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SCIENCE FOCUS

t one time, the gray wolf roamed

over most of North America. But
between 1850 and 1900, an estimated 2 mil-
lion wolves were shot, trapped, and poisoned
by ranchers, hunters, and the government.
Some wanted to eliminate wolves to make
the West and the Great Plains safe for live-
stock and for big-game animals prized by
hunters.

They almost succeeded. When Congress
passed the U.S. Endangered Species Act in
1973, only a few hundred gray wolves re-
rmained outside of Alaska, primarily in Minne-
sota and Michigan.

Ecologists recognize the important role
this keystone predator species once played in
parts of the West and the Great Plains. The
wolves culled herds of bison, elk, caribou, and
mule deer, and kept down coyote popula-
tions. They also provided uneaten meat for
scavengers such as ravens, bald eagles, er-
mines, grizzly bears, and foxes. When wolves
declined, herds of elk, moose, deer, and
antelope expanded. In larger numbers, these
animals devastated some vegetation such as

willow and aspen trees, which caused more
erosion, and threatened habitats of other
wildlife species such as beavers. This in turn
affected wetlands maintained by the beavers.

In 1987, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS) proposed reintroducing gray wolves
into the Yellowstone National Park ecosys-
tem. The proposal brought angry protests,
some from area ranchers who feared the
wolves would leave the park and attack their
cattle and sheep. Other objections came from
hunters who feared the wolves would kill too
many big-game animals, and from mining
and logging companies that feared the gov-
ernment would halt their operations on wolf-
populated federal fands

Since 1995, federal wildlife officials have
caught gray wolves in Canada and relocated
them in Yellowstone National Park and north-
ern Idaho. Scentists estimate that the long-
term carrying capacity of the park is 110 to
150 gray wolves. In 2007, the park had
171 gray wolves

With wolves around, elk are gathering less
near streams and rivers, which has allowed

the regrowth of aspen, cottonwoods, and
willow trees there. This in turn helped to sta-
bilize stream banks, which lowered the water
temperature and made better habitat for
trout. Beavers seeking willow and aspen have
returned. And leftovers of elk killed by wolves
are an important food source for scavenger
species.

The wolves have also cut the coyote
population in half. This has reduced coyote
attacks on cattle in surrounding ranches and
increased populations of smaller animals such
as ground squirrels, mice, and gophers, which
in turn provides more food for eagles and
hawks. Overall, this experiment in ecosystem
restoration has helped to reestablish and
sustain some of the biodiversity that the Yel-
lowstone system once had

Critical Thinking

How has the improved health of the Yellow-
stone ecosystem helped nearby ranchers and
other opponents to the wolf reintroduction
program?

"CHAPTER 6 Sustaining Biodiversity: The Ecosystem Approach.




