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Overview: 
• History of Wolf Reintroduction and Recovery in the Northern 

Rocky Mountains 
 

• Wolf management and current population status in Idaho 
 

• Elk status and harvest trends in Idaho and management 
direction 
 

• Hunter Adaptations, observations, and suggestions for 
hunting elk in wolf country 
 
 
 
 



Wolf Recovery History in 
Northern Rocky Mountains 



Recovery history… 

USFWS 1987 Rocky Mountain 
Wolf Recovery Plan 

• 3 recovery areas 

• Remove wolves from ESA 
list when each area has 10 
pairs of breeding wolves for 
3 consecutive years. 

Modified to total of a min. of 30 
breeding pairs distributed 
among 3 areas that breed for 3 
consecutive yrs. 

Wolves listed as endangered 
under ESA in 1976. 



Recovery history… 
1.) allow wolves to recolonize NW 
Montana area naturally from SW BC 

USFWS 1987 Rocky Mountain 
Wolf Recovery Plan 

2.) watch central Idaho for 5 years—
see if wolves disperse from NW 
Montana and BC into area.  If not… 
other options. 

3.) Probably need to translocate 
wolves to get them into 
Yellowstone. 



• 1987 – USFWS finished recovery plan. 
• 1991 – Congress directs USFWS to prepare EIS 

to evaluate biological, social, and economic 
impacts if wolves are reintroduced to 
Yellowstone and central Idaho. 

• 1994 –EIS completed and Record of Decision 
issued. 

Recovery history… 
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169,000 public comments on Draft Environmental Impact Statement



The decision… 
• USFWS would Reintroduce wolves to Yellowstone 

and Central Idaho as “nonessential experimental 
population.” 

• Minimal restrictions on land use activities. 
• Release ~15 wolves in each area each year until 2 

breeding pairs documented in each. 
• FWS will be very responsive to depredation on 

livestock. 
• Livestock operators can legally kill wolves if caught 

in the act of depredating. 
• NW Montana recovery area retains full protections 

of ESA as wolves naturally recolonize. (Approx 75 
wolves present at end of 2004.) 

• Recovery criteria projected to be met ~2002. 
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Presentation Notes
Wolves reintroduced as a nonessential, experimental population under Section 10j of the Endangered Species Act.



The decision… 

Figure 1. Recovery areas established by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to 
restore gray wolf populations in the northern Rocky Mountains of Idaho, 
Montana, and Wyoming. 
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Wolves reintroduced as a nonessential, experimental population under Section 10j of the Endangered Species Act.



Timeline… 
• January 1995 – Wolves 

captured in Alberta and 
transported to 
Yellowstone and Central 
Idaho.  
 



Yellowstone National Park 

• Wolves released 
through “soft release” 
technique. 

• Family groups held in 1 
acre pens for several 
weeks prior to release. 

• 14 wolves released in 
1995. 

• 17 wolves released in 
1996. 
 



Central Idaho 

• Wolves released 
through “hard release” 
technique. 

• Wolves immediately 
released in Frank 
Church River of No 
Return Wilderness. 

• 15 wolves released in 
1995. 

• 20 wolves released in 
1996. 
 



Requirements for delisting… 
• All 3 states must have 

approved wolf mgmt 
plans before wolves can 
be delisted. 

• States would take over 
management from 
USFWS.   

• Management plans must 
ensure that wolves will be 
maintained in sufficient 
numbers and w/ sufficient 
regulations that numbers 
don’t drop below 30 pairs 
w/in the 3 recovery areas. 



2006: The states of Idaho and Montana took over full 
management authority, with federal oversight.  

2008: Wolves classified as big game animal in Idaho. State wolf 
mgt plan completed. Hunting will be used to regulate wolves. 

2008: Wolves delisted in Idaho, Montana, Wyoming.  

2008: Lawsuit filed on grounds that Wyoming state 
management plan didn’t provide adequate regulatory 
mechanisms 

2008: USFWS withdraws  delisting order, Relist.  

2009: USFWS delists wolves in Montana and Idaho but not 
Wyoming. More lawsuits filed (for splitting off Wyoming). 



Wolf Delisting Timeline 2009 - 2012 

2009 – Idaho and Montana hold first wolf hunting seasons. 
 
2010 – Federal judge rules on lawsuit, wolves relisted. 
 
2011 – The 2009 delisting rule was reinstated by rider on 
federal budget bill, delisting wolves again in ID and MT. ID 
and MT re-initiate harvest seasons. 
 
2012 – FWS approved Wyoming wolf mgt plan, wolves 
delisted in Wyoming. 



Post-delisting USFWS Oversight 
During the 5 yr post-delisting 
monitoring period, there are 3 
triggers that may prompt the USFWS 
to initiate a status review that may 
result in either extending the 
oversight period or result in 
emergency Re-listing under ESA: 
 
1. if the year-end population of 

wolves falls below the delisting 
criteria of 10 breeding pairs or 
100 wolves in either Idaho, 
Montana, or Wyoming. 

2. If the year-end population in 
either Idaho or Montana falls 
below 15 breeding pairs or 150 
wolves for 3 consecutive years. 

