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COMMENTS  

A. IDAHO'S REGULATORY FRAMEWORK  PROVIDES A SCIENCE-

BASED PROCESS FOR THE PERPETUAL CONSERVATION OF 

VIABLE WOLF POPULATIONS.  

 

 Gray wolves within Idaho are managed as big game animals by the IDFG under 

general guidelines provided in the Idaho Wolf Conservation and Management Plan, 

prepared by the Idaho Legislative Wolf Oversight Committee in 2002 (hereinafter ñWolf 

Conservation Planò).  The Wolf Conservation Plan requires IDFG to: 

 

ǒ Manage wolves at recovery levels to ensure viable, self-sustaining populations 

of gray wolves; 

ǒ Institute remedial measures and increased monitoring if the population falls 

below 15 packs
1
; 

ǒ Assure that resident wolf populations are able to interchange with wolves in 

adjacent states and provinces, thereby making Idaho's wolves part of a larger 

meta-population;  

ǒ Manage wolves as part of the native resident wildlife resources, similar to 

other large mammalian carnivores resident in Idaho; 

ǒ Use increasingly stringent depredation control measures if the population falls 

below 15 packs
1 

ǒ Minimize wolf-human conflicts through prompt response to notifications of 

wolf depredation and prompt resolution of conflicts; and 

ǒ Establish a strong public educational program that emphasizes wolf biology, 

management, and conservation and presents a balanced view of the societal 

impacts and costs of wolf reintroduction. 

 

 The guidelines established in the Wolf Conservation Plan were used as sideboards 

and supplemented and expanded by the Idaho Fish and Game Commission when it 

adopted the Idaho Wolf Population Management Plan in 2008 (hereinafter ñWolf 

Management Plan,ò attached hereto as Exhibit 1).  The Wolf Management Plan provides 

specific objectives for wolf management for the years 2008 through 2012.  The Wolf 

Management Plan requires IDFG to: 

 

ǒ Maintain wolves at the 2005-2007 population levels (518-732 wolves); 

ǒ Provide hunting opportunities when the wolf population Ó 20 breeding pairs;  

ǒ Ensure genetic transfer among Idaho, Montana and Wyoming populations by 

maintaining connectivity and functional meta-population processes; 

ǒ Monitor wolf population status annually; 

                                                 
1
 The Wolf Conservation Plan uses the term ñpackò interchangeably with the term ñbreeding pair.ò  

 



Ǒ 4 Ǒ 

  

ǒ Reduce depredations through agency control actions and implementation and 

investigation of private control actions;  

ǒ Minimize illegal takes of wolves through enhanced enforcement of Idaho 

Code § 36-1101(a) (unlawful take of big game animals);   

ǒ Identify wolf viewing opportunities; 

ǒ Allow wolves to fulfill their ecological role without impacting viability and 

sustainable harvest of other big game populations; and 

ǒ Monitor wolf health status. 

 

 IDFG prepared the Wolf Management Plan in cooperation with OSC and 

numerous stakeholders, including a primary stakeholder group consisting of: Idaho 

Outfitters and Guides Association, Sportsmen for Fish and Wildlife Idaho, Idaho 

Cattlemenôs Association, Idaho Sportsman Caucus Advisory Council, Idaho 

Conservation League, Idaho Woolgrowers Association, and Defenders of Wildlife.  The 

Wolf Management Plan received the full support of Idaho Governor C.L. ñButchò Otter 

(Otter 2008).  Together, the Wolf Conservation Plan and the Wolf Management Plan 

maintain viable wolf populations by managing for those factors that determine viability: 

population size, population distribution, population health, and connectivity with other 

wolf populations.  

 

1. Population Size 

 

By the end of 2007, field staff of the IDFG and Nez Perce Tribe had observed 

Ó489 wolves and documented Ó83 wolf packs in Idaho.  The population estimation 

technique, based on the number of documented packs and individuals within the packs, 

and correction for lone wolves, yielded a minimum population estimate of 732 wolves in 

Idaho for 2007 (Nadeau et al. 2008).  Given the logistical and accessibility issues 

associated with data collection in wilderness and other remote parts of Idaho (see pp. 7-8), 

IDFG expects the actual wolf population in Idaho is higher than 732.  A copy of the 2007 

Wolf Conservation and Management in Idaho Progress Report is included as Exhibit 18. 

