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The Impact of Wolves in Yellowstone Park 
by George Dovel

Gray wolf in Yellowstone National Park (YNP photo).  Adult males Coyote in Yellowstone Park.  Adult males in the Northern range 
brought from Canada averaged 111 pounds, females 94 pounds. average 30 pounds, females 26 pounds.

 
From 1906-1927, the reported take of large 

predators from Yellowstone National Park was 127 wolves, 

134 mountain lions and 4,352 coyotes.  This resulted in 

speculation that as wolf numbers decreased the number of 

coyotes increased. 

Similar theories from Great Britain hold that when 

wolves were exterminated by man several centuries ago, fox 

populations expanded and destroyed more ground nesting 

birds.  The introduction of species such as rabbits, rats and 

domestic cats also impacted the predator-prey relations in 

many obvious ways, as well as some that may not be so 

obvious. 

Canôt Go Back 8,000 Years 

British biologists realize that it is unrealistic to 

attempt to go back in time 8,000 years to the mesolithic 

period when man was a tribal hunter and bears and wolves 

were next in line, dominating the lessor predators in the 

food chain hierarchy.  With the exception of animal rights 

extremists who recently outlawed fox hunting, many British 

biologists believe we should intervene and manage existing 

wildlife species just as we manage forests and farms. 

 

 

In both scenarios (8,000 years ago and the present) 

man was/is both the dominant predator at the top of the food 

chain and the only creature endowed with intelligence to 

manage natural resources to benefit both the resources and 

man.  The no-management alternative, restoring wolves and 

letting predators and prey sort out among themselves which 

will be the eventual winners and losers, ignores reality in a 

constantly changing ecosystem. 

Along with droughts, floods, wildfires and extreme 

winters; parasites, disease and plagues alternately take their 

toll of predators, their prey and the habitat that controls their 

existence.  Without manôs intervention, a foot and mouth or 

rabies epidemic or a plague of insects or blight infestation 

can result in wholesale destruction that may take decades to 

repair. 

There is substantial evidence that humans have 

been manipulating the flora and fauna in Yellowstone for 

perhaps the past 10,000 years.  But now biologists have 

introduced Canadian gray wolves and excluded man in 

order to achieve their concept of a ñnaturalò ecosystem. 
continued on page 2
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continued from page 1 

Coyotes on Yellowstoneôs Northern Range 

In response to the Yellowstone fires of 1988 and 

the anticipated introduction of wolves into the Park, an 

intensive long-term study of coyotes on the Parkôs 

Northern Range was initiated in 1989.  The Lamar Valley 

was chosen as one of two study areas for its ease of 

observation. 

Part of this study by biologists Gese and Grothe, 

describing eight coyote attacks on elk with five of them 

successful, was reported on page 3 of the July 2004 

Outdoorsman Bulletin No. 5.  A strong similarity between 

coyote packs and wolf packs and their hunting techniques 

was apparent. 

In a YNP Science article entitled ñThe Ecological 

Role of Coyotes on Yellowstoneôs Northern Range,ñ 

biologists Crabtree and Sheldon detail how coyotes have 

survived in the Park since wolves were introduced in 1995.  

Prior to that time coyotes were the major elk predator, 

killing an estimated 1,276 elk annually. 

Approximately 450 coyotes in the Park killed an 

estimated 750 elk calves in calving season and during the 

summer, another 320-626 yearling elk throughout the year, 

and 20-35 adult elk during the winter.  That reflects an 

average of three elk killed by each coyote every year. 

According to the Biologist D. Scottôs antelope 

study, coyotes also killed more than 80 percent of radio-

collared antelope fawns.  The coyote study emphasized that 

coyotes are capable of killing healthy adult elk during the 

winter, and the number killed is logically determined by 

the amount of elk carrion that is available. 

Although the average pack size was 6.7 coyotes, 

normally only two or three adult coyotes participated in an 

attack on elk while the rest watched or were not present.  In 

their observation of 26 coyote attacks plus the record of 

nine more by Gese and Grothe, the alpha (dominant) male 

almost always led the attack but the entire pack eventually 

fed on the kill. 

During the same period that 450 coyotes were 

killing ~1,276 elk per year, 17 mountain lions were also 

killing an estimated 611 elk per year, including only 35 

calves.  Biologist B. Blanchard estimated that ~60 grizzly 

bears killed 750 elk calves and ña fewò adults. 

Although the 36 elk killed per lion and 13 elk 

killed per bear is much higher than each coyoteôs annual 

average of three elk killed, coyote density, like wolf 

density, makes the big difference in total kill.  With the 

potential for producing a large litter every year, both 

coyotes and wolves can quickly repopulate an area once 

their numbers are reduced below carrying capacity. 