3. If a change in state law or 
management objectives would 
significantly increase the threat 
to the wolf population. 

 



Source: Rocky Mountain Wolf Recovery 2012 Interagency Annual Report 
http://www.fws.gov/mountain-prairie/species/mammals/wolf/annualrpt12/  



Source: Rocky Mountain Wolf Recovery 2012 Interagency Annual Report 
http://www.fws.gov/mountain-prairie/species/mammals/wolf/annualrpt12/  
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Idaho year-end wolf population trajectory, 1995-2012. 
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15 wolves released in 1995 and another 20 in 1996, took off from there. Delisted for short time in 2008 but relisted a few months later.Delisted in May 2009, first hunting season held  Sep 2009 – March 31, 2010. Wolves relisted in Aug 2010. No hunting season in 2010-2011. Wolves relisted in May 2011 through rider on federal budget bill that reinstated 2009 delisting rule. Agency control action implemented on small scale to address impacts on elk in late spring 2011 and winter 2012.Wolf hunting season expanded in 2011-2012, multiple tags allowed, first trapping season in portions of state. Includes footholds and snares. Further expansion of hunting seasons and trapping.Despite documented mortality of 425 wolves during 2012, year end population estimate dropped only 11%.
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2012 wolf pack distribution 

• 117 packs (does not 
include border packs 
counted by adjacent 
states)  
 

• Min FWS monitoring 
requirement: 
document ≥15 
Breeding pairs, ≥ 150 
wolves 
 



Gray Wolf Management 

GOALS 
•  Manage wolves to reduce conflicts. 

 
•  Retain state management. Maintain 

at least 15 BP and 150 wolves to avoid 
re-listing under ESA. 
 

•  Bring wolf population in balance 
with other big game species, reduce 
attacks on livestock and domestic 
animals, and to keep wolves from 
encroaching on populated areas. 

• Focus harvest where conflicts with people, livestock, domestic 
animals, and big game animals are greatest.  

Presenter
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Wolf Season - Key PointsFish and Game’s goal is to manage wolves to reduce conflicts, ensure a self-sustaining wolf population and maintain state management authority. 2011 wolf population estimates ranged from about 750 to over 1,000 wolves in Idaho depending on the time of year. The federal rule that removed wolves from the Endangered Species Act list requires Idaho to maintain at least 15 breeding pairs or 150 wolves to avoid relisting. Fish and Game’s wolf season proposal is intended to bring Idaho’s wolf population in balance with other big game species, reduce attacks on livestock and domestic animals and to keep wolves from encroaching on populated areas. Specific proposals seek to focus wolf harvest where wolf conflicts with people, livestock, domestic animals, and other big game animals are greatest. Fish and Game is proposing a carefully regulated general hunting season with mandatory reporting requirements. Most big game species in Idaho are managed under “general season hunt rules and regulations.” Fish and Game will manage wolves like other big game species such as bears and lions with harvest limits in certain areas. Hunters of bears, lions and wolves are all required to report harvest. Wolf hunters will have to report harvest within 72 hours and bring the hide and skull to a Fish and Game office where biologists collect information on age, sex and harvest location. Harvest limits are proposed in some areas where Fish and Game expects hunter success and agency control actions to be higher and to ensure Idaho populations remain connected to wolves in other states. Harvest will be monitored daily and will be posted on the Fish and Game website. Fish and Game will monitor mandatory reporting and check-in data, as well as other sources of wolf mortality, to ensure harvest does not cause the population to approach the 15 breeding pair/150 wolf delisting criteria. Seasons and areas can be closed if mortality is determined to be excessive. Hunters should monitor the Fish and Game website for closed areas prior to going hunting. Fish and Game will have a toll free number for harvest reporting and season updates. Experience in Idaho, Canada and Alaska indicates that overharvest of wolves will not be a concern. In 2009, less than one percent of over 30,000 wolf tag buyers harvested a wolf. Wolf harvest by hunters in 2009 slowed but did not stop the growth of Idaho’s wolf population. Preliminary harvest data from the 2011/12 season indicates hunting and trapping did stop the wolf population growth statewide and in some areas we will see a decline.  Fish and Game proposes a trapping season in some areas because in 2009, hunting seasons alone were not effective in reducing populations. Idaho’s experience is similar to those in Western Canada and Alaska. Fish and Game’s mission, by law, is to provide populations for hunting, fishing, and trapping. All wolf trapping will be conducted by licensed, trained trappers in areas where access is limited, terrain is difficult, but where wolves are having significant impacts on other big game animals or approaching isolated communities. Fish and Game will continue to authorize control actions to address wolf conflicts where needed.  << OLE Object: Picture (Device Independent Bitmap) >>   Wolf Season - Questions and AnswersHow many wolves are in Idaho? There were more than 1,000 wolves in Idaho during the summer of 2011. The population estimate at the end of 2011 was 746 wolves statewide.  Fish and Game currently has active radio-collars on more than 60 wolves in Idaho as part of an ongoing monitoring program. What is Fish and Game’s wolf management objective? Consistent with the 2002 Idaho Wolf Conservation and Management plan approved by the Idaho Legislature and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Fish and Game’s objective is to have a sustainable wolf population while addressing wolf conflicts. To keep state management, Fish and Game must meet federal recovery goals. However, the current population is too high from a conflict standpoint, with wolves approaching homes and communities, killing livestock and domestic animals, and causing too great an impact on elk and deer populations in certain areas. Conflict levels are variable from year to year, but Idaho will manage wolves at levels greater than the federal recovery criteria of 15 breeding pairs and 150 total wolves. Why does Idaho have to manage wolves and other wildlife? In 1938, the people of Idaho enacted laws by ballot initiative regarding state wildlife resources. The Idaho Legislature has amended these laws, but since 1938 Idaho law has directed the Commission to manage Idaho’s wildlife, including managing for a surplus of fish and game to support public hunting, fishing and trapping. Why does Idaho need to control wolves, black bears and mountain lions where predation suppresses elk, deer, or moose populations? Idaho law, dating back to a 1938 ballot initiative, requires Fish and Game to manage for a surplus of elk, deer, and other wildlife for public harvest. When predation from wolves, mountain lions, or black bears has unacceptable impacts to other game populations, IDFG develops a predation management plan to address the situation. Why is IDFG proposing wolf harvest seasons? In Idaho, regulated public hunting and trapping is the preferred method for addressing wildlife conflicts, whether the conflict comes from predation by wolves, black bears or mountain lions, from elk and deer eating crops, or from beavers damaging property. Idaho’s current wolf population is causing unacceptable levels of conflict, so IDFG is proposing hunting and trapping seasons to reduce Idaho’s wolf population. Has IDFG considered options other than public harvest to reduce the wolf population? Relocation, sterilization and other nonlethal measures are not practical on a large scale. A 2009 state law directed IDFG to ask every other state if any wanted Idaho’s surplus wolves. No other states did, and the federal government has not offered to move wolves elsewhere. IDFG will conduct agency control actions as needed to address specific conflicts, but state policy is to use public harvest when feasible. Why is IDFG proposing general seasons in several zones? Idaho uses general seasons with mandatory reporting requirements for most big game species in Idaho. Fish and Game is proposing general seasons where hunters did not reach harvest limits in 2009, where experience in Idaho and elsewhere indicates that hunter success will continue to be low, and in zones with high conflict levels. Why is IDFG proposing harvest limits in several zones? In zones with open country where IDFG expects hunter success and agency control actions to be higher, IDFG has proposed harvest limits. Among these zones are two that are late winter/spring dispersal areas between Yellowstone Park and other populations in Montana and Wyoming. (This is a conservative approach because recent research confirms wolves are dispersing throughout the northern Rocky Mountains, and Idaho wolves are breeding with populations in other states and vice versa.) What protections are in place to prevent overharvest? All wolf harvest must be reported within 72 hours, and skulls and hides must be presented at Fish and Game offices within 10 days, so biologists can record sex, age and other information to monitor harvest. Fish and Game will provide up-to-date harvest numbers by zone on its website. The Director of Fish and Game will close areas or the entire harvest season if mortality is excessive. Why is IDFG proposing a trapping season? Fish and Game is proposing a trapping season in areas where experience in Idaho, Alaska, and western Canada indicates hunting alone will not be effective in reducing the wolf population. These include areas where access is limited, terrain is difficult, and where wolves are having significant impacts on other big game animals or approaching isolated communities such as Elk City. Fish and Game proposed these areas and this timeframe to allow trapping when pelts are prime, and when there is less potential for conflict with other hunting seasons and recreational uses. How does IDFG regulate wolf trapping? Commission rules require all trappers to complete a training course before they begin trapping for wolves. There are also rules restricting the placement of traps and the types of traps that may be used. Will IDFG allow aerial gunning or poisons? Federal law prohibits use of aircraft for public hunting. IDFG and federal agencies may use aircraft for agency control actions in appropriate circumstances. Federal law prohibits poisons for the killing of wolves. Has IDFG considered the effects of hunting on pack behavior or the wolf breeding cycle? There is research that where harvest (or other mortality) disrupts wolf packs, packs will reform fairly quickly so that the overall wolf population is not affected. IDFG has proposed harvest seasons so they do not overlap with active denning. What if public hunting and trapping isn’t enough to address wolf conflicts? IDFG will continue to authorize agency control actions when needed to address specific wolf conflicts involving populated areas, depredation on livestock or domestic animals, or predation management plans. Are there any areas that will be closed to wolf hunting and trapping? Federal law restricts hunting in national parks and national monuments. City ordinances may restrict the discharge of firearms or the use of traps within city limits. There are other areas the Fish and Game Commission may close to public hunting or trapping for reasons of public safety, conflict among uses, or wildlife management considerations.  



