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Introduction


Wolves evoke various images in different people living in the northwestern regions of North America. To naturalists, the wolf is a critical component of the wilderness having the right to roam its ancestral land. Biologists and environmentalists see the wolf as being a necessary predator for controlling the population of large and small herbivores. Ranchers and hunters do not have a romantic image of the wolf. To them it is an out of control pest that kills livestock and over-hunts game animals including moose and salmon.


Wolves like other wildlife are being continually affected by the presence of humans in its range. Agriculture and human housing replace critical wolf habitat. The removal of vegetation depletes its shelter and its prey. Hunting and fishing directly compete for the wolf’s food supply. Water pollution may even have impacted the wolf’s reproductive rate. Plus, human activity in general is forcing wolves into small area where it is easy for them to deplete their prey and compete for human resources. Wolves near agricultural and urban areas are known to feast on domesticated animals.

Wildlife management strategies sanctioned by federal and local governments permit a variety of ways to manage the wildlife populations disturbed by human activities. The management of wolf populations in Alaska has been the subject of many heated debates gaining international interest. One aspect of these debates has to do with the reasons why the wolf population is being managed to reduce their numbers. Another fuel for debate is the means used to control the wolf population. This case study looks at the issues related to wolf population control in Alaska.
Background 


Government imposed wildlife protection laws over the years have allowed many predatory animals, including wolves, to repopulate areas that they nearly disappeared from. Laws limiting wolf hunting probably prevented the animals from going extinct. These laws eliminated the 19th century bounties put on wolves and other predators such as coyotes and mountain lions. Farmers and ranchers hunted wolves believing that the animals were killing their livestock and other domesticated farm animals. People also feared wolf attacks. Gray wolves were the most protected of the wolves. The number of gray wolves living in the contiguous United States went from almost 700 in 1963, to 4000 in 2004, thanks to conservation laws. They were at one time limited to Minnesota and now spread down the Great Plains states to New Mexico. The total population of all types of wolves in North America is probably no more than 20,000. 

Alaska wolves never really suffered the dramatic population declines of other wolves in North America. So, their populations truly benefited by conservation and protection programs. Alaskan wolves usually live in family groups hunting within a territory ranging 20 to 160 square miles. Territory size is dependent on the amount of food available for the pack. Most wolves die during battles between each other. Many of the wolves in protected areas die from hunting accidents after being injured by the prey. A great number die from a variety of diseases found in many types of canines. Starvation is also a major killer of wolves.

Conservation biologists find that wolf attacks against humans are very rare and not likely fatal. More people are killed by bee stings than by attacks by any predatory animal. So, human safety is not likely compromised by increasing wolf populations and ranges. Plus, modern farming operations restrict the ability of wolves to hunt livestock. Wolves in Alaska pretty much hunt their natural prey including large game animals such as deer, elk, and moose. 
The Issues 

Now that the wolves maintained healthy populations in Alaska there becomes a need to manage to their populations. Conservation biologists do not argue the need for maintaining a certain number of wolves. A decrease in wolf habitat means less prey animals available for the packs. So, it is possible that a large population of wolves could severely deplete the prey populations. Unfortunately, it has become a necessity that predator populations must be controlled to match the shrinking habitats. Three types of wolf population strategies are used in most areas: range limitation, sustained yield, and population reduction. Range limitation involves herding wolves into restricted areas to limit the available food. Sustained yield involves killing or sterilizing a small number of wolves so the population remains stable in the season. Population reduction is the most controversial method. It involves killing off enough wolves to lower the population. This then allows a slow recovery of the wolf population preventing an unintentional depletion of prey. Killing using involves trapping and shooting the wolves.
Alaska has decided to use the population reduction strategy. Many conservation biologists agree with the strategy; however, they disagree with the rational and methods used by the Alaskan government. Many conservation biologists and animal protection groups believe that the Alaskan government is killing off the wolves to increase the number of game animals rather than to control the wolf population. They are afraid that the wolves may not be able to retain healthy populations if they are not harvested using proper calculations. These people also find it unethical to kill off the wolves just to entice hunters into the state.
More abhorrent to many people is the desire of the Alaskan government to use sharpshooters in helicopters to kill the wolves. Government officials feel that the expanse and terrain of Alaska prevents the use of traditional harvesting methods. Plus, they feel it is just as humane as traditional trapping and hunting methods. The aerial hunting takes place in prime recreational hunting areas as shown in Figure 1. Many conservation groups feel the Alaskan government is ignoring equally effective range limitation and sustained yield strategies. Again, they see the population as pure greed to attack hunters in an attempt to diversify up the state’s tourism economy. 

Figure 1: Wolf reduction areas in Alaska. (Photo courtesy of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game Division of Wildlife Conservation)
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Key Principles 
1. Wolf population control
2. Wildlife management
3. Wildlife reintroduction
4. Predator/prey interactions
Ethical Considerations 

1. What are the rights of farmers and hunters in controlling predator populations? 

2. What are the rights of conservation groups in controlling wildlife populations?
3. What criteria should be used to determine acceptable practices for wildlife management?
4. What are the pros and cons of using predator control strategies to manage wildlife?
Civic Engagement & Service Opportunities

1. Volunteer for a local community group involved in protecting wildlife in your area.

2. Write or e-mail your local politicians about controversial wildlife management issues in your area.

3. Form a student group having an environmental preservation mission.

4. Set up a public forum at your school discussing the practices used to manage wildlife in your area.

Learn more about community service as part of your educational enrichment by visiting the following websites: http://www.learnandserve.org/, http://www.servicelearning.org/, http://www.aahe.org/service/srv-links.htm.
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