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June 28, 2007 
 
Dr. Benjamin Tuggle 
Regional Director 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
500 Gold Avenue SW 
Albuquerque, NM 87102 
 
Dear Dr. Tuggle, 
 
This letter expresses concerns over disturbing trends of population stagnation or potential decline 
and genetic deterioration in the reintroduced Mexican gray wolf population occupying the Blue 
Range Wolf Recovery Area (BRWRA).  As I have stated in previous letters, I continue to believe 
that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is failing to meet the requirement in Section 
10(j) of the Endangered Species Act (Act) that releases of experimental populations of 
endangered species must “further the conservation of such species.”  According to its definition 
in the Act, “conservation” means “to use and the use of all methods and procedures which are 
necessary to bring any endangered species or threatened species to the point at which the 
measures provided pursuant to this Act are no longer necessary.” 
 
The population estimate at the end of 2006 was 59 wolves and 7 breeding pairs.  Agency updates 
confirm that the number of breeding pairs at the end of 2007 cannot exceed five.  Based on past 
performance, I predict it will be less than five.  I am also aware of at least 10 adult or subadult 
wolves that have been illegally killed, killed or removed by the USFWS, or have mysteriously 
disappeared already this year.  This does not include the seven tri-lineage Saddle Pack pups that 
were removed following the removal of their parents.  The Final Environmental Impact Statement 
for the reintroduction project predicted a population of 102 wolves and 18 breeding pairs at this 
point in the project.  The reintroduction project goal is to establish a population of at least 100 
wolves in the BRWRA. 
 
I recently presented analyses of project data at the North American Wolf Conference (April 25, 
2007, Flagstaff, Arizona) and at the Annual Meeting of the American Society of Mammalogists 
(June 9, 2007, Albuquerque, New Mexico).  Our analyses revealed that for the past four years 
growth of the BRWRA wolf population has been limited by management-related killing or 
permanent removal of wolves and subsidized by the continued releases of new wolves from the 
captive population far in excess of the number of releases anticipated.  The USFWS predicted in 
the EIS that 66 wolves would be released from 1998 through 2002; whereas, 99 wolves have been 
released through the end of 2006.  Eighty-nine percent (24 of 27) of all wolves killed or 
permanently removed in the past four years (2003-2006) by order of the USFWS were removed 
because they had depredated livestock.  Twenty-five new wolves were released during these same 
four years; and 82% (14) of the documented increase of 17 wolves over this period can be 



attributed to the released wolves.  We showed that in the absence of new releases of wolves after 
2002, the population would have increased by only three wolves (42 to 45) from the end of 2002 
to the end of 2006.  Clearly, this is not a “conservation” trajectory as required by the Act. 
 
Mexican wolves that depredate livestock are removed under provisions of Standard Operating 
Procedure 13, a discretionary “management measure” authorized, but not required, by the final 
rule governing the management of the BRWRA Mexican wolf population.  SOP 13 contains no 
threshold provision based on population numbers or trends which would trigger a reduction or 
cessation of agency-authorized taking of wolves under the established “three strikes” policy.  It 
also contains no hard requirements for addressing and resolving conflict situations with an 
objective of leaving wolves in the wild. 
 
Another issue of grave concern is the genetic makeup of the BRWRA Mexican wolf population.  
In an August 2, 2004, report to the Recovery Team, conservation geneticist Dr. Philip Hedrick 
noted that the wild population lacked important genetic ancestry from the Aragon and Ghost 
Ranch lineages of Mexican wolves. Stressing the urgency of the need to correct this genetic 
deficiency, Dr. Hedrick recommended incorporating greater ancestry from both the Aragon and 
Ghost Ranch lineages into the wild population “as soon as possible.” A related genetic concern is 
high inbreeding coefficients within the wild population.  Dr. Hedrick and other experts in 
conservation genetics have continued to advise the USFWS to increase representation of Ghost 
Ranch and Aragon breeding lines of Mexican wolves in the wild population and to expedite 
growth of the wild population to minimize attrition of genetic diversity.  Yet, the USFWS has no 
management measures in place to protect the genetic integrity of the BRWRA population of 
Mexican wolves.  Wolves of high genetic value continue to be removed from the wild 
population.  For example, on July 11, 2004, the Saddle Pack alpha male, M574, was lethally 
controlled despite the Service having previously identified that wolf as genetically irreplaceable. 
The most recent example of such misguided management was the permanent removal of the alpha 
pair of the Saddle pack, and the removal of their litter of 7 pups—all of which possess genetic 
representation from all three breeding lines.  In papers accepted for publication in Molecular 
Ecology and Proceedings of Royal Society B, Dr. Hedrick, Dr. Richard Fredrickson, and 
colleagues document the importance of multi-lineage genetic composition to increased fitness and 
“genetic rescue” of Mexican wolves.  Reliance on the captive population as a long-term source 
for genetic supplementation of the wild population is not a viable management solution.  The 
final rule for the reintroduced population states:  “If captive Mexican wolves are not reintroduced 
to the wild within a reasonable period of time, genetic, physical, or behavioral changes resulting 
from prolonged captivity could diminish their prospects for recovery.” 
 
The adaptive management process, embraced by the USFWS and all the agencies that formally 
cooperate in implementation of the BRWRA reintroduction project, requires serious 
consideration of scientific information like that presented in this letter in the decision-making 
process.  I and the prominent scientists who have endorsed this letter urge the USFWS to take 
immediate actions that will result in at least a 15% annual growth rate of the wild population until 
the objective of at least 100 wolves is met and to expedite management actions necessary to 
protect and maximize the genetic diversity of the wild population.  We implore the USFWS to 
make full use of the management flexibility accorded by current regulations to protect and 
conserve Mexican wolves in the wild, to expedite the process of revising the Mexican Wolf 
Recovery Plan (now 25 years old), and to expedite a rule change that will meet the 
“conservation” mandate of the Endangered Species Act. 
 
Sincerely, 
 



 
David R. Parsons 
Carnivore Conservation Biologist 
 
Endorsements: 
 
Paul Beier, Ph.D. 
Professor 
School of Forestry 
Northern Arizona University 
 
Thomas L. Fleischner, Ph.D. 
Professor of Environmental Studies 
Prescott College 
 
Richard Frederickson, Ph.D. 
Arizona State University 
 
Philip Hedrick, Ph.D. 
Professor 
School of Life Sciences 
Arizona State University 
 
Brian Miller, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
Wind River Ranch Foundation 
 
Paul Paquet, Ph.D. 
Faculty of Environmental Design 
University of Calgary 
 
Paul Sneed, Ph.D. 
Director, Ph.D. Program in Sustainability Education; and 
Chair, MA Program in Environmental Studies 
Prescott College 
 
Victor Van Ballenberghe, Ph.D. 
Affiliate Professor of Biology and Wildlife 
University of Alaska, Fairbanks 
 
 
Cc: (delivered by email) 
 
Brian Millsap, USFWS 
John Morgart, USFWS 
Jose Viramontes, USFWS 
Wendy Brown, USFWS 
Terry Johnson, AGFD 
Bruce Thompson, NMGFD 
NM Game Commissioners 
 