2012 Wolf Hunting Season 
  

• Hunters could purchase up to 5 wolf 
hunting tags per calendar year for 
use in 7 of 13 zones. 2 hunting tags 
per calendar year in remaining 6 
zones. 
 

• Trappers could purchase up to 5 
wolf trapping tags for use in 6 of 7 
zones per trapping season; 3 per 
trapping season in remaining zones. 
 

• In addition to hunting and trapping, 
IDFG has also implemented control 
actions where harvest has not 
sufficiently reduced wolf numbers  
where elk have been impacted the 
greatest. 



2012 - 2013 Harvest Season summary 

2013 Big Game Seasons 
Recommendations 

• 314 wolves harvested; 195  by 
hunting, 119 by trapping (~ 17% 
fewer than in 2011-2012). 

 

Cal. Year 2011 2012 
Hunters 30,196 31,834 
Tags sold 32,273 35,144 

Hunting 

Season 2011-2012 2012-2013 

Trappers 255 230 
Tags sold 528 473 

Trapping 

* 1,205  Sportsman’s packages in 2012. 

• 2012 Tag sales generated $433,000. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Interesting note: 2012-13 harvest had been running ~25% behind last years pace every month and by March 15 harvest in 2012-13 was 27% behind last year… but heavy trapper harvest last 2 weeks caught the deficit up considerably to 17% by end of season.Tag costs: Resident = $11.50Nonresident $31.75RESIDENT HUNTING30086$ 281,609.25 RESIDENT TRAPPING505$     4,923.75 NONRES HUNTING5055$ 151,650.00 NONRES TRAPPING23$        690.00 Tag sales revenue generated $433,000
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17% fewer wolves taken in 2012-2013 compared to 2011-2012.2011-2012:  379 wolves taken by hunting and trapping combined (Aug 30, 2011 - Jun 30, 2012)255 wolves taken by hunting.124 wolves taken by trapping.2012-2013:  310 wolves harvested through march 31, 2013195 wolves by hunters119 wolves by trappersInteresting note: 2012-13 harvest had been running ~25% behind last years pace every month and by March 15 harvest in 2012-13 was 27% behind last year… but heavy trapper harvest last 2 weeks caught the deficit up considerably.



