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The wolf (Canus lupus) in Minnesota is a topic of concern both biological and sentimental.  As the symbol of the North Woods, the wolf has defined the northern wilderness and become a cultural icon for Minnesotans.  It is sad, then, that the wolf has been hunted and killed to the verge of extinction in Minnesota.  The wolf represents all things wild, reminding us of a time before human civilization eroded the natural world. Perhaps part of the wolf’s legendary status is the notion of the fleeting, vanishing wolf howling its lonesome cry at the moon.  Maybe endangerment gives the wolf a certain kind of sacredness.  Fortunately, however, wolves are back on the rise in Minnesota.  The human-wolf relationship through history has been rocky and turbulent, and full of personal values and emotional responses.  Seemingly contradictory ideas such as wolf hunting and our domestication and companionship with the wolf (known more affectionately as the dog), point out a common pattern in the history of our interactions with nature: human containment of the wild.

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) has released a document called the Minnesota Wolf Management Plan (2001)
 for public education on wolf matters, in order to ensure the long-term survival of wolves in Minnesota.  The document is largely intended to address concerns about wolf-human interaction, a topic that has jeopardized wolves (as well as humans) for ages.  Since the single largest threat to wolves is human fear and misunderstanding, the DNR attempts to alleviate concerns about wolves while likewise instructing Minnesotans about the best way to deal with wolves when a confrontation arises.  Part of the DNR’s plan regards the danger of wolves becoming habituated to human contact.  To avoid this, harassment of wolves is encouraged, so long as the tactics are not vicious or harmful to the animals.  The definition of such harassment is left vague (intentionally?) in the plan, perhaps granting wolf opponents a little leeway in their handling of the creatures.  The DNR’s specific goals of the management plan are such: “(1) ensuring the long-term survival of the wolf in Minnesota, (2) reducing wolf-human conflicts, (3) minimizing wolf depredation on livestock and domestic pets, and (4) manage the ecological impact of wolves on their prey and other predators.”
  In the 35 years since the federal government has begun protecting wolves under the Endangered Species Act, the Minnesota populations have increased threefold. 
  The DNR’s management plan is working in cooperation with the Minnesota Department of Agriculture and the USDA Wildlife Services to see that farmers’ concerns with livestock predation are addressed.  


The wolves in Minnesota predominantly reside in the northeastern part of the state, with only 10% living elsewhere.  No wolves presently live in the southern part of the state, and so the Northfield area ecosystem is not held in check by the predators.  There are wolves, however, in central Minnesota’s Camp Riley, located just northwest of the Twin Cities, as an article in the DNR’s handbook, Minnesota Conservation Volunteer,
 discusses.  The two wolfpacks curiously thrive amid a fairly active military base, but locals say that the animals keep clear of human contact, an essential aspect of wolf survival.  Southern and central Minnesota poses problems for wolves for several reasons.  Foremost, increased residential development and farmland means less places for wolves to prosper, and less access to essential prey, shelter, and habitat.  And where more people live, more violence is exhibited upon wolves.  The habitat surrounding Northfield, as well as much of the southern and western portions of the state is a prairie environment, not capable of supporting wolves.  Wolves thrive in environments deep in the woods, far separated from human intervention.

Wolf behavior and wolf-human interaction has been more prevalently studied in Minnesota than anywhere else in the world.
  On March 12, 2007, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service delisted the wolf from the federal list of Endangered Species and Threatened Wildlife in the western Great Lakes region (including Minnesota), leaving management in the hands of the state governments.
  This act by the federal government indicates that the wolves in Minnesota and the Upper Midwest have shown evidence of regrowth and recovery from endangerment.  Wolves are now considered a species of least concern by the World Conservation Union
.  In other words, the wolves are in no danger of going extinct anytime soon, so long as the wolves are protected by the Minnesota DNR.  However, the recovery plan includes a stipulation which could allow wolf hunting as soon as five years after the federal delisting, so long as the species is still monitored and hunting is limited.  The DNR’s minimum wolf population goal is 1,600 individuals; current estimates suggest that there are around 400 packs and 2,500 individuals in Minnesota today.
 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s deslisting of wolves has created public outcry from a range of interest groups.  According to a May 18th issue of Outdoor News, a hunting and fishing interest paper, “six groups or individuals have joined the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in defense of the agency’s recent delisting of gray wolves,”
 including the Safari Club International, the Safari Club International Foundation, the NRA, the U.S. Sportsmen’s Alliance, the Wisconsin Bear Hunters Association and two individuals, Scott Meyer and Rob Stafsholt.  On the other side of the spectrum, the Humane Society of the United States, the Animal Protection Institute, and the animal activist group Help Our Wolves Live have filed lawsuits against the USFWS to try and reverse the decision in the hopes of returning wolf management to the federal level.
  

Public interest groups are an important part of conservation legislation and awareness, but there are clearly concerns that ought to be addressed about these types of actions.  The fact that groups concerned with wolf protection are essentially trying to take money away from the U.S. government in order to return control to the federal level doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.  Not to mention, the two individuals standing behind the USFWS’s decision, as well as the interest groups doing the same, are not really interested in the USFWS’s rationale for delisting wolves or the conservation issues raised therein.  Meyer and Stafsholt both had hunting dogs killed by wolves, and simply want the right to shoot wolves on sight without needing proof that their dogs or themselves were in imminent danger from an attacking wolf.  So the people who “support” the USFWS want merely to kill wolves freely, and those who claim to be working on behalf of wolves want to sue the government agency which protects them.

