Issues and Analysis: Reintroducing Wolves to the Yellowstone Ecosystem
At one time, large predators such as wolves, mountain lions, and grizzly bears were an important part of the community of organisms in the region of Yellowstone National Park.  For generations, ranchers in the area killed these large predators because they were a threat to livestock.  It was even government policy to kill wolves in national parks.  The last wolves in Yellowstone National Park were killed in 1924.  By the early 1900s, the wolf was extinct in the U.S. Rocky Mountains and, in 1967, was listed as an endangered species.  Without large predators, the populations of large grazing animals in the park (elk, moose, and bison) increased to levels that were not natural.  In 1995, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service began to reintroduce wolves into the park to restore a more natural mix of species and to control the burgeoning grazer populations.  

By 2002, about 24 packs of wolves and several lone wolves were active in and around Yellowstone National Park.  The total population was about 216.  The wolves are successful in reducing the elk population.  During the winter, when elk are weaker, a typical pack of wolves will kill an elk every two to three days.  Another effect of the wolf introduction has been the reduction in the coyote population, since wolves kill coyotes.  Historically, coyotes were not important in Yellowstone, but when wolves were eliminated, the coyote population rose significantly.  The reintroduction of wolves has restored a more natural balance between these two predators.


However, many of the ranchers in the area were not pleased with the reintroduction of wolves and fought the plan in the courts.  It is highly likely that as the population of wolves increases, the wolves will migrate from the park and prey on livestock.  This has already happened in a few instances.  The losses of livestock to wolves was anticipated, and a fund was set up by a private organization—the Defenders of Wildlife—to reimburse ranchers for livestock they lost to wolf predation.  Annual payments vary but are generally on the order of $20,000 to $60,000.  Some ranchers even return their payments.  However, many ranchers were not satisfied with this mechanism and filed a lawsuit to have the wolves removed from the park.  The lawsuit was based on a technicality of the Endangered Species Act.  The wolves in Yellowstone received a “nonessential experimental” designation under the Endangered Species Act.  Because the wolves were migrating from Canada into the area, the reintroduction program simply accelerated the process.  The special designation would allow ranchers to kill reintroduced wolves that attack their livestock; however, wolves that migrate naturally from Canada were not to be killed.  The ranchers argued that they would not be able to tell reintroduced “nonessential experimental” wolves from those that arrived by migration from other areas.

In December 1997, a U.S. District judge ordered the removal of the wolves from Yellowstone.  The ruling was appealed.  Finally, in April 2000, the American Farm Bureau, which had been challenging the reintroduction program on behalf of local ranchers, announced that it would not pursue further legal action.  Therefore, wolves are again a legal as well as an important biological component of the Yellowstone ecosystem.

· Is it important to return species to areas that were part of their former range?

· Should the economic interests of ranchers be more important than the biological interests of managing Yellowstone National Park as an example of a natural ecosystem?

· Should special interests be allowed to use “technicalities” to circumvent the generally accepted policy?
