May 9, 2007

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Western Gray Wolf Recovery Coordinator

585 Shepherd Way

Helena, Montana 59601

Re: 
RIN number 1018-AU53 Proposed Rulemaking regarding Establishing and 


Delisting a Distinct Population Segment for Gray Wolves in the Northern Rocky 
Mountains

The United States Fish and Wildlife Service has proposed delisting the Northern Rocky Mountain Distinct Population Segment (NRM DPS) of Canis lupus and declaring the species recovered throughout Idaho, Montana, Wyoming and adjacent parts of Washington, Oregon and Utah.  The organizations that have signed on to this letter strongly oppose this proposal for reasons enumerated and detailed below.  We believe that, cumulatively, these points show that the proposed wolf delisting plan would violate the following two statutory requirements for delisting a species: overutilization [of the species] for commercial, recreational scientific, or educational purposes [i.e., hunting], and the inadequacy of existing regulatory mechanisms [the inadequacy of the wolf management plans of Idaho, Wyoming and Utah]. 50 CFR § 424.11  
1.  The Endangered Species Act defines an endangered species as one “…which is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range…”  ESA § 3(C)(8)  Accordingly, regulations adopted by both the Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service, and subsequent court decisions (Defenders of Wildlife v. Norton, 258 F.3d 1136 (9th Cir. 2001)), have required that endangered species be restored to all or a significant portion of their historic ranges to count as recovered.  In light of this, the recent interpretive opinion issued by the Solicitor of the Department of the Interior regarding the term “significant portion of its range” raises serious concerns with respect to the proposed wolf delisting.  This interpretive opinion is in fact a major reinterpretation that would no longer require restoration of a species in order for recovery to occur.  All it would require is that a species be conserved within its present range.  This is both a sham and a shame.  The very idea of recovery without restoration is self-contradictory, since the terms are virtually synonymous.  It makes no sense to say that a species has been recovered to a habitat unless it has been restored to it: if not restored, then not recovered.  In particular, it makes no sense to say that gray wolves have been recovered to the Bighorn, Salt River, Wyoming and Bear River ranges (all within the NRM DPS) when they have not been restored there and have little or no chance of being restored there.  More generally, it makes no sense to say that wolves have been recovered to the entire area of the proposed NRM DPS when they currently occupy only about 5 or 10 per cent of that area and could, if allowed, occupy much more of it.
2.  Parts of five or more counties in northern Utah are included within the proposed Distinct Population Segment (DPS) for the Northern Rocky Mountain population of the gray wolf.  Yet we are told that the FWS does not view this land—nor, indeed, any land outside the current pack territories within the NRM DPS boundary—as wolf habitat.  (Statement by Ed Bangs at the public meeting in Salt Lake City on February 28.)  Why not?  Certainly it cannot be because wolves did not formerly occupy this habitat.  It is well known that they did.  And it should be obvious that an area cannot suddenly cease to be wolf habitat just because some agency, no matter how powerful, pronounces that it is (no longer) wolf habitat.  (It is perhaps worth stressing in this connection that an area of land can be habitat for a species even if the species is not currently present there—most especially in those cases where the species once occupied that area and could do so again, even if only in small numbers.)  No, the reason can only be that powerful special interests have demanded that the range of wolves be artificially restricted and that FWS, the appointed guardian of our nation’s biological heritage, has caved in to these special interests.

