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Rescuing Wolves: 

Threat of Misinformation

AFTER READING THE POLICY FORUM “RESCUING 
wolves from politics: Wildlife as a pub-

lic trust resource” (J. T. Bruskotter et al., 30 

September 2011, p. 1828), I would like to set 

the record straight. First, state governments 

have not shown “hostility toward wolves.” 

Rather, each state wolf-management plan was 

vetted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) and each seeks to maintain wolf 

numbers at or above 150% of offi cial recov-

ery levels. Second, although there always will 

be disagreement about what constitutes recov-

ery of any imperiled species, teams of highly 

qualifi ed scientists set wolf  recovery criteria, 

and in the West, wolf numbers exceeded those 

goals by 500 to 600% before delisting. Third, 

although public opinion toward wolves is vari-

able (1), state wolf-management regulations 

are totally different now than when wolves 

were deliberately exterminated (2, 3). State 

wolf management will be monitored by the 

USFWS, and the wolf can be relisted anytime 

if necessary; strict post-delisting monitoring 

plans are in place for this.

Thus, the gist of the Policy Forum—that 

“courts must use the [Public Trust] doctrine 

to hold states accountable to their trust obli-

gations” is redundant. The states, through 

their science-based wolf management plans, 

are already adhering to their public trust obli-

gations as required by state laws for all wild-

life species.

Because wolves and wolf management are 

contentious, no government entity can fully 

satisfy all viewpoints. Thus, agencies com-

promise by setting regulations that ensure the 

conservation and survival of their populations 

while still attempting to assert some popula-

tion control. Citizens assert their control over 

state actions through lobbying, elections, ref-

erenda, and other legal means (4), and that 

approach is well in place. L. DAVID MECH

Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center, U.S. Geologi-
cal Survey, Jamestown, ND 58401–7317, USA. E-mail: 
mechx002@umn.edu
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Bad Advice, Not Young Scientists, 

Should Hit the Road
TYPICALLY, WHEN GRADUATE STUDENTS APPLY FOR POSTDOCS, OR 
postdocs apply for faculty positions at their home institutions, they are 

greeted with a refl exive reaction: They should diversify their training 

by working elsewhere. This guidance is both antiquated and damag-

ing. It is time for a change.

Most often, this affects young scientists struggling already to bal-

ance work and personal life, perhaps with young families and multiple 

careers. In many cases, 

they have real oppor-

tunities right where 

they are, and the pres-

sure to “move on” is as 

costly as it is arbitrary. 

Large institutions 

often have multiple 

labs well-suited to the 

student’s career devel-

opment, led by investi-

gators in a position to 

understand and appreciate the talent of these trainees. In some cases, 

the trainees already work in the best lab for their own development. 

Others are forced by the intellectual bad habits of grant reviewers to 

choose between family and career. This isn’t to say that the advice is 

always bad, but neither is it always right.

 Science is a team sport:  The strengths of a lab arise from the 

joint contributions of all of its members. These trainees may well be 

especially productive because of the environment they have helped to 

create, and the success of the lab as a whole follows suit. We should 

recognize and honor the importance of continuity when a group has 

formed an effective research unit, and should encourage young sci-

entists to work where they are most productive. Can you imagine a 

private-sector environment that demands of its best workers that they 

fi nd jobs at other companies, rather than nurture them toward the suc-

cess of the business overall?

These are deeply institutionalized problems. As individuals, we 

should think carefully about the advice we give to students who want 

to grow right where they are. To see real change, we should look to 

the National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation 

to provide rational guidance on the expectations of continuing train-

ing fellowships. MARK S. COHEN

Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA 90095, USA. E-mail: mscohen@ucla.edu
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Rescuing Wolves: States 

Not Immune to Politics
J. T. BRUSKOTTER ET AL. HAVE PERFORMED A 
valuable service in showing how the public 

trust doctrine might protect species delisted 

from the Endangered Species Act (ESA) or 

otherwise not protected (“Rescuing wolves 

from politics: Wildlife as a public trust 

resource,” Policy Forum, 30 September 

2011, p. 1828). However, they do not pro-

vide an adequate analysis of the federal leg-

islative delisting decision and thus do not 

make a persuasive case 

that moving the issue from 

federal to state courts will 

remove politics from deci-

sions about wolves.

Litigation in state courts 

under the public trust doc-

trine does offer the possibil-

ity of an alternative when the 

ESA is no longer applicable, 

but there are many obsta-

cles. Although the Supreme 

Court and California deci-

sions seem to support the public trust’s appli-

cation to wildlife protection, Bruskotter et al. 

rightly note that state courts have generally 

resisted or been hostile to doing so (1). Case 

law is not static, but as with civil rights and 

First Amendment speech, it can take decades 

of careful legal work to gain more just inter-

pretations of the law (2). Meanwhile, state 

court judges who are elected [such as those 

in Idaho and Montana (3)] are statistically 

more likely than judges appointed for life to 

be swayed by public expectations (4). 