The 2002 Wolf Conservation Plan states Idaho will manage wolves at recovery 

levels and requires remedial measures and intensive monitoring if the population level 

falls below 15 packs in Idaho.  In the 2008 Wolf Management Plan, the population 

objective was further refined to provide for stabilization of wolf populations at the levels 

estimated in 2005 through 2007, namely 518 to 732 wolves.  This population objective 

would apply for the five-year life of the Wolf Management Plan.  Furthermore, the 2008 

Wolf Management Plan requires the maintenance of at least 20 breeding pairs throughout 

the state to allow a wolf hunting season. 

 

Achieving population objectives requires IDFG to account for and manage both 

discretionary and non-discretionary mortality factors, including:   

 

a. Private depredation control actions.  Private depredation controls will not 

hinder achievement of population objectives, since Idaho statutes allow such 
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controls only under limited circumstances.  Private depredation control is 

discussed in more detail in Section "C" of these comments. 

b. Agency depredation control actions.  Agency depredation controls will not 

hinder achievement of population objectives.  Agency controls continue to be 

carried out by USDA Wildlife Services using the same criteria employed by the 

FWS while wolves were listed (see Exhibit 17).  Agency depredation controls did 

not hinder expansion of wolf populations and will not significantly impact 

maintenance of wolf populations at objective levels.   

c. Hunting.  The number of wolves available for hunting will be determined 

only after accounting for all other mortality sources.  Hunting quotas will be 

established so that the number of wolves at year-end is consistent with both local 

and state-wide population objectives.  Hunting management is discussed in 

greater detail in Section "B" of these comments.   

d.  Control actions to protect elk. The primary tool for wolf management under 

the 2008 Wolf Management Plan will be regulated harvest through standard 

seasons.  In the event that regulated harvest is not adequate to reach a balance 

between wolves and prey, a more targeted approach, guided by a predation 

management plan, may be necessary. Wolf predation management proposals will 

include information about prey-population status, trends, and management 

objectives.  If agency removal is required to achieve wolf population reduction 

beyond that achieved through regulated harvest, control actions would adhere to 

the IDFG Predation Management Policy (Appendix C of the 2008 Wolf 

Management Plan). Such removal would be included in statewide mortality 

objectives, so statewide populations would always remain healthy and viable 

despite localized population reduction under a predation management plan.  

 

e. Illegal take.  Under state law, a violation of wolf harvest regulations or illegal 

take of a wolf would be a violation of Idaho Code § 36-1101(a) and could result 

in a misdemeanor fine of $25 to $1,000, jail time not to exceed 6 months, and loss 

of hunting privileges.  Multiple violations may be considered flagrant and/or 

felonious and result in higher fines and penalties including jail time, loss of 

hunting privileges, and forfeiture of equipment used in the crime.  Such laws 

provide an adequate deterrence to any increase in illegal take.  Based on radio-

collared wolf data, illegal take during 2005 accounted for approximately 7 to 8% 

of the pre-mortality population estimate in Idaho (Nadeau et al. 2006, p. 9).  

Similar mortality has occurred since 2005. 

f. Disease.  Although diseases can be significant sources of mortality for 

wolves, diseases are generally not considered to be limiting at the population 

level.  Despite evidence of ubiquitous exposure, wolves in Idaho demonstrate 

high recruitment, indicating long-term stability of the population.  Negative 

effects associated with diseases are unlikely unless the population reaches high 

density (Kreeger 2003).  If, at any time, the wolf population level falls below 

acceptable limits due to disease mortality, an emergency order will be 

implemented by the Director to curtail harvest and lethal control pursuant to Idaho 

Code § 36-106(6)(A). 
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Idaho will achieve wolf population objectives by establishing annual, science-

based mortality limits that calculate the level of total mortality consistent with the 

achievement of population objectives.  The mortality limits include all reported wolf kills 

from natural causes, accidents, wolf predation control actions, and hunter kills, along 

with estimates of unreported mortality based on data gathered from radio-collared wolves 

since reintroduction.  Mortality allocated among various sources is adjusted as actual 

mortality figures become available.  For example, if mortality due to predation control is 

higher than estimated, discretionary mortality allocated to hunting will be reduced to 

compensate, so that total mortality limits are not exceeded.   