Livestock depredation* history, 2003-2012. 

* Includes only losses or injuries to animals confirmed by USDA Wildlife Services to have been caused by 
wolves.  
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223 confirmed livestock depredations in 2010, vs. 385 in 2009 and 333 in 2008. Some large sheep depredations account for a lot of the variance. Includes only those animals confirmed killed or injured by USDA WS. Doesn’t not include hounds or other hunting dogs that may have been killed by wolves but were not reported to WS. Reductions in 2010 and 2011 vs. prior years but big jump up in 2012 despite high documented mortality



Documented wolf mortality, 2003-2012. 
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What have we learned? 
• We can monitor wolf harvest effectively without fear of 
accidentally overharvesting a wolf population. 
• Wolves in open country with high road density and high 
hunter density are more vulnerable to harvest and harvest 
may be sufficient to reduce numbers. 
• Hunter harvest is not likely to be effective at reducing 
wolf numbers in remote, rugged habitats with low hunter 
numbers and limited vehicle access. Additional Targeted 
agency control efforts are necessary where objective is to  
reduce wolf numbers. 
• Trapping harvest has comprised a 33-38% of the annual 
wolf harvest. Can be a very effective tool.  
• In absence of harvest, wolf numbers continued to increase 
despite aggressive response to depredations on livestock.   



Current Status Elk 

 Current statewide population estimate ≈ 
107,000 elk. Peak estimate was 125,000 
in 1997. 

 Declined significantly in backcountry 
units 

 Increased in areas with lower predation  
 Expanding into new areas, resulting in 

conflicts with agriculture 



 
Cow Populations 
 

Meeting 
Below 

Over 

  11 ½  zones meeting cow 
objectives. 

 9 zones exceed objective. 
 8 ½  zones below objective. 

Map post-surveys. Current  Mar. 21, 2013 

Current Status Elk 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
St. Joe portion of Panhandle well below objectives, low-very low calf:cow ratios.Refer to handout on elk zone status.Teton had been meeting objective, but relatively FEW wintering elk, but fell below. Not a wolf issue. Diamond Creek not a wolf issue, Brownlee not a wolf issue.In 2012: Plans to conduct an elk sightability survey of the Elk City Zone in the Clearwater Region were cancelled due to low snowpack and unpredictable distribution of elk.  No mule deer surveys were planned or conducted.Cancelled elk in Pioneer Zone, mule deer in Mountain-Valley PMU (13), thus conducted no deer, elk , pronghorn surveys in Salmon Region.  Rationale: light to nonexistent snow created a situation where deer and elk were widely scattered, with animals as high as 9,000’.  These conditions severely impact the ability to stratify subunits based on animal density, resulting in a need to significantly increase the survey area (because virtually all subunits would enter the sampling frame).  Surveys conducted under such conditions would likely result in quite large confidence intervals and thus limited usefulness for management.  We were supposed to fly Weiser River Zone for elk this year.  The absence of snow on winter ranges and a lot of the transition range allowed radio-collared elk to be widely dispersed so we postponed and shifted to Unit 23, part of the McCall Zone.  As mentioned in the final regulation recommendations, we had concern about the chronic poor calf:cow ratios combined with fairly liberal antlerless seasons and permits. Survey results were encouraging– no reductions planned at this time. Nampa: Elk comp survey Sawtooth Zone (research portion) – 1521 elk comped, 30 calves:100 cows, 6 bulls:100 cows (raw numbers). Modeling suggests population decline has stopped—improved numbers of bulls and calves. Panhandle The goal in Region 1 was to fly the bellwether area in Units 4, 6, 7.  We finished the St Joe portion of the bellwether area (Units 6 and 7), but could not finish Unit 4 due to lack of snow.  However, the number of elk seen in the same subunits in Unit 4 was slightly above the 10-year average. The estimated total for 2012 in Units 6 and 7 portion was 1263 elk (down from 2009 at 3088 elk and 2006 at 4314 elk). We did get calf ratios in other units:Unit 1: 34 calves/100 cowsUnit 3: 33Unit 4: 16Unit 6: 17Unit 7: 9



 
Bull Populations 

 
Meeting 
Below 

Over 

Current Mar 21, 2013 

  9 ½ zones meeting total bull objective. 
  10 exceed objective. 
  9 ½  below. 

Current Status Elk 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
St. Joe portion of Panhandle below objectives based on 2012 survey.Teton zone had been over objective, now meeting.Boise River had been over objective, now meeting.Status of others unchanged since previous survey.



Current Status Elk 
 

•  In 5 central Idaho elk zones that are not currently 
meeting objectives for cow elk and with moderate to 
high wolf densities (Lolo, Selway, Middle Fork, 
Sawtooth, and Smoky Mtn), populations have declined 
from an estimated 33,657 to 17,423 (48% decline, 
16,234 fewer elk) since the mid-1990s. 
 

•  In those 5 zones we have reduced tags from 23,126 to 
11,050 (52% reduction; 12,076 fewer tags). 
 

• Since 1998 we have established quotas on hunter 
numbers in 10 of 29 zones. 
 
 

Zones in decline 



 Elk tag sales 
 2008 – 92,565 
 2009 – 87,021 
 2010 – 84,765 
 2011 – 82,138 
 2012  - 80,577 

 Sales declined 11,088 tags since 2008 
 Representing $2M loss of annual revenue--

most of that from decline in nonresident 
sales. 