More important, Bruskotter et al. do not 

explain why wolf opponents would respond 

any differently to unfavorable state court deci-

sions than to federal ones. State legislatures 

can overturn court decisions by enacting stat-

utes that replace the common law just as they 

can change statutes. So we are back to politics. 

Litigation is an important tool in convinc-

ing governments to pay attention to the law 

and facts, but without extensive grassroots 

organizing in support of the cause being liti-

gated, court decisions can be undermined 

or nullifi ed (5). Only grassroots organizing 

can build a conservation movement strong 

enough to prevail with legislatures and 

agencies, and in protecting good case law. 

Unfortunately, most conservation nongov-

ernmental organizations (NGOs) have aban-

doned organizing [e.g., (6)]. NGOs consist-

ing of check-writers and letter-writers are 

no substitute for the activism that won the 

8-hour work day, women’s suffrage, and the 

end of Jim Crow (7, 8). 

Most polling data find that Americans 

favor wolf restoration by a two-to-one ratio 

(9), but if they are not organized on the 

issue, their voices do not 

count. Meanwhile, those 

opposed to healthy wolf 

populations—including 

some hunting and ranching 

groups, those with a rabid 

fear of wolves, and those 

looking to blame wolves for 

the consequences of sprawl, 

road building, and cattle 

consuming the forage of 

ungulate populations—have 

organized intensively (10). 

It is the ability to reward and punish offi -

cials that determines infl uence (11). Wolves 

were legislatively delisted because even 

nominal defenders of the ESA believed they 

had more to fear from wolf opponents than 

wolf supporters. Wolf supporters were out-

organized; Senator Jon Tester (D-MT) and 

the White House caved to the wolf oppo-

nents in hopes that such action would help 

Senator Tester keep his congressional seat 

for another term.  DAVID JOHNS

Division of Political Science, School of Government, Port-
land State University, Portland, OR 97207, USA. E-mail: 
johnsd@pdx.edu
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Response
MECH’S CLAIM THAT “STATE GOVERNMENTS 
have not shown ‘hostility toward wolves’” 

ignores states’ recent actions with respect to 

wolves: Idaho’s government barred its state 

agency from participating in wolf recovery 

(1), passed legislation demanding the removal 

of wolves by “whatever means necessary,” 

and ordered state law enforcement not to 

assist in the enforcement of federal law pro-

tecting wolves (2). Wyoming held up delisting 

efforts by steadfastly refusing to provide any 

protection for wolves in the vast majority of 

the state (3)—a position Wyoming continues 

to maintain. Utah recently passed legislation 

that attempts to prevent “the establishment 

of a viable pack of wolves within the areas…

where the wolf is not listed” and requests 

“immediate removal” of other wolves (4). 

In so doing, Utah’s elected offi cials ignored 

public opinion (5) and abandoned a plan 

developed by the state Division of Wildlife 

Resources through a multistakeholder collab-

orative process.  

Mech’s confidence in states’ intentions 

to conserve wolves is predicated on the wolf 

management plans developed by state wildlife 

agencies. However, he fails to recognize that 

Readers’ Poll

Bad Advice?
In his Letter, M. S. Cohen questions the wis-
dom of pushing graduate students and post-
docs to leave their home institutions when 
applying for new positions. Do you agree 
with Cohen that this tradition is “as costly as 
it is arbitrary”?

Does the standard practice of applying for 
postdoc and new faculty positions outside 
one’s home institution make sense?

 ❒ Yes

 ❒ No

Vote online at http://scim.ag/zWir00

Polling results refl ect the votes of those who chose to 
participate; they do not represent a random sample of the 
population.
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state agencies perform ministerial, manage-

ment duties under the direction of the legis-

lative and executive branches of government 

(6). Agencies’ power over wildlife is thus 

constrained by elected offi cials (6), many of 

whom have obstructed wolf conservation, as 

the above examples demonstrate. 

Likewise, the idea that wolves can be “rel-

isted anytime if necessary” is dubious given 

Congress’s willingness to remove wolves 

from endangered species protections by leg-

islative rider. Furthermore, the monitoring 

and relisting provision of the Endangered 

Species Act that Mech cites extends only 5 

years; after that, relisting becomes consider-

ably less likely, especially given the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service’s recent reliance on the 

“warranted but precluded” fi nding to avoid 

listing species (7). 

Finally, we believe that Mech funda-

mentally misinterprets our argument, which 

empowers wildlife managers at state agen-

cies to act on species’ behalf by reminding 

state elected offi cials that, as trustees, they 

have a duty to conserve wildlife—including 

wolves—for current and future generations.  

Johns notes that we did not undertake 

a detailed analysis of the federal delist-

ing decision. Indeed, such an analysis was 

made moot when Congress intervened and 

removed Endangered Species Act protec-

tion for wolves in the northern Rockies. 

