more each year, and
since wolves are known to dispersce
up to 200 miles or more, wolves
will quickly repopulate the entire
West. It must also be remembered

government, who may removce
individual wolves that prey on
domestic livestock.

Woll advocates have assumed
that breeding packs would contain,
on average, 10 wolves, This implies that
cach recovery area would be downlisted
from cndangered to threatened at
approximately 100 wolves. At 100
wolves in each of the three recovery
arcas, or 300 total wolves, the species
would be removed from the endangered
list. But how did the government arrive
at these figures, and are they realistic?

To find out, I filed an official Freedom
of Information request with the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service. In reply, the
agency admitted that it had “not con-
tracted or undertaken any studies which
deal with minimum viable populations of
the Northeru Rocky Mountain wolf,”
and added that “there are no records in
the files of our Denver Regional Office
or the Cheyenne Fish and Wildlife

interbreeding population will be required
(sce Figure 2). Althongh the science of
detennining minimum population size is
still developing, numbers alone are not
the only criterion. Genetic variation must
also be considered. Maintaining genetic
variability is important because inbreed-
ine has serious consequences for the long-
term health of any population. Restrictive
mating systems, wherc a few individuals
do the majority of breeding, greatly
geduce a population's cffective size.
Assurme, for instance, that you bave 10
brecding packs totaling 100 wolves.
Since the alpha male and femalce are usu-
ally the only breeding individuals in ecach
pack, a hypothetical population of 100
wolves in 10 packs has an cffective
breeding size of only 20 individuals per

that the wolf is listed as an endan-
gered species in all the western
states and plans arc now undenwvay
for wolf recovery in Utah and Col-
orado. Washington State may already
have more wolves than Montana. Given
the present law, the only real question
regarding wolf recovery is when will
wolves reach Mexico.

DO PREDATORS LIMIT

UNGULATE NUMBERS?
Rescarch in Alaska. British Columbia,
Yukon, Alberta, and other Canadian
provinces indicates that wolves and other
predators, more often than not, limit
ungulates. These scientific studies can be
summarized as follows. 1) In many situ-
ations, wolves and other predators limit
ungulate populations below the level sct
by food resources; that is, ungulates are
not resource limited and any compen-
satory response of the ungulate popula-
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tion to predators is not enough o offset
predation losses. 2) Human predation
and carnivore predation on ungulate pop-
ulations are additive, not compensatory.
3) If grizzly or black bears are present,
they often prey heavily on newborn and.
(0 a lesser degree. adult ungulates. Wolf
and bear predation are additive, not coni-
pensatory, and together can have a major
impact on ungulate numbers. 4) It ungu-
late populations have been reduced by
severe weather, human overexploitation,
or other causes, wolves and other preda-
tors can drive ungulate numbers cven
lower and maintain them at that level.
This coudition is called a predator pit,
and there is no field evidence that ungu-
lates can escape from a predator pit cven
if hunting is banned, unless wolves and
other predators are reduced by direct
management actions, i.c.

Research has shown that wolves and
other predators prey most heavily on
young-of-the-year, which lowers the
recruitment rate of the prey populations.
Predators also kill a few prime-age
adults. By increasing adult female mor-
tality and at the sainc time lowering
recruitment. predalors can causc ungu-
late populations to decline. Stabilizing
recruitment for caribou is about 15
female yearlings per 100 cows. Caribou
herds with few predators have recruit-
ment rates of 20 to 40 per 100 cows,
which allows those populations to
increase, while caribou herds subject to
heavy predation have recruitment rates
of 10 or less. So predation causes ungu-
late populations to gradually decline
over time—wolves do not normally wipe
out game herds in a single year or two.

er, groups who advocate wolf recovery,
such as the National Parks and Conser-
valion Association, contend that “fears
over wolf impact on big-game hunt-
ing...arc unfounded.” And according to
government reports “sport hunting for
any big-game species nced not be elimi-
nated or reduced just because wolves are
restored.” This simply is not true, espe-
cially given the thousands of wolvcs that
may ultimately come to inhabit the West.
The combined effect of sport hunting
and wolf predation on a cominon ungu-
late prey can be seen in a computer Sumu-
lation mode] developed for Alaska. With-
out hunting, wolves, meose, and Dall
sheep numbers are low, hut relatively sta-
ble. The addition of a small amount of
human moose harvest, tUtough, destabi-
lizes the entire system (sce Figure 3).
Even after hunting is halted,

predator control.
As Alaska biologists have
noted, “prey [ungulatc] pop-

wolves continue to drive the
moose population down-
ward. The wolves then

FIGURE 2

ulations can reach extremely
low densitics under natural
conditions, contrary (o the
‘balauce of naturc’ con-
cept.” Throughout much of
Alaska and Canada, ungu-
late populations arc now
heing kept at low levels hy
the combined actions of car-
nivorous predators. At the
Sccond North American
Symposium on Wolves held
in Edmontou last August,
scientist  after scientist
reported that wolves and
other predators limit ungu-
late numbers.