 

Mortality limits are calculated as follows.  The numbers in the right-hand column 

describe the harvest that was proposed for 2008, which was not implemented due to the 

federal district courtôs reinstating ESA listing for the gray wolf:  

 

Table 1. Development of Proposed 2008 Harvest Quota (not implemented due to judicial 

reinstatement of ESA listing) 

The wolf population as of the first of the year is 

determined using year-end population counts.   

ǒ 738   

(as of January 1, 2008) 

The estimated spring population is determined using 

reproduction data.  Estimated reproduction for 

established wolf populations is 44%.   

ǒ 1063 (738 x 1.44) 

Mortality from all causes other then hunting, 

including natural causes, predation control, 

accidents, and illegal killings, is then estimated 

using information from radio-collared wolves.   

The recent mortality rate from such causes in 

Idaho is estimated at 20% of the spring 

population.  Mortality rates are measured and 

updated annually.   

ǒ 213 (1063 x 0.2) 

Total non-hunting mortality is further broken down 

into reported mortality (43% of total non-hunting 

mortality) and non-reported mortality (57% of 

total non-hunting mortality) based on 2006 

radio-collared wolf information  This calculation 

allows actual reported mortality to be compared 

to estimated recorded mortality.  If the number of 

wolf mortalities reported in any particular year is 

higher than the estimated reported mortality, then 

hunting mortality is adjusted downward so that 

the total mortality limit is not exceeded.   

ǒ reported portion  

92 (213 x .43) 

ǒ nonreported portion 

121 (213 x .57) 

 

Total non-hunting mortality (both reported and 

unreported) is then subtracted from the spring 

population to determine the estimated year-end 

population absent hunting. 

ǒ 850 (1063-213) 
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  Table 1 continued.  

The difference between the estimated year-end 

population and the population objective is the 

number of wolves available for harvest. 

ǒ 330 (850-520) 

A portion of the harvest is allocated to the Nez Perce 

Tribe (NPT) in accordance with the MOU 

between the State and the Tribe.   

ǒ 58 (NPT allocation) 

 

The remaining wolves will be available for harvest 

by persons purchasing the appropriate license 

and tags from IDFG.   

ǒ 272 (330-58) 

Harvest quotas are adjusted immediately prior to 

opening of hunting season to account for any 

reported mortality in excess of the initial 

estimate.  For example, reported mortality 

through September 2008 was 118 (two of these 

were in the South Idaho DAU, which was not 

included in the estimated reported mortality).  To 

compensate, the harvest quota would have been 

reduced from 272 to 244 wolves (including an 

adjustment for the two South Idaho wolves). 

ǒ 244 (272-26-2)  

 

The mortality limits are intended to be conservative, and IDFG expects actual 

mortality will  be substantially lower.  Experiences in jurisdictions that allow wolf hunting 

have shown that harvest rates are low even where hunting is unregulated.  Hunters and 

trappers in Alberta, Canada take approximately 10% of the wolf population annually, 

even though Alberta imposes no bag limits (Boyce 2008: 4-5).  Once mortality limits are 

reached in a DAU, hunting would be stopped.  Once the statewide mortality limit is 

reached, all hunting statewide would stop.  Additionally, in the unlikely event that total 

mortality exceeds the annual limit, an emergency order can be implemented by the 

Director under the authority of Idaho Code § 36-106(6)(A) to curtail harvest and lethal 

controls. 

 

2.  Population Distribution  

 

 Gray wolf populations in Idaho are well-distributed throughout most of the 

available suitable habitat.  A vast expanse of suitable habitat is found on National Forest 

lands and public lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management.  Federal wilderness 

areas in central Idaho function as default ñcoreò areas (as they do for black bears [Ursus 

americanus]  and mountain lions [Puma concolor]) because of their remote nature, 

difficult access, and low hunting pressure.  There are over 3.2 million acres of designated 

wilderness in central Idaho.  The rule for management of National Forest roadless areas 

in Idaho establishes 3.3 million acres that will be off-limits to road construction and an 

additional 5.3 million acres where only temporary road construction can occur under very 

limited circumstances (e.g., reducing hazardous fuels for at-risk communities) (73 Fed. 