As one can clearly see, wolf sentiment runs high in Minnesota communities.   Farmers convinced that wolves are killing their livestock, as well as hunters with a yearning for wolf killing have targeted these animals and often times convinced wildlife managers and government agencies that the animals need containment.  Typically, it is a vocal minority which gets its way in government legislation, and the DNR and other government wildlife agencies will readily listen to anything that concerned citizens have to say.  It is probably safe to say that in Minnesota, sportsmen and hunting activists interested in open season on wolves significantly outnumber the animal activists wanting complete wolf protection.  When the conservation agencies seek public input for issues such as this, the hunters are typically quite well represented, and end up with a good deal of legislation in their favor.

Since the DNR targeted public education and awareness as a goal of the wolf management plan, conservation officers sought public input for their course of action.  The wolf management plan was constructed by means of twelve public information meetings throughout Minnesota in 1998 to seek public comment on issues of wolf conservation.  These meetings were attended with input from approximately 3,275 highly-motivated people, not to mention contributions from many hunting, trapping, and agricultural interest groups (as well as a few wolf advocates and environmentalists as well).  My suspicion that the former greatly outnumbered the latter is largely speculation, but the politics of public conservation interest are worth consideration.  Conservation for hunting is an interesting practice, with seemingly contradictory messages.  Hunters want to encourage high populations of game animals in order to take home more trophies (thus thinning the numbers).  Hunting can have a positive impact on ecosystems, but the DNR and conservation agencies have to walk a fine line between protecting resources and controlling overpopulation.  Often, it seems, the federal government says which animals not to touch, and the state government says which to kill.  Ideally, hunters would seek not sport trophies, but overpopulated nuisance animals for meat, furs, and other practical uses.  Hunting is also an important economic stimulus, however – a point which is often overlooked by animal activists and sympathizers.  

Since farmers, hunters, and others seek to keep wolves unregulated and free for the taking, the DNR knows that successful legislation requires the cooperation and support of such individuals.  To keep such individuals satisfied (and the wolves protected), the state agreed to pay any farmer the amount lost in livestock by wolf predations as part of the DNR’s wolf management plan.
  This discourages farmers from taking matters into their own hands via premeditated wolf killings, as well as encouraging compliance and cooperation with the DNR’s conservation efforts.  Ideally, the DNR hopes to keep everyone happy.  If one thing is detrimental to conservation efforts, it’s strife between interest groups.  

 Conservation efforts to protect the wolf, as well as other species alike, are important beyond the emotional pull of saving charismatic megafauna.  The prevalent depictions of wolf tortures rampantly thrown about the webpages of animal activists probably do more harm than good.  Saving the wolf is more than a bleeding heart PETA campaign, and such emotional viewpoints detract from more important conservation issues.  The wolf is a keystone predator, making it an essential part of its ecosystem.  If (and when) the species is removed from an ecosystem, dozens of other species are dramatically affected.  

In the case of the wolf and its ecosystem, eliminating wolves dramatically increases the white-tailed deer population, as the deer have no other natural predators.  The rampant populations of deer then eat many times the usual amount of plant matter, often destroying farm crops.  Deer further affect the ecosystem by regulating forest density by eating young tree and plant seedlings, thinning out the flora growth and preventing forest overcrowding.  When the deer population is engorged, they eat more than they should, and every species that lives in or relies on thick forest is affected.  And with now over 30 million deer in the U.S. alone, the animals also create a traffic hazard, injuring 30,000 and killing 200 Americans each year.
  Everything from Lyme disease-carrying deer ticks and tree-dwelling songbirds are affected by unchecked deer populations.  And deer aren’t the only animals directly affected by wolves.  
Studies at Yellowstone National Park indicate that wolves support a wide variety of other animals. Ravens, foxes, wolverines, coyotes, bald eagles, and even bears feed on the carcasses of animals killed by wolves. Antelope are swift, elk are alert, and mountain goats are adept at climbing steep cliffs, in part because of the long-term effects of wolf predation. Wolves also help maintain the balance between these ungulates (hoofed animals) and their food supply, making room for other plant-eaters such as beavers and small rodents.
 

Wolves, as you can see, matter.


Wolves retain a special place in both the natural ecosystem as well as among our sentimental values.  Whether loved or loathed, protected or hunted, wolves remind us all of how human progress and civilization moves in direct opposition to the wilderness life cycle.  Human impact on nature can never be restored, and the effects are overwhelmingly destructive.  Conservation seeks to limit our devastation on the Earth’s natural resources – the wilderness often symbolized by the wolf.  Wolves were once the most widely distributed mammal in the world
, ranging across the North American continent from Alaska Mexico and from the Atlantic to the Pacific coasts.  Before Europeans colonized North America, the wolves ruled.   As species continue to go extinct each year – some even unknown to us – our descendants will live amongst only a microfraction of the species that once existed, and only those species capable of adapting to the human world will remain.  Considering the impact of human sprawl across the globe, it is clear that we are the world’s foremost invasive species.
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