The survival rate of adult coyotes in the study area 

was 91% before wolves were introduced.  Estimated litter 

size varied from 6.9 pups in 1992 to only 2.6 pups in 1994, 

reflecting a population that may have reached its optimum 

territorial carrying capacity. 

 

 The average coyote litter size during the entire 

study was 5.4 pups but a high incidence of parvovirus 

infection resulted in the death of 72% of the pups by the 

end of August.  The increase of 1.5 pups per pack still 

allowed coyote populations to expand until wolves began  

killing some of the coyotes. 

The researchers estimated that elk made up 74% of 

the coyote diet during the five winter months and 21% 

during the seven non-winter months. The following chart 

from their article illustrates the most important coyote food 

sources based on examination of scats (droppings) and 

projection of observed predation:  

 

Coyotes Adapt To Wolves 

 During the first two winters after wolves were 

turned loose in the Park, they killed enough coyotes on the 

northern range to reduce both total numbers and pack size 

by 50 percent.  But as the wolves gained experience killing 

larger prey, coyotes that had been traveling singly or in 

groups of two or three, began traveling with their pack. 

 Coyote packs on the fringe of wolf territories now 

number from 6-10 individuals and experience almost no 

mortality when they scavenge wolf kills during the winter.  

Groups of several coyotes have been observed chasing and 

attacking single wolves and wolf pups. 

 When the researchers observed wolves digging out 

six coyote dens, the coyotes relocated their dens further 

away and in rocky ground.  Each year wolves still kill a 

handful of coyotes, about the same number killed by 

mountain lions, but the coyote population continues to 

outnumber the wolves. 

Other Wolf Impacts 

The additive nature of wolf predation is evident in 

the continuing decline of the northern elk herd described 

on page 12.  Despite near total elimination of sport hunting 

in the northern elk herd this year, Montana biologists 

predict elk numbers will continue to drop. 

As wolf populations in parts of the GYE reached 

the highest densities in North America two years ago, 

sarcoptic mange began to show up.  Instead of allowing the 

parasite to kill off wolves naturally, wolf biologists are 

scrambling to halt its spread. 



January 2005      THE OUTDOORSMAN                         Page 3 

Sarcoptic mange has been confirmed by testing in 

three wolf packs just east of Yellowstone Park and in one 

northwest of the Park in Montana.  All wolves that are 

captured for collaring or other reasons are reportedly being 

injected with Ivermectin in the hope it might help the 

healthier animals fight off the infection. 

 

Gray wolf that died as a result of sarcoptic mange. 

 
In Minnesota as many as 500 wolves may have 

died from sarcoptic mange during the last 3-4 years 

according to APHIS agent Bill Paul.  Wolf Biologist David 

Mech also reported that parvovirus has reduced wolf pup 

survival in some Minnesota wolf packs, allowing 

insufficient recruitment to enable Minnesota wolves to 

continue to increase, until the disease ñburns itself outò. 

The wolf recovery program in Minnesota ignored 

the reality that moose and caribou - not deer - were the 

historical wolf prey in the northern zones.  Once the deer 

herd in northeast Minnesota had been decimated by wolves 

they turned to moose as their alternate prey. 

Hydatid Cysts In Ek/Moose 

Despite no increases in wolf numbers for the past 

several years, moose populations in northeast Minnesota 

continue to decline and biologists say they donôt know 

why.  Speculation that cystic hydatid disease may have 

been introduced into the moose population by wolves has 

not been confirmed. 

E. granulosus tapeworms attach themselves to the 

wolfôs gut and grow to maturity consuming gut contents.  

Then they lay eggs in the intestine of a wolf and the eggs 

come out in the wolfôs droppings and contaminate plants, 

which are eaten by a herbivore. 

The eggs hatch into larvae that travel to the 

herbivoreôs lungs where they form cysts.  Elk and moose 

are the principal wild herbivores affected by hydatid cysts 

but caribou, deer and humans can also be secondary hosts. 

The tapewormsô presence in wolves is rarely 

detected and early stages of cyst development in the lungs 

of elk or humans may also go unnoticed.  It may take some 

 

time for the cysts to develop enough to cause serious 

problems but they will reach golf-ball-size or larger and 

impair the function of lungs, liver or other internal organs. 

Throughout Alaska and most of Canada, these 

cysts are found in moose and some caribou wherever 

wolves are present.  In Alaska, over 300 cases of 

echinococcosis (hydatid disease) in humans have been 

reported since 1950 and both Alaska and Canadian F&G 

agencies publish warnings urging trappers and hunters to 

wear rubber gloves and protective clothing when skinning 

or handling a wolf carcass. 