3.  Wyoming still has not produced a state management plan that will allow wolves to live outside Grand Teton and Yellowstone National Parks and adjacent wilderness areas.  Beyond this safe haven, the Wyoming plan would treat wolves as “predatory animals”—a designation that will allow them to be killed without restriction.  This is a terrible plan and is the product of ignorance and stubbornness.  If approved, it would result in a destruction of wolves that disperse from the protected zones and would probably ensure that wolves are unable to emigrate into and colonize other suitable habitat within and beyond the NRM DPS. 
4.  Idaho’s new governor, Butch Otter, who is a member of Sportsmen for Fish and Wildlife, an organization that is openly hostile toward wolves and wolf recovery, recently proudly proclaimed on the steps of the state capitol building that he would like to be one of the first citizens of Idaho to kill a wolf.  He also said he wants to reduce the state’s population from 650 wolves to a mere 100!  This would have a result similar to the one described above in connection with the Wyoming wolf management plan.  It would also tend to make the current level of wolf recovery more tenuous, perhaps leading to the need for later wolf rescue measures.
5.  Experience has shown that the north-central part of Utah included within the NRM DPS is the corridor through which wolves are most likely to travel on their way to the Uintas and the Book Cliffs.  Thus, if there is to be a reasonable chance for natural wolf recovery in these two wild and largely unroaded parts of Utah, wolves must not only be able to travel to this corridor but through it.  But Utah’s wolf management plan is extremely niggardly and has been formally rejected by most Utah conservation groups.  It does not recognize either the intrinsic value of wolves or their ecological value.  It grudgingly envisions the establishment of as few as two packs inside the Utah portion of the NRM DPS.  And within this area it would allow ranchers, their family members and hired hands to kill wolves on public land that they believe are “harassing” their livestock without any prior training on what constitutes harassment or having to get a permit.  Wolves will have little chance in Utah under this plan.
6.  For reasons 1-5, the wolf delisting proposal would make it virtually impossible for gray wolves to recolonize suitable parts of Utah and Colorado lying outside the arbitrary NRM DPS boundary.  Yet biologists have estimated that Colorado could support at least 1000 wolves and that Utah could support at least two hundred wolves.  For example, the Uinta Mountain Range, which encompasses the 460,000 acre High Uintas Wilderness and is the highest and wildest range in Utah, is unlikely to see wolf recovery if delisting goes forward as planned.  So are the Book Cliffs in east-central Utah.  This is because wolves will have little chance of emigrating successfully from Central Idaho or the Yellowstone-Teton area through the Utah portion of the NRM DPS to the Uintas.
7.  The Endangered Species Act requires making listing decisions “…on the basis of the best scientific and commercial data available…”  ESA § 4(b)(1)(A)  It follows logically that recovery plans must be made on the very same basis.  Yet best science apparently did not play a serious role in crafting this awful proposal.  Given the documented benefits that a recovered wolf population has bestowed on the Yellowstone ecosystem, what grounds can there be for concluding that they would not bestow similar benefits upon ecosystems throughout the NRM DPS?  It is clear that there are no such grounds.  Furthermore, and more to the point so far as the ESA is concerned, it is also clear that allowing the wolf population to expand into additional habitat would help ensure the long term conservation of the species, while adopting a delisting plan that does not allow continued natural expansion of wolves into native habitat within the NRM DPS and that would allow the states of Wyoming and Idaho to decimate their wolf populations would do just the opposite.
We are occasionally assured by FWS that, should wolves subsequently move toward extinction within the NRM DPS, new recovery efforts will be implemented.  But why deliberately adopt a plan that may place wolves in peril once again?  The ESA does not envision or allow for deliberately creating conditions that may require ongoing rescue efforts of a species.  Its very purpose is to recover and protect endangered species so that they don’t need constant rescue.  This delisting plan stands to once again place wolves in jeopardy.  
8.  The ESA does not require that economic considerations play no role in determining the specific details of a species recovery plan.  But they should be fairly considered.  In this case, important economic considerations were apparently ignored in deference to the economic interests of powerful special interests—primarily those of livestock and hunting-related organizations.  A more honest economic analysis—one that considers all foreseeable economic impacts—would undoubtedly show that the presence of wolves throughout all parts of their historic range, where they can still exist, would be an economic boon to affected states and communities.  Surveys have consistently shown that most people like wolves and want wolves to flourish.  People want to know they are out there.  They want to have the opportunity to see or hear them.  And they want wolves to do the ecologically important job that millions of years of evolution designed them to do: maintain ecosystem and watershed health.  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that the presence of wolves will lead to increased tourism and wildlife watching, and associated economic benefits, to local communities.  This has certainly happened in gateway communities to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks.  In addition, the economic benefits of healthy ecosystems and watersheds should not be overlooked.  FWS should ask “What are the economic costs of not having wolves?”  Degradation of ecosystems and watersheds, and the associated economic costs to people, caused by the absence of wolves ought to become part of the economic calculus.
Sincerely,

Kirk Robinson

Director, Western Wildlife Conservancy

68 South Main St., 4th Floor

Salt Lake City, Utah 84101

801-468-1535

Dick Carter

Coordinator, High Uintas Preservation Council
P. O. Box 72
Hyrum, Utah 84319
801-245-6747
John Carter, PhD

Utah/SE Idaho Director

Western Watersheds Project

250 South Main Box 280

Mendon, Utah 84325

435-881-5404

Lisa H. Schmidt

Executive Director

Save Our Canyons

68 S Main Street Suite 400
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