It must be remembered
that wolves limit ungulate
numbers by reducing recruit-
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switch to Dall sheep and
drive those numbers down
as well. In this simulation,
wolves go extinct before
they can kill the few remain-
ing ungulates, allowing prey
populations to recover, This
model was developed by
wolf proponent Gordon
Haber and he uses it to
advocate a reduction of or a
ban on sport hunting.
According to Dr. Haber,
ungulate populations sub-
jected to wolf/bear preda-
tion can, at best, maintain a
human harvest rate of only
six to seven pereent, not the
20 to 30 percent conmon
throughout Nosth America

ment and increasing adult

montality, not by killing off ail the game,
instances of surplus killing notwithstand-
ing. Take a hypothetical population of
100 adult female ungulates: for this
analysis we need not worry about the
male segment of the herd. In any given
year, a number of adult females die from
natural causes, disease, or predation.
When expressed as a pereentage, this is
termed the “adult female mortality ratc.”
In that same year, a number of calves or
fawns are born, but those young also face
disease, accidents, and predation, and
only a few survive their first year of life to
join the adult population. This is called
the “‘recruitment rate.” For a stable popu-
lation, recruitment must balance adult
montality. If recruitment is less, the popu-
lation declines, and if it is greater, nuni-
bers increasc.

This is what happencd in Alaska and
Canada. During the 1950's and 1960's,
when wolf control was widespread and
cffective, game herds grew and the north
country became known as a hunter's par-
adise. Organized wolf control ended by
1970, and predator populations began to
expand, butit took 10 years or so before sig-
nificant declines werc scen in game herds.

DO PREDATORS LIMIT HUNTING
OPPORTUNITIES?

Sport hunting is a multibillion dolar
iudustry in the Wesi. Not only is hunting
important to the arcas’ economies, it is
also a deeply held social radition. Soit is
not surprising that many people have
expressed concemn about the impact woll
predation will have on western big-game
herds and hunting opportunities. Howev-

where wolves are absent.

The relationship of predators, ungu-
lates, and hunting on a larger scale can be
seen in a comparison of British Colum-
bia with Sweden and Finland. Both urcas
are roughly the same size and contain
approximately equal amounts of moose
habitat. Yet during the 1980°s, the over-
winter moose population in Sweden-Fin-
land numbered around 400,000 animals
and was increasing while the overwinlter
moose population in British Columbia
numbered around 240,000 and was
declining, even though habitat was not
limiting. Hunters in Sweden and Fuiland
kitled nearly 230,000 moose a year while
spontsmen in British Columbia harvested
only 12,000 to 14,000 animals per year.

While habitat conditions do vary, the
overriding difference in the two systems is
a virtual absence of predators in the Scan-
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dinavian countries. Wolves and bears are
rare throughout Sweden and Finland
while wolves, grizzlies, black bears, and
mountain lions are common over most of
British Columbia. The effect of predation
on hunting can be seen when bunter har-
vest is compared to the size of the over-
winter moose populations. In Sweden-
Finland, hunter harvest was 57 percenut of
the pre-calving moose population while it
was only five percent in British Coluin-
bia—an 11-fold difference. This suggests
that unchecked predation by a combina-
tion of carnivores can reduce hunting
opportunities by at least a factor of 10. If
you have any children or grandchildren,
their hunting opportunities will be severe-
ly linnited if large numbers of wolves pop-
ulate the West,

WOLF CONTROL

In its Northern Rocky Mountain Wolf
Recovery Plan, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service claimed that “if preda-
tion on big-game herds is determined 10
be in significant conflict with manage-
mnent objectives of a state wildlife
agency, wolf control that would not
jeopardize wolf recovery would be con-
sidered.” Other federal agencies have
suggested that wolves may have to be
killed “to control cxcessive predation on
ungulates.” As one government report
put it, “because some populations of

ulations would increase has been, 10 say
the least, extremely political, protracted,
and divisive. In Alberta, cnsuing contro-
versy has prevented most wolf control.
A spokesman for the 150,000-member
Canadian Wildlifc Federation declared
“wolf control should never be consid-
cred unless a prey [ungulate] population
is truly endangered, and the problem
should always include a [total] ban on
hunting.”

