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Other States Seek to Emulate Wisconsin’s
Wolf Massacre
Plans include hunting with dogs, ATVs, bait, snares, and helicopters
PHOTO BY NORTHWOODSPHOTO/ISTOCK
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In the course of three days in late February, 2021, Wisconsin hunters killed 216 wolves, nearly

20 percent of the state's wolf population. The hunt was the result of a last-minute court order

issued after the Wisconsin Institute for Law and Liberty filed a lawsuit on behalf of Hunter

Nation Inc., a Kansas-based hunting advocacy group, because Wisconsin’s Department of

Natural Resources (DNR) failed to hold a wolf hunt. Local tribes condemned the decision, urging

tribal inclusion in the rule-making process (https://myemail.constantcontact.com/GLIFWC-tribes-
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respond-to-recent-Ma-iingan-Decision.html?soid=1133865905891&aid=A5L56VzkDK0). Conservation

groups also opposed the wolf hunt due to the rushed process and lack of public input. 

“This hunt represents an unprecedented and extreme departure from sound, science-based

wildlife practices on the part of Wisconsin DNR,” says Elizabeth Ward, Wisconsin Chapter

Director of the Sierra Club, and “an insult to science, democracy, and good conscience.” 

Wisconsin is the only state that mandates a wolf hunt. Republican lawmakers

(https://www.htrnews.com/story/life/2020/11/03/gray-wolf-delisted-endangered-species-act-wisconsin-

legislator-calls-hunt/6121986002/) and hunting groups in the state have called for an open hunting

season ever since the Trump administration delisted wolves last fall. At first, the chances of a

hunt being held this season seemed slim, since DNR decided to wait until the fall in order to

include new population data into its wolf management plan. But the court order forced the

agency to hold a hunt with just a week left in the season, giving them mere days to devise a

quota. The DNR initially set a quota of 200 wolves but later reduced the number to 119 after

tribes, who did not participate in the hunt, protested their lack of inclusion in the planning

process (https://www.dailycardinal.com/article/2021/01/these-are-our-brothers-native-americans-experts-

stood-in-opposition-to-efforts-to-rush-a-wolf-hunting-season-in-wisconsin). In the end, the DNR

issued 2,000 hunting permits (https://www.jsonline.com/story/sports/outdoors/2021/02/13/wisconsin-wolf-

kill-target-200-proposed-dnr/6729173002/), almost twice the number of its 2020 estimate of wolves in

the state, which was between 1,000 and 1,200

(https://dnr.wisconsin.gov/sites/default/files/topic/WildlifeHabitat/wolfreport2020.pdf). The abundance of

hunters combined with the widespread use of dogs allowed hunters to blow past the quota, says

Peter David, a wildlife biologist for the Great Lakes Indian Fish & Wildlife Commission.  

Dr. Adrian Treves, a professor of Environmental Studies at UW-Madison and founder of the

Carnivore Coexistence Lab, says the hunt was problematic for many reasons, but a few stand

out. First, it throws off last year's wolf count, which would have been used to create a new wolf

management plan. “The data is now unreliable because a wolf that might have been counted

could very well be dead by now,” says Treves. Second, the hunt started at the height of the

breeding season, hampering the population’s ability to recover since pregnant females were

likely among the wolves killed. Lastly, the hunt failed to factor in the effects of poaching, a

practice Treves warns is drastically underestimated. Combined with accidental deaths and

natural mortality, Treves estimates a population reduction when compared to last spring of 30

to 38 percent—a level of mortality far beyond what scientists say wolf populations can

(https://academic.oup.com/jmammal/article/98/1/17/2977342) sustain.  

Wolf advocates and researchers say this is why federal management is needed. “It's quite

evident that whatever is happening right now is not working,” said Marvin Defoe, a Red Cliff

tribal elder, on WORT radio. “My view is that we need to put [the wolf] back on the protection

list.”
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In the states where wolves are not protected, they are now being aggressively persecuted. In

Montana, Senator Bob Brown, a Republican from Thompson Falls, introduced two anti-wolf bills

that recently passed through a committee. One would essentially place a bounty on wolves and

the other would allow unlimited killing and the use of bait, lights, and night-vision equipment.

Paul Fielder, another Republican lawmaker from Thompson Falls, introduced a bill to make

trapping easier and allow the use of snares.

In Idaho, a state notorious for its antipathy toward wolves, a bill was introduced earlier this

month with the aim of reducing the wolf population by up to two thirds. It would do this by

reclassifying wolves in a significant portion of the state as predators, which means they could

be killed at any time of year without limitation. Hunters would be able to employ ATVs, snow

machines, and helicopters.  

 “I understand the need for management of these species, and that includes ethical, fair-chase

hunting using science to set mortality limits,” wrote (https://mountainjournal.org/prominent-bear-

conservationist-condemns-laws-targeting-grizzlies-and-wolves-in-northern-rockies) Christopher Servheen,

a wildlife biologist in Montana. “But these extreme anti-predator laws in Montana and Idaho

are a relapse back into the dark ages of wildlife and nature exploitation.”

In Michigan, the agency that manages wolves is facing growing calls from Republican

lawmakers to hold a wolf hunt like Wisconsin’s

(http://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(s0heirecke5aa303cqhprldo))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=2021-

SR-0015). And similar legislation was recently introduced in Minnesota

(https://www.duluthnewstribune.com/northland-outdoors/6904905-Dueling-Minnesota-wolf-bills-introduced-

One-for-a-season-one-
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pitol.).