Reg. 61456-61496, October 16, 2008).   
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Such core habitat provides source populations to repopulate any areas of the state 

where wolf populations are depleted due to mortality exceeding production/recruitment.  

Population "sinks" can occur where there is a high level of conflict with livestock grazing 

or other human activities, or where natural factors such as disease or wolf-on-wolf 

conflicts affect localized populations.  Source and sink relationships are considered when 

developing strategies to distribute wolves throughout all suitable habitat, maintain 

appropriate population levels, address conflict issues, facilitate dispersal, and provide 

hunting and viewing opportunities.  

 

Distribution of wolves will be maintained through a management framework that 

employs Data Analysis Units (DAUs) or Zones that reflect habitat conditions, 

populations, land management, and other management considerations.  There are 12 Wolf 

DAUs designated for Idaho (Figure 1). Wolf DAUs were developed based on current 

wolf densities and distribution, elk zones and prey base, livestock conflict areas, 

ecological or administrative similarities, and meta-population and linkage concerns.  

Each DAU consists of two or more game management units (GMUs).   

 

To assure annual mortality does not affect distribution objectives, annual 

mortality quotas are allocated among the DAUs to meet DAU-specific objectives 

specified in the Wolf Management Plan.  Such objectives are expressed in terms of short-

term goals to stabilize populations in some DAUs while reducing populations in other 

DAUs.  Wolf harvest is then managed at the DAU, GMU, or even subunit (a GMU may 

be subdivided into smaller portions for certain objectives) level as necessary to achieve 

monitoring and management goals and objectives.  Variable harvest rates can occur 

among GMUs within a DAU.  For instance, if the objective were to maintain a stable 

population in a DAU, managers would strive for a moderate harvest goal for the DAU as 

a whole.  However, managers could prescribe low or no harvest in some GMUS or 

subunits within that DAU to promote dispersal or to achieve other objectives, such as 

preserving wolf viewing opportunities, yet allow higher harvest rates in another GMU 

within the DAU to reduce livestock or ungulate conflicts.   
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Figure 1.  Wolf Management Data Analysis Units 
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3. Population Health 
 

 Wolves in Idaho are known to have exposure to a variety of diseases, including 

those caused by viruses (e.g., canine distemper, canine parvovirus, and canine infectious 

hepatitis), bacteria, and both internal (e.g., intestinal worms of various species, 

echinococcus) and external (e.g., lice and ticks) parasites.  A complete list of diseases that 

wolves in Idaho could encounter would closely mirror diseases present in domestic dogs 

in the state.  Those animals that interact with domestic dogs are likely to have higher 

exposure rates than wolves in remote areas.  Wolf populations have the opportunity to 

develop individual and pack level immunity to some of the common pathogens over time, 

some of which may be conferred to offspring through maternal antibodies (Gillespie and 

Timoney 1981).   

 

Although diseases can be significant sources of mortality for wolves, they are generally 

not considered to be limiting at the population levels that will be maintained in Idaho.  

While wolves in Yellowstone National Park have experienced periodic outbreaks of 

disease resulting in population declines, such outbreaks have not been experienced in 

Idaho.  Despite evidence of ubiquitous exposure, wolves in Idaho demonstrate high 

recruitment, indicating long-term health of the population.  Negative effects associated 

with diseases are unlikely unless the population reaches high density (Kreeger 2003).  

Idaho wolf population objectives were established with the goal of maintaining wolf 

densities at levels that should result in healthy and vigorous populations.  If, at any time, 

disease causes the wolf population level to fall below acceptable limits, an emergency 

order can be implemented by the Director to curtail harvest and lethal control.  (Idaho 

Code §36-106(6)(A). 

 

4. Connectivity with Other Populations 

 

One of the primary objectives of the 2008 Wolf Management Plan is to "[e]nsure 

that resident wolf populations are able to interchange with wolves from adjacent 

states/provinces as part of a larger meta-population" and to provide "meta-population 

linkage through adequate protection of border packs between Montana and Wyoming" 

(IDFG 2008: 22, 34).  DAUs along the Montana and Wyoming borders were designated 

to include larger groupings of game management units to provide greater flexibility in 

conflict and population management while maintaining avenues for connectivity within 

the meta-population.  Wolves along the border will be managed to promote movement 

across state lines.  Harvest in border DAUs will be limited and allowed only where 

consistent with maintenance of connectivity.   