The result: Wolf management decisions will 

now be made by the legislative and execu-

tive branches of states in the American West 

(8), where wolf management decisions have 

historically been driven by infl uential special 

interests (2) rather than concern for long-term 

conservation [e.g., (9)].  Because the public 

trust doctrine imposes an obligation on the 

state to “preserve the subject of the trust” for 

future generations (10), an obligation that can 

be enforced in a court proceeding, the doc-

trine provides a less political avenue to assure 

the long-term viability of healthy wolf popu-

lations than the state legislative or state exec-

utive branches, which are subject to the vaga-

ries of local, short-term politics. Although 

we agree with Johns that elected judges can 

be infl uenced by political ideologies, judges 

(unlike legislators, governors, and appointed 

offi cials) are constrained by prior case law 

and are not free to ignore precedent for polit-

ical expediency (11). Certainly, powerful 

vested interests will oppose attempts to apply 

the public trust doctrine to wolves; however, 

this does not mean that state legislatures are 

free to adopt legislation in defi ance of their 

public trust obligations, nor may a state legis-

lature or state executive substantially impair 

or abdicate its public trust obligation by con-

tract or legislative action (12). 

Finally, we agree with Johns that grass-

roots mobilization is an important element 

in species protection and may well be vital 

for lasting protection of wolf populations. 

Indeed, the record is clear that litigation can 

be used to infl uence public policy decisions 

(13), but research also suggests that the power 

of litigation to affect policy is enhanced when 

it is used as a political resource by social 

movement organizations in conjunction with 

“grassroots mobilization” (14). Thus, we 

believe that the public trust doctrine should 

be part of a broader movement to mobilize 

support for the protection of controversial 

wildlife populations.  JEREMY T. BRUSKOTTER,1* 

SHERRY A. ENZLER,2† ADRIAN TREVES3

1School of Environment and Natural Resources, The Ohio 
State University, Columbus, OH 43210, USA. 2Department of 
Forest Resources and Institute on the Environment, Univer-
sity of Minnesota, St. Paul, MN 55108, USA. 3Nelson Institute 
for Environmental Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
Madison, WI 53706, USA. 

*To whom correspondence regarding response to Mech 
should be addressed. E-mail: bruskotter.9@osu.edu
†To whom correspondence regarding response to Johns 
should be addressed. E-mail: senzler@umn.edu
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CORRECTIONS AND CLARIFICATIONS

News of the Week: “Joint German-Israeli research center planned” (13 January, p. 150). Both the print version and the 
earlier online-only ScienceInsider version of this article incorrectly identifi ed the Minerva Foundation as the funding source 
for the new center. The new center will be jointly funded by the Max Planck Society and the Weizmann Institute. Also, Steve 
Weiner, director of the Kimmel Center for Archaeological Science, is a biologist, not an archaeologist.

GE Prize Essay: “Zoom” by E. L. Aiden (2 December 2011, p. 1222). An editorial error was introduced during production. 
On p. 1222, the zoom for the interior of a proton was given as “10 to 16 m.” The correct number is 10–16 m. The number 
has been corrected in the HTML version online.

Reports: “A composite of multiple signals distinguishes causal variants in regions of positive selection” by S. R. Grossman 
et al. (12 February 2010, p. 883). The surname of the second author was spelled incorrectly; the correct spelling is 
Shlyakhter. The name has been corrected in the HTML version online.

TECHNICAL COMMENT ABSTRACTS

Comment on “A Diverse Assemblage of Late Cretaceous Dinosaur and Bird 
Feathers from Canadian Amber”

Carla J. Dove and Lorian C. Straker

McKellar et al. (Reports, 16 September 2011, p. 1619) analyzed Late Cretaceous amber specimens from Canada and 
identifi ed some fi laments as dinosaurian protofeathers. We argue that their analysis and data do not provide suffi -
cient evidence to conclude that such fi laments are feather-like structures. Further investigation, including destructive 
sampling, must be carried out for more convincing conclusions.

Full text at www.sciencemag.org/cgi/content/full/335/6070/796-b

Response to Comment on “A Diverse Assemblage of Late Cretaceous 
Dinosaur and Bird Feathers from Canadian Amber”

Ryan C. McKellar, Brian D. E. Chatterton, Alexander P. Wolfe, Philip J. Currie

Dove and Straker question our interpretations of plumage from Late Cretaceous Canadian amber. Although we are able to 
refute concerns regarding both specimen taphonomy and misidentifi cation as botanical fossils, unequivocal assignment 
to either birds or dinosaurs remains impossible, as we stated originally. However, reported observations and their further 
refi nement herein are insuffi cient to falsify the hypothesized dinosaurian origin for protofeathers.

Full text at www.sciencemag.org/cgi/content/full/335/6070/796-c

Letters to the Editor

Letters (~300 words) discuss material published 

in Science in the past 3 months or matters of 

general interest. Letters are not acknowledged 

upon receipt. Whether published in full or in part, 

Letters are subject to editing for clarity and space. 

Letters submitted, published, or posted elsewhere, 

in print or online, will be disqualifi ed. To submit a 

Letter, go to www.submit2science.org.
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