 We’re revising our elk management plan 
and will focus on recovering elk numbers 
where we’ve had declines. Look for a draft 
on our website in August. 
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Elk 
Elk hunters and Success Rate, 1982-2012 
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Number of elk hunters has declined from just over 100,000 in 1995 to just over 73,000 in 2012 (~80,000 tags sold)



Calf recruitment not sufficient to off-set annual 
mortality of adult cows. Population declining  by 11 – 
15% annually. Wolf predation is leading cause of death 
of adult cows and 6mo old calves. 
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Pie chart: cause-specific Mortality of radio-collared adult female elk in the Lolo and Sawtooth elk management zones by cause, 2005 – 2009.



Hunter Adaptations, Observations, and 
suggestions for hunting elk in wolf country 
• Research suggests elk will move around more. You might not find 

them in the morning where you saw them bed down the evening 
before. 

• Wolves are very good at finding elk—If you’re seeing fresh elk sign 
AND wolf sign, don’t be discouraged. You might be close. 

• If you’re not finding fresh elk sign, look somewhere else. Often they’ll 
get bumped a ridge or two away. Or will change their habits. Don’t 
stay put just because you’ve always hunted in the same place for the 
last 10 years. 
 • Archers—many archers report that bulls 
aren’t bugling as much as they used 
to—particularly mature bulls. Whether 
it’s because of wolves or because 
they’ve been tricked by other archers, 
the advise is the same—stay alert—
they may be there, just cautious. 



Hunter Adaptations, Observations, and 
suggestions for hunting elk in wolf country 
• Maintain a positive attitude. Expect that you’re going to see wolf sign. 

Don’t let it ruin your hunt. Some hunters say they’re now keying in on 
wolf sign—if there is fresh wolf sign, there are probably elk. If there 
wasn’t, the wolves probably wouldn’t be there either. 

• Decline in hunter participation may work in your favor! 
• Interested in trying somewhere new? Most of our Idaho elk 

management zones are meeting or exceeding population objectives 
and tags are available over-the-counter. We can help you out. 

• Even those zones that are  below 
objective are still producing nice  
bulls for those that hunt hard, hunt 
smart, or are just plain lucky. 
 

• Buy a wolf tag! It will only set you 
back $31.75 ! 



Hunter Adaptations, Observations, and 
suggestions for hunting elk in wolf country 
• Research suggests that hunting pressure probably does more to 

influence elk behavior and movements than pressure from wolves—
either way, if you’re not finding elk where you are—look for them in 
denser cover or more rugged topography. 
 

• Call us or email! Whether you’re looking for suggestions on where to 
go, or seeking general advice or updates, nothing beats local 
knowledge. We have biologists in each of our 8  regional office that will 
be happy to help!  
 
 

• http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/ 
 
• Visit our IDFG Hunt Planner!  
http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/ifwis/huntPlanner/ 

 
 

 
 



Western Montana 
 

 Big Game Hunting with Large Carnivores 
 

Washington Department of Wildlife 
Olympia - 2013 



Most of western Montana Looks Like This! 



So we use a Helicopter or Ground Survey Routes 



3,444 Elk Classified 
19 Calves per 100 Elk Cows 

Stable Herds – No Changes other than HD 121 Reduction 

 
3,271 Elk Classified 

25 Calves per 100 Cows 
 

Stable Herds 



  
769 Mule Deer Classified 

39 Mule Deer Fawns per 100 Adults 
 

Stable to Decreasing Herds 





 
4,904 WT Deer Classified 

37 Fawns per 100 WT Adults 
 

Increasing Herd   



I t’s All About The FAWNS 

WT Deer 

Presenter
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96/97 THE WINTER



 
I think that wolves, 
bears, pumas, coyotes… 



 









Where did it start? 
North Fork Flathead 1979 – Photo 1985 



North Fork Wolf Study 1985-91  
229 Ungulate Winter Kills 

White-tailed 
Deer
60.2%Moose

6.6%

Elk
29.7%

Mule Deer
3.5%
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Wolf packs were back-tracked on skis/snowshoes daily to determine what they were killing.  Pie chart shows numbers, not biomass.



Radio-tagged Female Ungulate Mortalities 
by Predator - 1990-96 
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Deer, Elk, and Moose females were radio-tagged at 30 each for each winter.  Cougars the main predator on deer and particularly on elk.Bear kills almost entirely grizzly bears.Human kills are legal kills by hunters in MT and BC



Wolf Counts: what they really are 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Explain how we get the counts.verifying wolves, packs, and breeding pairs to demonstrate that MT continues to exceed listing criteriaBy no means is it intended to be an estimate of abundance.  The data merely represent minimum counts



Deer/elk hunter sightings 
 Statewide coverage (80,000+ hunters/ year) 
 Repeated sampling of “patches” 
 Phone surveys:  
 Did you see wolves (y/n)? 
 Where/when did you see wolves? 

 How many wolves did you see?  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
FWP and the Univ of MT have been working together to use POM to estimate wolf abundanceI’m presenting on this tomorrow, so I won’t go into great detail.We use hunter observations to develop encounter histories that are used with covariates to develop a probability surface of occupancyAdded benefit here is cost-efficiency (<$20,000 on this survey versus currently >$600,000 per year for field-based wolf monitoring)



Minimum Number of Wolves in MT 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Currently 625 wolves, 147 packs, 37 breeding pairsEmphasize minimum numberProbably not even a reflection of trend





2011 Depredations and Control Actions 



     Sources of Wolf Mortality 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are known sources of mortality.  Important to realize that we detect very few deaths from natural causes which given various research findings we would expect that deaths due to natural causes would be the leading mortality agent.  The number would likely exceed harvest.Among known, documented mortalities, agency control and human harvest are leading causes of death.



