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Gray wolves, like these, nearing a Bison in Yellowstone National Park, will no longer receive federal protection. 
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DENVER — The Bush administration on Thursday announced an end to federal protection for gray 

wolves in Montana, Wyoming and Idaho, concluding that the wolves were reproductively robust 

enough to survive.

“Wolves are back,” said Lynn Scarlett, the deputy secretary of the 

Department of the Interior, in a telephone conference call with 

reporters. “Gray wolves in the northern Rocky Mountains are 

thriving and no longer need protection.”

A coalition of wildlife and environmental groups dismissed the 

government’s claims and announced plans for a lawsuit to reverse the decision, which is to take effect 

next month.

Advocates for the animals said there were too few wolves to make a genetically sound population, and 

that state plans to manage wolf populations were underfinanced and fueled by a long-simmering 

animosity against wolves that could drive them back to threatened status.

“The numbers are inadequate and the state programs are, too,” said Louisa Willcox, a senior wildlife 

advocate at the Natural Resources Defense Council, a conservation group that is participating in the 

planned lawsuit.

From a base population of 66 wolves introduced into Yellowstone National Park and central Idaho in 

the mid-1990s, there are now nearly 1,300, with an additional 230 or so in Montana that have drifted 

down from Canada. State management plans allow for wolf hunting, or outright eradication in some 

places — including most of Wyoming — with a target population of 150 in each of the three states. 

Biologists cited by the environmental and wildlife groups say that target population is too small, and 

suggest instead that 2,000 to 3,000 animals are the minimum needed.
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Gray wolves were first protected in 1974, one of the first animals to be covered by the Endangered 

Species Act, which was passed a year earlier. But it turned out there were none left to protect across 

most of the West. That led to the idea of reintroduction, which began in 1995.

“We’re not at recovery yet,” said Doug Honnold, the managing attorney at the Northern Rockies office 

of Earthjustice, a nonprofit legal group based in Oakland, Calif. “We’re in the neighborhood, we’re 

close, but we’re not there.”

Removing federal protections now, Mr. Honnold said, would violate the language of the Endangered 

Species Act that requires decision makers to use the best possible science in determining a viable 

target population. 

Federal officials said their science was sound.

“Wolves are resilient, and their social structure is resilient,” said Ed Bangs, the gray wolf recovery 

coordinator for the federal Fish and Wildlife Service. Mr. Bangs said that even with federal 

protections in place almost one in four wolves die each year, either naturally or from human action, 

and yet the population has still been rising at a rate of about 24 percent a year.

The director of the Fish and Wildlife Service, H. Dale Hall, said that if the population dipped below 

the state’s pledged management levels, federal monitoring would be extended and other options 

explored as well, including a restoration of protection.

Environmentalists said those provisions were too vague to affect what the states do in the next few 

crucial months.

But people’s perceptions of wolves are also changing. Wealthy second-home owners, recreation 

enthusiasts and retirees began moving into the corridor of communities around Yellowstone about 

the same time as the wolves did. 

Even in Wyoming, which has the harshest measures in place for controlling wolves, a majority of 

residents who spoke up during a public comment period on the state’s plan opposed it, according to 

an analysis by the Wyoming Department of Game and Fish. 
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