Two hydatid cysts in moose lungs displayed on moose hide. 

 

They also warn dog owners not to let their dogs eat 

internal organs, to prevent ingesting the cysts (which 

contain thousands of larvae) and becoming a host for the 

tapeworm.  In the lower 48 states concerns from APHIS 

and CDC about the spread of this disease resulting from the 

importation of wild canids from areas where it exists have 

been ignored by wolf biologists. 

What Happens Next? 

By allowing wolf populations to exceed 

biologically sound densities inside the Park the FWS Wolf 

Recovery Team has also created serious problems outside 

the Park.  Declining wild game numbers have already 

resulted in increased livestock killing in Montana and 

Wyoming (Defenders of Wildlife paid three times the usual 

compensation to ranchers in 2004). 

Wolf density is already too high in many areas 

outside the Park and will increase as less desirable habitats 

reach saturation.  The next severe winter will increase wolf 

production and facilitate additional wolf migration to more 

densely populated farmland. 

On page 1-20 of the 1994 EIS to Congress, FWS 

stated, ñWolf recovery is unlikely to have any measurable 

impact on disease or parasite transmission.ò  Yet Alaska 

and all of the Canadian provinces publish scientific 

literature describing the parasites and diseases transmitted 

by wolves to a variety of wildlife and domestic species. 

Legislatures from Idaho, Montana and Wyoming 

would benefit from the accurate unbiased information that 

is available from these and other sources. 
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Pheasant Recovery in Idaho ï Part 1 
By George Dovel

 

When the first ring-necked pheasants were released 

in Idaho and some other states, they had little to fear from 

most predators.  Suitable cover was abundant and 

predators, including hawks and magpies, were controlled 

by game wardens, private trappers, varmint hunters, and 

anyone else who could use a few extra bucks in bounty 

money. 

Many states, including Idaho, constructed game 

bird hatcheries and introduced other exotic game birds, 

such as Hungarian and chukar partridge, to provide a 

greater variety of upland bird hunting.  Pheasant harvests 

reached record highs during the 1940s and remained high 

through the early 1960s. 

In 1944 South Dakota estimated a preseason 

pheasant population of 15 million and a harvest of 

6,439,000, with an average of 54.1 birds killed per hunter.  

In a nationwide ad campaign it declared it was the 

ñPheasant Capital of the Worldò and added another 56,000 

upland bird hunters in 1945. 

The 1945 record harvest of 7,507,000 pheasants 

still averaged 42.9 birds per hunter but the harvest declined 

after that.  In 1963, a record 212,000 hunters killed 

3,095,000 birds, averaging 14.6 birds per hunter.  

Predators Increase ï Pheasants Decline 

But as predators, including hawks, owls, magpies, 

crows and foxes achieved either partial or total protection 

and the methods used to control coyotes were restricted, 

harvest success in all states dropped dramatically. 

In the 1970s Idaho sportsmen insisted that hen 

pheasant shooting be halted in most of the state.  But 

biologists responded by extending seasons into December 

when pheasants were often struggling to survive in deep 

snow. 

A cliché frequently used by IDFG biologists to 

justify the overharvest of upland birds is, ñYou canôt 

stockpile pheasants.ò  Another clich® says that extended 

seasons have no impact on upland bird populations as long 

as you only kill males. 

When fish biologist Jerry Conley was hired as 

IDFG Director in 1980, he immediately increased the daily 

bag limit from three birds to four in the one-third of the 

state where hunters kill most of the birds.  This increased 

the harvest through 1981 to the highest level in two 

decades but too many birds were killed. 

The combined hunter take and predator kill failed 

to provide enough brood stock and the 1982 harvest 

dropped by 200,000 birds.  Determined to apply the flawed 

theories he had been taught, Conley and his biologists 

retained the four-bird limit and extended the season into 

December in the snow country in southeast Idaho, the 

Upper Snake and the Salmon area. 

 

 

 

A severe winter hit southern Idaho and the sage 

grouse and sharptail seasons were closed in all but one 

area, with the bag limit reduced from three to one in that 

area.  Yet the four-cock pheasant limit and seasons ending 

in December were retained. 

The following table, prepared from IDFG harvest 

records, illustrates the dramatic eight-year-decline in 

statewide harvest of the four species whose seasons and 

bag limits were not reduced by IDFG biologists:   

 
   1981     1989  % Change 

Sage grouse   70,000    40,000  -43% 
Quail  155,600    55,000  -65%  
Hun. Partridge 174,000    10,000  -94% 
Chukar  221,900    55,800  -75% 
Pheasant 502,500  102,700  -80% 
 

Low Rooster Carryover 

 Well-known Pocatello area sportsman Harvey 

Peck urged IDFG to shut down the season and prevent the 

wholesale pheasant slaughter in deep snow.  Instead, IDFG 

suggested he kill the roosters because ñmany die anyway 

every winter and they are not needed, so ósportsmenô could 

just as well harvest them.ò 

IDFG pheasant management advocates limited carryover of adult 
male pheasants like this one. 