 

Where necessary, travel between core populations across state borders and into 

the Greater Yellowstone Nonessential Experimental Population Area (ñGYAò) will be 

enhanced by restricting harvest and limiting control actions during peak dispersal periods 

and during breeding season.  In particular, GMUs 30, 30A, 58, 59A, 59, 61, all of which 

lie along the Idaho/Montana borders, will be closely monitored and managed for 

connectivity (IDFG 2008: 27).  In addition, GMUs 60, 62, 62A, 65, and 67 along the 

Idaho/Wyoming border are also being managed for similar dispersal concerns and 
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increased survival adjacent to and within the GYA.  Nonlethal efforts have included 

radio-collaring and releasing on site, noise-making devices adjacent to livestock, aversive 

conditioning and fladry.  These extra efforts were included at the Sheep Station 

depredation in GMU 61, the Davis Allotment in GMU 60, and the Gerrit Meadows 

allotment in GMU 62A during 2008. 

 

Maintaining adequate packs within border DAUs and close monitoring of border 

packs will assure continued dispersal among states.  Border packs are numerous, with 22 

along the Idaho-Montana border in 2008 and 2 to 3 along the Idaho-Wyoming border.  In 

addition to migration from border packs, wolves from non-border packs have displayed 

long-range movements into adjacent states and such movements will  continue.  

 

Idaho will coordinate with Montana, Wyoming, the NPS, and the FWS to reach 

consensus on corridor and cross-boundary pack management, meta-population 

connectivity, and monitoring of dispersal and genetic inbreeding within subpopulations.  

A draft MOU has been prepared for Idaho, Montana, and the FWS to establish protocols 

for cooperation with regard to dispersal and genetic exchange issues.  This draft MOU is 

posted on the FWS website.  If monitoring does not confirm adequate dispersal, Idaho 

will participate in the following steps: 

 

a. The States and FWS (and other federal agencies, possibly including the National 

Park Service and USDA Wildlife Services) will coordinate monitoring of wolf 

populations and cross-boundary packs and will share information. The States and 

FWS will report the results of their monitoring to each other no less than 

annually. 

b. The States and FWS recognize that genetic diversity within the NRM wolf 

population is currently high (see vonHoldt et al. 2007) and will jointly collaborate 

on topics related to preserving genetic diversity and preserving and enhancing 

connectivity of the three population areas. 

c. The States and FWS agree that natural dispersal among the three population areas 

facilitates maintenance of genetic diversity and if necessary, human-assisted 

techniques can be used to accomplish the same goal of preserving genetic 

diversity and preserving or enhancing connectivity. 

d. The States and the FWS further agree that the adaptive management principles 

outlined in the state plans along with careful management of human-caused 

mortality from agency lethal control and regulation of public harvest will not 

impede natural dispersal among the population areas. 

e. The States, in coordination with the FWS, will jointly assure gene flow among the 

three population areas of gray wolves by natural or human-assisted techniques. 

f. The States, in coordination with the FWS, will establish and maintain a protocol 

that will address the collection, storage and analysis of genetic samples from the 

NRM. 

g. The States and the FWS will cooperate by coordinating on funding and technical 

aspects of monitoring the genetic health of the NRM population. Should human-

assisted genetic management strategies become necessary, we will coordinate by 
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expediting issuance of permits required by law and provide personnel and 

equipment. 

 

Specifically, Idaho will:  

 

a. Cooperate with Montana, FWS, and NPS in actively relocating wolves as 

necessary to meet genetic diversity goals; 

b. Adjust harvest and control of dispersing wolves or those in border packs if 

adjacent states approach minimum population limits, so that overall recovery 

area goals are not threatened;  

c. Monitor impacts of Idaho control actions and harvest adjacent to GYA and 

share results through annual reports, regular communication, and manager 

meetings; 

d. Adjust harvest management along suspected corridors and in border packs as 

necessary to incorporate information, data, and knowledge obtained after 

initial harvest strategies are implemented; and  

e. When necessary, curtail harvest and lethal controls in border packs by 

implementation of emergency orders issued by Director as authorized by 

Idaho Code §36-106(6)(A).   