Tolerance of Wolves on MT Landscape 
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Black Bears 



Salish Mountain Black Bear DNA 
Project – July and August 2008 





Table 1.  Estimates of female black bear harvest rates in 9 study areas of Montana, adjusted to the long-term average harvest.   
 Area Female harvest rate 

  

All females  Females 
1+ years old  

BMU 100 1.6 2.2-2.1-2.1 

HD 101-102 3.8 5.4-5.2-4.9 

BMU 103 2.0  2.8-2.7-2.5 

BMU 104 3.7 5.3-5.0-4.8 

HD 130 4.4 6.4-6.4-6.0 

HD 292 1.8 2.6-2.5-2.4 

HD 301 4.2 6.0-5.8-5.6 

BMU 411 4.2 6.0-5.9-5.6 

         BMU 450 2.9 4.1-3.9-3.8 

         Mean rate 3.2 4.5-4.4-4.2 



Grizzly Bears  

 



Grizzly Bear Population Trend  
Monitoring Efforts 



Bob Marshall Wilderness Grizzly Bear Monitoring 

Hart Lake Basin 



Grizzly Bear  
Den Surveys 





 



 



 



Pumas 



Boone and Crockett 
Puma 

 
North Fork of the Flathead 
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Condon - Swan Valley, Montana 
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Antlered Antlerless



195 0/8 
# 11 NW MT Nontypical 

HD 110 



232 2/8 
# 5 NW MT Nontypical 

HD 141 
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Antlered Antlerless
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Trends in Antlered Whitetail Harvest R1 (Mean + 25%) 



176 1/8 
# 10 NW MT Typical 

HD 101 



Elk Hunting is Easy in Northwest Montana  





 
Check Station  

Region One Elk 







Presenter
Presentation Notes
As illustrated in this map of MT.  All HD’s in red are over objective.  Note – 2 Bitterroot HD’s over objective, 3 at objective and only 1 under objective.





Moose in Montana 



Moose dynamics in Montana: 
A new statewide research program  

Nick DeCesare, Wildlife Research Biologist, FWP 
Jesse Newby, Wildlife Research Technician, FWP 
… Many other cooperating biologists, landowners … 



Potential factors 



Moose Predators 
*Predator-prey dynamics of moose 
and wolves/bears are well-studied 
 
*Bears can be important predators of 
calves during first 30-60 days of life 
 
*Brown bears (Alaska) can also be 
significant predators of adult moose. 
 
*Wolf predation becomes a primary 
source of mortality on yearling/adult 
moose. 



Study areas 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cabinets: Large predator population (wolves, g. bears, b. bears); heavy harvest; regenerating forest (clearcut) habitatRocky Mountain Front: Medium predator population (wolves, g. bears); no harvest; swampland and willow habitatBig Hole: Medium predator population (wolves); medium harvest; willow riparian habitat



Predators and Prey  
(Wolves vs. Elk??) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most discussion or controversy over predators and their prey seems to be revolving around wolves and their impact on elk.



How are we doing with Elk 
management in Montana? 

Elk Plan 
Objective 

2011 Elk 
Observed 

Estimated 
Elk 
Numbers 

90,910 112,490 140,613 

Statewide: Total for all hunting districts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If we look at elk management statewide, FWP is doing a good job – far more elk than 20 years ago and well over the objectives in the state elk management plan.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
As illustrated in this map of MT.  All HD’s in red are over objective.  Note – 2 Bitterroot HD’s over objective, 3 at objective and only 1 under objective.





What Happened in HD250? 
A Perfect Storm 

• 2003 House Bill 42: Must manage elk 
at or below objective 

• Wolf population started in 2001 
• Lion population increasing 
• Bear predation on newborn calves 
• Winter severity 



Elk Spring Trend Counts HD250 
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Bitterroot Valley Minimum Wolf Counts 



Bitterroot Calf Mortality in Summer 
Preliminary results from FWP/UM Research 

66 tagged – 23 went to mortality mode 
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Bitterroot Elk Cow Mortality 
Preliminary Results from FWP/UM Research 

 
42 collars on from2/14/11 to 1/9/12: 

• 3 Natural mortalities  
• 2 Unknown  
• 1 Wolf predation  
• 1  Lion Predation  



Wolves kill pumas and pumas kill wolves 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Interactions between predators.Wolves killed several mountain lions during studyAt least one wolf killed by mountain lion.Grizzlies often forced wolves off a kill



Grizzly Bears and Pumas and Wolves 



Predators and Prey  
(Wolves vs. Elk?) 

1. Hunters 
2. Lions 
3. Wolves 
4. Bears 
5. Winter Severity 

vs. Elk 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Lions increased, bear season extended, more effective wolf harvest, hunters have done their part.



Season Setting - Western Montana 
Complex predator-prey ecosystems 

Predators: 
Cougars 
Wolves 

Grizzlies 
Coyotes 

Black Bears 
Lynx 

Habitats: 
Forests 

Meadows 
Riparian 

 

Ungulates: 
White-tailed Deer 

Elk, Moose 
Mule Deer 

Mountain Goats 
Bighorn Sheep 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Western Montana has a very complex predator-prey system – many predator species and many prey species.  More complex than any other place in the U.S.Habitats from rugged mountain tops to river bottoms.



Approved the final 2013-14 wolf season.   
 
The general hunting season will run from Sept. 15 
- Mar. 15, the trapping season from Dec.15-Feb. 
28. Bag limit was increased to five per person in 
any combination of wolves taken by trapping or 
hunting.  
 