 
Upland bird biologists generally rely on juvenile 

male pheasants to supply the bulk of the hunter harvest 

each year.  Because hen-to-rooster ratios in the winter 

indicate there are adequate males for breeding, existing 

management strategy emphasizes providing maximum 

hunting opportunity in late fall or winter rather then a 

carryover of roosters to provide additional harvest the 

following year. 
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But when a severe winter takes a heavy toll on 

pheasants, conservation management dictates preserving a 

viable population rather than exploiting adult males.  If 

more males are allowed to survive until winter, fewer 

productive females will be taken by predators during the 

winter. 

Well-camouflaged hen pheasant in tall grass.  Each additional 
hen that survives the winter increases the odds of better hunting. 

 

 Upland bird mangers tend to attribute all of their 

successes to sound biology and blame all of their failures 

on the weather.  A prudent manger who adjusts pheasant 

hunting seasons and bag limits to assure a high carryover 

of birds will mitigate the lack of nesting success caused by 

a cold, wet Spring. 

Providing good cover for nesting and protection 

from predators is only part of the equation.  Conservation 

management dictates minimizing the impact of predators 

and natural disasters in order to provide a reasonable 

supply of birds for harvest every year.  

Itôs Time To Act 

Despite years of special habitat funding and 

extensive planning, Idaho pheasant populations and 

harvests remain depressed.  Yet some states are achieving 

near record harvests with practical solutions funded with 

matching federal excise tax dollars. 

A continuation of this series on pheasant 

restoration will describe the programs other states are using 

successfully.  It will also present facts on pheasant 

stocking, limiting predation and providing appropriate 

habitat. 

 

Revised ñCompassò Approved 
 

Prior to the January 2005 F&G Commission 

meeting, a revised version of the controversial 15-year 

strategic management was presented to the members for 

tentative approval.  With one additional change it was 

unanimously approved during the January meeting.   

 

 

 

Many of the changes involved changing a word or 

two to make it sound more palatable to hunters, fishermen 

and trappers who fund game, fish and furbearer 

management.  A significant change consisted of a promise 

that sportsmen license dollars would not be used to fund 

non-game/fish programs. 

However, the Departmentôs/Commissionôs support 

of  ñWatchable Wildlifeò programs and providing ñdiverse 

fish and wildlife-based recreationò was still emphasized in 

the revised plan as was its continuing commitment to 

ñmanaging all wildlife and native plant species.ò   It 

reiterated its intent to continue to provide ñnonconsumptive 

opportunities in addition to traditionally emphasized 

hunting and fishingò and described these as ñviewing, 

photographing, and learning about wildlifeò and other 

activities, which ñincrease recreational opportunities, 

tourism, and economic benefits to local communities.ò 

The plan allows IDFG to continue in the dual role 

traditionally assigned to Parks and Recreation and 

Commerce and Development.  The plan did not change 

ñAssess and report on the values, attitudes, and opinions of 

citizens regarding fish and wildlife,ò which means the 

Commission plans to continue to fund opinion surveys, 

including non-hunters and anti-hunters. 

 

Wolf Classification Not Settled 
 

In what turned out to be a lively debate, the House 

Rules Subcommittee chaired by Rep. JoAn Wood sent the 

Commission rule classifying the wolf as a big game animal 

back for further study.   Opponents of the rule, stressed that 

it would not allow trapping or snaring of wolves as claimed 

by IDFG, without significant changes to existing Big Game 

rules and a section in the law, which will be loudly 

opposed by some groups. 

IDFG Director Huffaker was very vocal in his 

opposition to changing the classification to ñSpecial 

Predator With Controlled Takeò, one of three 

classifications already approved by the Fish and Wildlife 

Service. 
 

Editorial Comment 
 

Lack of space and time constraints prevent 

inclusion of additional information about big game 

harvests and other legislative subjects that were planned for 

this issue.Pages 6 and 7 discuss some of the pros and cons 

of proposed legislation to require Idaho hunters to wear 

fluorescent orange clothing while hunting.  The proposed 

legislation has not yet been presented as this goes to press 

and remains the property of the author. 

An Alaska Judge has rejected another legal attempt 

by ñFriends of Animalsò to halt aerial wolf control.  Score 

another one for sportsmen. 