 

 In addressing connectivity issues, the Service should consider the fact that the 

relevant boundary for measuring dispersal success is not the Idaho/Wyoming border or 

Yellowstone National Park, but rather the western boundary of the GYA, which runs 

along Interstate 15 through Idaho Falls and Butte, Montana (Figure 2).  That portion of 

Idaho lying east of Interstate 15 is part of the GYA, and Idaho manages a significant 

portion of the GYA subpopulation.  In 2007, there were three documented packs, one 

suspected pack, 16 sightings of multiple wolves, and four sightings of single wolves in 

the Idaho portion of the GYA (Figure 3).  The presence of an additional one to two packs 

has been documented in 2008.  Wolves are also present immediately outside the GYA 

boundary.   
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Figure 2.  Boundaries of the Central Idaho and Greater Yellowstone Nonessential 

Experimental Population Areas and the Northwest Montana Population Area.   
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Figure 3.  Wolf Activity in Upper Snake Region, 2007 (does not include activity 

identified through confirmed mortality or depredation; see Figures 5 and 6). 

 

 Another factor the Service should consider in addressing connectivity issues is the 

level of dispersal and/or managed genetic exchange necessary to prevent inbreeding.  In 

the 1994 EIS the Service concluded that "having 10 breeding pairs of wolves (estimated 

about 100 individuals) in each of 3 recovery areas [with at least 1 individual moving from 
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one recovery area to the other per generation (about every 10 years)] for 3 consecutive 

years would constitute a viable wolf population" (FWS 1994: V-57) (bracketed material 

as quoted in EIS).  Dr. L. Scott Mills recently affirmed the application of the "one 

migrant per generation" rule to the GYA wolf population, although he suggested that 

"[o]ne immigrant per generation would be one breeding wolf every four years; doubling 

that to be conservative and allow for error would be two breeding wolves every four 

years, or one every other year on average" (Mills 2008:9).   

  

Documented movements of wolves into and out of the GYA demonstrate that 

dispersal is occurring.  At least 22 documented packs used the border between Montana 

and Idaho during 2008 and reside part-year in each state, and 2-3 other packs move 

among Wyoming, YNP, and Idaho.  Radio-collared wolves from the Boundary pack 

move freely among Canada, Idaho, and northwestern Montana.  A GPS-collared wolf 

moved from just south of Banff National Park, Alberta to west of Dworshak Reservoir in 

the Clearwater Region, where it now appears to be a permanent resident.  Also, a radio-

collared wolf from near Boise was located in the Eagle Cap Wilderness in northeastern 

Oregon in January of 2008.  One way that dispersers are located is when a missing 

collared wolf shows up dead.  Recently, an Ashley pack wolf from Northwestern 

Montana had been missing since 12/18/07, when she was last located near Dahl Lake 

(about 24 miles west of Kalispell, MT).  The distance between her last location and her 

mortality location (about 16 miles south of Grangeville, ID) is 175 air miles (SSW).   
 

Long-distance dispersals of radio-collared wolves moving between the GYA and 

Central Idaho have been documented (Figure 4).  Two wolves from the Bishop Mountain 

pack within the GYA were snow tracked for 30 airline miles to near the Montana border 

before they were darted and collared.  The wolves had been moving in and out of 

Montana within the GYA.  A dispersing wolf was radio-collared at a depredation site 

near the Humphreyôs National Sheep Station near Dubois, Idaho this summer and that 

wolf has moved north into Montana and in and out of the GYA.  Wolf Y239 was radio-

collared in Yellowstone and became the suspected alpha male of the Hoodoo pack 

southwest of Salmon.  The alpha male of the Steele Mountain pack R241 was a disperser 

from the Sheep Mountain pack in the GYA just north of Yellowstone National Park. Two 

of R241ôs offspring were documented returning to the GYA, wolf B187 and wolf B271, 

both males that were suspected breeders (wolf B187 with the Washaki Pack; wolf B271 

seen with several females in the Yellowstone National Park northern range before its 

radio-collar stopped functioning in 2006).  B58 from the Thunder Mt. pack in the Frank 

Church Wilderness dispersed to the Gray Bull pack near Cody, WY and successfully 

reproduced as found in DNA samples of offspring (vonHoldt personal communication 

2008, regarding unpublished data).  The Bechler pack resides part of the year in 

Yellowstone and part of the year in eastern Idaho.  Clearly effective travel corridors exist 

between the GYA and Central Idaho and Northwest Montana.  The number of 

documented dispersers, however, only represents a fraction of total dispersals, for the 

majority of wolves are not radio-collared.   