No statewide quota, two WMUs with quotas 
North of Yellowstone National Park and one South 
of Glacier. Commission will review the season at 
their December meeting. 
 

FWP COMMISSION ACTION JULY 10, 2013 



Hunting Strategies? 

Deer and Elk Hunters 

Wolf Hunters 



Deer and Elk Hunters 

Hunt in less vulnerable habitats…. It’s not easy…. 
 
Hunt in areas that have fewer hunters…. away from open roads…  
 
Our radio collar work shows that hunters move elk more than predators… 



120 pound male… 





Presenter
Presentation Notes
7 wolves taken by trappers in SW MT,  the remaining 90 in regions 1, 2, and 4



The Reality of Hunting with Recovered Native Carnivores in Montana 
 

We Have an Intact Species Assemblage Again… 

Be flexible and sensitive to hunter concerns over predation and winter. 
 
Watch winter severity and summer drought closely. (Brodie et al 2013) 
 
Monitor condition of winter range - especially conifer canopy/thermal cover. 
 
WT Deer – Be very careful with antlerless hunting on public lands. 
 
Mule Deer – Buck only hunting on western Montana public lands. 
 
Elk – BTB hunting and very limited antlerless elk hunting on public lands. 
 
Moose – Bull only hunting now – we eliminated the antlerless option. 
 
Moose – Initiated long term scientific research and hired project staff. 



Wolves on a Montana Highway! 

THE END 

OTHER PASSENGERS 
Pumas 
Grizzly Bears 
Black Bears 
Coyotes 
Bobcats 
Hunting 
Snow 
Cold 
Heat 
Drought 
Habitat  
Disease 
Vehicles 





Questions? 



Wolf-Ungulate Webcast,  July 18, 2013 

122 

Wolf Status in Washington 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Washington’s Wolf Management Plan was adopted by the Fish and Wildlife Commission in December of 2011.   Today’s overview is intended to provide a summary report of wolf status in the state plus what we know about ungulate status in areas occupied by wolves.



Recovery of populations 
in adjacent states & 
provinces producing 
dispersers into WA 

Wolves are returning to Washington 

USFS Oregon 

123 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a great slide and one that I hope you will all remember when you go home. 



Wolf Monitoring 

125 
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Wolf Sightings Online 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/gray_wolf/# 
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Wolf Location Database 



Follow-up surveys 

Lookout pack pair 

128 



Camera Monitoring 
Northern Region 1 

129 



Wolf Captures and Collaring 

• Multiple collars in each pack 
• Satellite and VHF 
 

130 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
-Collaring-Captures



Monitoring Activity 
Recovery Region Pack Field Activity # Collared 

Eastern Washington Boulder Cameras 0 

Diamond Cameras-Trapped-Aerial 2 

Huckleberry Cameras-Trapped (Spokane Tribe) 2 

Nc’icn Trapped (Colville Confederated Tribes) 2 

Ruby Cameras-Trapped 1 

Salmo Trapped 1 

Smackout Cameras-Trapped-Aerial 2 

Strawberry Trapped (CCT) 1 

Touchet Cameras 0 

Wedge Cameras-Trapped -- 

Northern Cascades Lookout Cameras-Trapped 0 

Teanaway Cameras-Trapped 2 

Hozomeen Cameras-Trapped 0 

S Cascades & NW Coast -- -- -- 

Statewide 13 131 



Breeding Pair Surveys 
 

WDFW, Jay Shepherd 

Tom Meier 

132 



Recovery Objectives 

 Delist at 15 successful 
breeding pair for 3 
consecutive years  
 

 Or 18 successful 
breeding pair for 1 year 
 

 Distributed among 3 
recovery regions 
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Washington Wolf Packs – Dec 2011 
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Washington Wolf Packs – Dec 2012 
 

135 



Pack Statistics – Dec 2012 
 

136 

Recovery Area Pack Name Pack Status a 
Minimum 

Count 
Successful 

Breeding Pair 
Eastern Washington Boulder Creek Suspected - - 
  Diamond Confirmed 10 Yes 
  Huckleberry Confirmed 8 Yes 
  Nc'icn Confirmed 6 Yes 
  Ruby Creek Suspected - - 
  Salmo Confirmed 2 No 
  Smackout Confirmed 12 Yes 
  Strawberry Confirmed 3 No 
  Wedge Confirmed 2 No 
Northern Cascades Lookout Confirmed 2 No 
  Teanaway Confirmed 6 Yes 
S Cascades & NW Coast - - - - 
Totals     51 b 5 



Wolf Population Growth In NRM DPS 

137 
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Predator-Prey Relationships 
• What are the impacts of 

wolves on ungulates? 
• The average number of 

deer equivalents that 
eight wolf packs would 
consume is about 3300.  

• Simple math might 
suggest that wolf (and 
other predator) 
consumption of deer 
would reduce the deer 
population. 
 

139 

Okanogan Mule Deer - 2010 



Predator-Prey Relationships 
• What are the impacts of 

wolves on ungulates? 
• Some of the more obvious 

influences on the prey base 
include weather… 

• Predators impact each 
other. 

• Prey switching occurs 
depending on population 
levels. 

• Many other factors that are 
difficult to predict. 

 140 

South Dakota Photo 



Blue Mountains Elk Example 

• Results of the Research 
(2003-06) 
– Hunters were the 

primary source of 
mortality (65%) 

– Predation (13%) 
– Natural (9%) 
– Poaching (5%) 

141 

Blue Mountains Bull - 2011 



Predator-Prey Relationships 

• Questions :  
– How will wolf population levels affect other predator levels 

and the number of prey that they might otherwise kill? 
– Does predation mortality add to or compensate for overall 

mortality caused by the multitude of factors such as 
disease, lack of forage, severe winter weather, vehicle 
collisions, legal harvest, poaching, or other causes???   