Even in Alaska, where there arce
approximately 7000 wolves, intcnse
opposition, including several legal chal-
lenges, has cffectively stopped the
state's wolf’ control prograim. A recent
proposal by the Big Game Board to kill
300 wolves to increase moose availabili-
ty for subsistence and sport hunters was
met with vocal objections orchestrated,
primarily, by outside animal-rights orga-
nizations. Under a threatened boycott of
the state's tourist industry. Alaska’s gov-
ernor tablcd plans for wolf control.

Experience also suggests that opposition
1o wolf control is seldom ultimately based
on scientific evidence, but rather on ethical
and moral concerns, Speaking on behalf of
the World Wildlife Fund Canada, Monte
Huminel asked, “Let's assume for the sake
of argument that_in a politically neutral
enviroruncnt it can be scientifically shown
that wolves are indeed the prirmary hmiting
factor on a given prey population. which

incidentally L
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In this model of Alaskan woll-ungulate interactions, hunters removed less  populations
than 8% of the moose populations annually, yet the moose population still  to cnsure that
declined, illustrating the additive nature of wolf and human predation.  human pre-
dation [hunt-

prey [ungulates] that may be used by
wolves are already harvested |by
hunters] at ncar maximum sustained
yield...it may indeed become biologi-
cally prudent 1o reduce wolf populations
in some arcas.” Is wolf control, though,
a viable option? After reviewing the
available evidence. 1 am forced to con-
clude that the federal government and
other wolf advocates have mentioned
wolf control only 1o placate hunters and
to gain aceeptance for wolf recovery,
not as a statement of fact within the
realm of cven remote possibility.
Experience in Canada suggests that
certain environmental groups will never
allow wolves 1o be killed so hunters can
harvest more ungnlates. Debate over
Britisli Columbia plans to experimental-
ly reduce wolves to see if ungulate pop-

mg] can be maximized?" The answer, he
indicated. was no. A Canadian opimion poll
found that 90 pereent of the people sur-
veyed were opposed to “Killing of wolves
to provide more big game for the hunting
community.”

Given these precedents, there can be
Jittle doubt that a wolf control program
anywhere in the West would be subject-
cd to intensc scruliny by the national
media and the federal courts. The ensu-
ing battle would pit sportsmen, ranchers,
and others against antihunigrs and ani-
mal-rights groups from across the
nation. Given the depth of emotions
clicited in the past, the battle would be a
political blood bath. Al parties in the
western wolf debate should fully under-
stand that wolf control, and especially

wolf control to increase ungulate numbers
for hunters, is unfikely to be allowed by the
court of national public opinion, cven if it
were pennitted by judicial courts.

It should also be realized that the wolf’s
impact on ungulate herds is really not a sci-
cntific issue with most wolf proponents.
Their desire to have large numbers of
wolves is based on value judgments. As
one person noted, “The wolf is almost a
religious symbol to these people.” I se¢
nothing wrong with value judgments. 1
object only when those arguments are
shrouded in scientific cloth.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

The federal govemment recently released
its draft environmental impact statement
(EIS) on wolf recovery in the northern
Rockies. Your opinion does count. Send
your comments to U.S. Fish and wildlife
Service, Gray Wolf EIS. P.O. Box 8017,
Helena, MT 59601, with copies to your con-
gressman and U.S. senators. Ulimately,
Congress may be called upon to decide how
many wolves we have in the West.

Al 2 minimum, you should deinand that
the government stop spreading misinfor-
mation and begin telling the public the true
impacts of wolf recovery. It is also time for
sportsinen, livestock operators, and other
concerned citizens to form a coalition and
launch a national educational campaign, or
scientific game management will be only a
memory. We also need to ask whether the
wolf should c¢ven be on the Endangered
Species List; after all, itis nof a biological-
1y ¢ndangered species—there are now
some 50,000 wolves in North Awnerica.
Morcover, what about the millions of tax
dollars being allocated to wolf recovery?
Might not thosc monics be better spent on
species that facc imminent exlinction, espe-
cially given limited funding and our huge
federal deficit? Personally, 1 belicve the
Endaugerced Specices Act needs to be rewril-
ten to force emphasis on biologically
endangered species that can be saved,
instead of furthering personal agendas that
have nothing to do with
conservation.

FEditor's Note: Dr. Kay, Ph.D. Wildlife
Fcology. has spent the last 30 years studying
wildlife in the West. He recently finished a
book on natural resource policy issues in the
Yeliowstone Fcosystem entitled Yeliow-
stone:_Feologice! Malpractice, which will
be released next year. This article was
adapted from his chapter on wolf recovery.
Dr. Kay is now at work on a book about Abo-
riging! Overkill: The Roie of Nanve Ameri-
cans in Structuring Western Feosystems. Dr.
Kay ts associated wirh the Institute of Politi-
cal Economy at Utah State University.