 

Other evidence demonstrates additional migration is occurring.  Wolf 

depredations and confirmed mortality from lone wolves (dispersers) are occurring along 
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the predicted travel corridor along the Montana and Wyoming borders (Figures 5 and 6).  

In 2005, 2006, and 2007, there were multiple sightings of lone wolves in the area that 

would be used for dispersal from the central Idaho mountains into the GYA (Nadeau et 

al. 2006: 7, 43; Nadeau et al. 2007: 7, 53; Nadeau et al. 2008: 8, 54).  Documented 

dispersal is only a fraction of actual immigration and emigration, and existing dispersal is 

fulfilling recovery goals (Mills 2008:6; Smith 2008:7; Mech 2008: 9). 

 

IDFG expects dispersal to increase as Idahoôs Wolf management Plan is 

implemented.  Central Idaho wolf populations are nearing, or at, saturated conditions 

where territoriality and pack density limit room for additional breeding pairs so that 

population growth can only be accommodated through range expansion.  Central Idaho 

will continue to serve as a source of dispersers.  Where suitable habitat is available, the 

likelihood is high that dispersers will eventually find a mate and become breeders.  Even 

if the genetic exchange MOU is not implemented, IDFG, of its own accord and authority, 

can also relocate wolves from central Idaho to eastern Idaho when necessary to provide 

genetic diversity to the GYA subpopulation.   

 

 In considering the number of natural or human-assisted migrants necessary to 

prevent inbreeding, the Service, while considering the results in the vonHoldt study 

(vonHoldt 2007) of wolves in Yellowstone National Park, should not apply those results 

to the GYA as a whole.  A number of prominent biologists and wildlife managers have 

warned against applying the vonHoldt study to the GYA generally, for the limitation of 

genetic sampling to 170 wolves within the boundaries of Yellowstone National Park, and 

the exclusion of any data from 2005-2008, makes it impossible to reliably extrapolate the 

results to the larger population of approximately 450 wolves in the GYA (Mills 2008:6; 

Smith 2008:6; Bangs 2008:17; Mech 2008:8).  It has also been noted that there is no 

support in the scientific literature for the conclusion that immigration of 12 wolves or 

four breeders per year are necessary to prevent significant decreases in the heterozygosity 

of the YNP wolves (Mills 2008: 8-9).  Moreover, as vonHoldt concluded, any lack of 

heterozygosity would not result in phenotyopical effects for 50-60 years, so that there is 

abundant time to conduct additional studies and implement management measures as 

needed to address the genetic diversity of the GYA subpopulation.   

 

The mere fact that such measures may be needed in the future is not, in itself, a 

sufficient reason to preclude delisting.  It is only necessary that the Service have 

assurances that such measures will take place under state management.  Idaho, through its 

Wolf Management Plan and MOU with Montana and FWS, has committed to monitoring 

and managing dispersal as necessary to assure heterozygosity in the GYA subpopulation.   
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Figure 4.  Documented dispersal of radio-collared wolves (#B58, B187, B271, R241) 

between the Central Idaho Nonessential Experimental Population Area and the 

Yellowstone Nonessential Experimental Population Area from 2001 to 2008.   

 

5. Wolf Mortality  

 

Recent mortality records (2005-2008) show that only 2 of 99 GMUs in the state 

receive high wolf mortality (10-11 average per year, Fig. 5), in GMUs associated with 

wolf depredations (see Fig. 6).  Three GMUs receive moderate wolf mortality (5-10 

average per year), 17 receive 1-5 mortalities per year, but 77 GMUs across the state 

average 0-1 wolves killed per year, including most of the units considered the heart of the 

Central Idaho wolf population.  Central Idaho, due to the 3.2 million acres of wilderness 

and other remote and adjacent federal lands, will always have secure wolf habitat and 

healthy wolf populations at or near carrying capacity.   