– What is the real cause of a prey population decline or 
increase? 

– The bottom line, we don’t know the actual impact of 
wolves or any other predator on local prey populations 
is…until we do the research. 

142 



Predator-Prey Relationships 

• While we have not conducted specific 
research, two things are anticipated: 

•  1) we should have ample prey populations to 
support wolf populations well beyond the 
recovery objectives; and  

• 2) there will be cases where wolves cause a 
reduction in local prey populations. We built 
management options into the wolf plan for 
both scenarios (at risk ungulate populations). 
 143 



Definition of “At Risk” 
 Ungulate Population 

 Any listed ungulate 
population.   

 Any ungulate population 
that falls 25% below its 
population objective for 
two consecutive years  

 or if the harvest decreases 
25% below the 10-year 
average harvest rate for 
two consecutive years.   

144 

Colockum Bulls 2011 



Predator-Prey Relationships 

• Social tolerance is a major factor in setting 
wildlife population objectives and 
management actions; whether it is deer, elk, 
cougar, or wolves. 

• Because of the multitude of things that 
constrain prey populations, it is difficult to 
predict where wolves might be a primary (or 
important) factor in prey population 
restrictions.  

145 



How will we know if there is a 
decline in an ungulate population? 

• Population Objectives  
• Monitor Ungulates 

– Population estimates 
– Indexes 
– Composition counts 
– Harvest trends 

• So We Detect a Change  
• Then What? 

 146 

Hanford Bull - 2011 



What Happens When 
 We See a Decline? 

• What are the clues??? 
• Obvious:  

– Hunting 
– Severe weather 
– Fire 
– Disease 

• Not So Obvious: 
– Drought 
– Habitat Change –  

• succession  
– Vulnerability  
– Change in Predation Levels 

 
147 



Detecting a Change 
What are the Clues? 

• Dead animals 
• Hunter/landowner 

reports 
• Harvest change: 

– Total harvest 
– Success rate 
– Days per kill 

• Population  surveys and 
trend 

• Sex and Age Ratios 
148 



We Detected a Decline 
Now What??? 

• Consider the Clues 
– Compare to other regions 
– Mortalities 
– Additional counts/surveys 
– Subtle weather patterns 
– Habitat changes  

• Restrict harvest strategies 
– Depends on objective  

• Population   
• Male survival 

• Monitor population and harvest 
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We Detected a Decline 
Now What??? 

• If no change after 
restricting harvest: 
– Initiate additional 

surveys 
– Expand harvest data 

collection 
– Initiate research 

150 
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NE Washington Deer Harvest 
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Okanogan Deer Harvest 
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Elk Harvest 
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NE Elk Harvest 
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Colockum Elk Harvest 
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NE Washington Moose Permits 
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Moose Harvest 
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NE White-tailed Deer Study 
Mortality to Date 

159 



Summary of Prey Status  
in NE Washington 

• Elk numbers are increasing and we plan to allow 
them to increase a little more by cutting back on 
antlerless harvest 

• Mule deer numbers appear to be increasing, mostly 
in the western units 

• Moose appear to be continuing their long term 
increase and expansion 

• White-tailed deer are still low after the decline 
experienced with the hard winters of 2007-08, but 
2012 indicates we may have turned the corner 

160 



Wolves and Ungulates 
Predator – Prey Relationships 

• At the T&E levels, wolves are not likely to measurably 
impact ungulate populations (PMU level), but we’ll 
see 

• Once delisted, wolf management options, 
particularly related to hunting, would be greater  

• We are completing predator – prey guidelines for 
game species that can also provide guidance for how 
we address wolf predation issues 

161 



Wolves and Ungulates 
Predator – Prey Relationships 

• Recent findings:  
– Predator  regulation of ungulate populations is 

generally experienced in areas where multiple 
predators co-occur (and grizzly bear predation 
appears to be most influential under these 
conditions) 

– Wolf impacts generally occur where their numbers 
are more difficult to manage and other factors are in 
play 

– Recent predator removal experiments continue to  
demonstrate that it isn’t a simple relationship 
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Wolves and Ungulates 
Predator – Prey Relationships 

• Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming Lessons: 
– Wolves can impact ungulate numbers at a population 

management level 
– These scenarios have generally occurred well after 

“recovery” objectives have been achieved 
– “Problem” areas for ungulates are seldom associated 

with areas where livestock densities are high 
– The documented ungulate population issues are 

mainly related to elk although moose and whitetail 
population impacts are beginning to be a concern for 
biologists in some areas 
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Wolves and Ungulates 
Predator – Prey Relationships 

• Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming Lessons: 
– Management of wolf numbers through hunting may 

be challenging, but possible 
– Harvest management principles and strategies are 

similar to other carnivores 
– Hunter harvest strategies can be targeted to help 

address predator – prey management objectives 
– We will be able to learn from the experiences of the 

Rocky Mountain states over the next several years 
– Washington’s time is coming, based on the growth 

rate experienced in the Rocky Mtn DPS  
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Summary 
• Ungulate population changes can be detected in a variety 

of ways 
• As of today, WDFW does not have any measurable 

indication that wolves are having an impact on ungulate 
populations 

• Once changes in population levels are suspected, 
additional efforts will be employed to verify the cause 

• Washington is fairly well positioned to understand 
potential impacts to ungulate populations from wolves 

• The Wolf Conservation and Management Plan planned 
for wolf management for at risk ungulate populations. 
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