These regressive laws couldn't come at a worse time, says Collette Atkins, carnivore

conservation director and senior attorney for the Center for Biological Diversity. Wide-spread

hunting has the potential to reverse 40 years of progress in wolf recovery, she says, disrupting

pack dynamics and preventing dispersal to new areas.  

The main justifications for wolf hunts, according to the Carnivore Coexistence Lab’s Treves, are

reducing threats to livestock, increasing tolerance for wolves, and reducing poaching. To which

list Peter David, the wildlife biologist, adds competition with humans for wild game species and

supposed threats to human safety. 

But according to (https://dnr.wisconsin.gov/topic/WildlifeHabitat/harvest/deerharvest.html) state

agencies, deer harvests are meeting or exceeding quotas (https://www.wpr.org/deer-harvest-nearly-

16-percent-during-2020-gun-hunting-season-despite-coronavirus-pandemic). Regarding livestock, studies

show (https://www.humanesociety.org/sites/default/files/docs/HSUS-Wolf-Livestock-6.Mar_.19Final.pdf) that

less than one percent of cattle are killed by wolves and that livestock are more likely to die as a

result of weather or domestic dogs. According to Treves’ research

(https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/141203-wolves-hunting-livestock-ranchers-endangered-

species-environment), indiscriminate killing of wolves can actually increase livestock predation by

removing experienced hunters and forcing young wolves to target easy prey. With regard to

public perception, public

(https://files.dnr.state.mn.us/fish_wildlife/wildlife/wolves/summary_attitude_report.pdf)attitude surveys

(https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/WildlifeHabitat/wolf/documents/WolfAttitudeSurveyReportDRAFT.pdf) show that

the majority of the general public has positive feelings about wolves. 

 “Some of these arguments on the surface might make sense, but when you look at them more

carefully they don’t hold up,” says David. “In the end, what this season is selling is the novelty of

killing a wolf.” 

Environmental groups (https://actionnetwork.org/petitions/wolf-emergency-add-your-name-to-oppose-

trumps-plan-to-strip-gray-wolves-of-protections) are now urging

(https://secure.wildearthguardians.org/site/Advocacy?cmd=display&page=UserAction&id=1113) President

Biden to relist wolves under the Endangered Species Act. On Jan 20, the president signed an

executive order that committed to reviewing the gray wolf’s delisting. Meanwhile, three

separate lawsuits are challenging the Trump administration’s delisting, one of which includes

the Sierra Club. Atkins says these lawsuits could take years to sort out, but the main takeaway

from all three is that recovery is incomplete and unlikely to happen under state management. 

Thus far, wolves have only recovered in about 10 percent of their potential range. For U.S. Fish

and Wildlife, the agency that manages endangered species, that’s enough. But for wolf

advocates, we still have a way to go. 

“What they've done is reduced the concept of recovery down to the concept of survival,” says

Atkins. “That just isn't what the [Endangered Species] Act says and it's definitely not the
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purpose. It's about recovery. There are lots of places where wolves once were and could live

again.” 

LIKE WHAT YOU READ? SIGN UP FOR DAILY UPDATES FROM SIERRA MAGAZINE.

By signing up, you are opting in to receive periodic communications from the Sierra Club.

MORE STORIES ABOUT: wolves (/sierra/tags/27013)

See all stories (/sierra/latest)

Lindsey Botts is an editorial fellow at Sierra magazine. You can follow him on Twitter @Lkbotts.

 
See more stories by this author (https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/authors/lindsey-botts)

RELATED STORIES

 (/sierra/what-will-it-take-fully-recover-wolf-
populations)

What Will It Take to Fully Recover Wolf Populations? (/sierra/what-will-it-take-fully-recover-

wolf-populations)

National parks are important but insufficient for species revival

Like 2.1K Share

https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/tags/27013
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/latest
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/authors/lindsey-botts
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/what-will-it-take-fully-recover-wolf-populations
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/what-will-it-take-fully-recover-wolf-populations
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sierraclub.org%2Fsierra%2Fother-states-seek-emulate-wisconsin-s-wolf-massacre&display=popup&ref=plugin&src=like&kid_directed_site=0&app_id=9758378218


 (/sierra/wolves-are-coming-back-colorado-now-
comes-tricky-part)

Wolves Are Coming Back to Colorado. Now Comes the Tricky Part. (/sierra/wolves-are-

coming-back-colorado-now-comes-tricky-part)

A management plan will have to balance environmental and social needs

 (/sierra/gray-wolves-will-no-longer-have-federal-
protection)

Gray Wolves Will No Longer Have Federal Protection (/sierra/gray-wolves-will-no-longer-have-

federal-protection)

The Trump administration removes the still-recovering apex predator from the endangered
species list

https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/wolves-are-coming-back-colorado-now-comes-tricky-part
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/wolves-are-coming-back-colorado-now-comes-tricky-part
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/gray-wolves-will-no-longer-have-federal-protection
https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/gray-wolves-will-no-longer-have-federal-protection


0 Comments Sort by 

Facebook Comments Plugin

Oldest

Add a comment...

https://developers.facebook.com/products/social-plugins/comments/?utm_campaign=social_plugins&utm_medium=offsite_pages&utm_source=comments_plugin

