
 

Wolf Perception and Policy in the United States: An Analysis of Two Red Wolf 

Reintroduction Programs  

by 

Sarah Rouse 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of  

The Wilkes Honors College  

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of  

Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts and Sciences  

with a Concentration in Environmental Studies  

 

 

Wilkes Honors College of  

Florida Atlantic University  

Jupiter, Florida  

May 2012 



 ii  
 

 

 

Wolf Perception and Policy in the United States: An Analysis of Two Red Wolf 

Reintroduction Programs  

by 

Sarah Rouse 

 

This thesis was prepared under the direction of the candidate’s thesis advisor, Dr. 

William O’Brien, and has been approved by the members of her supervisory committee. 

It was submitted to the faculty of The Honors College and was accepted in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts and 

Sciences. 

 

SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE: 

____________________________ 

Dr. William O’Brien 

____________________________ 

Dr. Christopher Strain  

____________________________ 

Dean, Wilkes Honors College 

____________ 

Date 

 

 



 iii  
 

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank Dr. William O’Brien for being a great and supportive 

academic and thesis advisor.   

I would also like to thank Dr. Christopher Strain for his assistance as a second 

reader. I would like to thank Elsa Rouse, for her assistance in helping me find books. I 

would to thank Dr. O’Brien and Dr. Strain for their help in editing and revising this 

thesis.    

Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends for their encouragement 

throughout my college career. 



 iv  
 

Abstract 

Author:   Sarah Rouse 

Title:    Wolf Perception and Policy in the United States: An Analysis of 

Two Red Wolf Reintroduction Programs  

Institution:   Wilkes Honors College of Florida Atlantic University 

Thesis Advisor:   Dr. William O’Brien 

Degree:    Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts and Sciences 

Concentration:   Environmental Studies  

Year:    2012 

 Throughout the course of North American history, wolves have been persecuted 

with a vengeance. Negative wolf perceptions have in the past created and continue to 

create controversial policies and views towards wolves. While most of these attitudes are 

geared towards gray wolves, as gray wolves are the most common and prominent, 

unfavorable perceptions have also extended to the less well-known red wolf. This study 

compares two red wolf reintroduction programs, one in the Tennessee-Kentucky area and 

the other in North Carolina, as well as the Yellowstone Gray Wolf Reintroduction 

program. After analyzing these three programs, it can be concluded that the perceptions 

towards wolves regardless of the type of wolf or location remain largely negative and that 

wolves continue to face persecution.   
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Introduction 

The history behind negative wolf perception in the United States goes back to 

prior to before the Europeans first traveled to the New World. The wolf has been a 

symbol of evil, sin, and violence throughout European and North American history. 

Wolves have played a unique role in both colonial American history and United States 

history, as, “[p]art of our heritage is our nation’s war against the wolf. Our ancestors 

hated the wolf and vowed to exterminate it in the lower forty-eight states” (McIntyre 

1995, 27). Discrimination against wolves is generally based on cultural perceptions in the 

sense that people believe wolves to be more of a threat than they actually are (Mech and 

Boitani 2003). Prior to arriving in what is now North America, Europeans often took 

brutal action against wolves throughout Europe and once they journeyed to the New 

World, the wolves present in the colonies received the same treatment. These negative 

perceptions of wolves had in the past created, and still continue to create, many conflicts 

between humans and wolves. As Grambo states, “Throughout the history of civilization, 

right into our own time, wolves have been hunted with a vengeance seldom seen against 

any other animal” (Grambo 2008, 138).Wolves throughout North American history have 

been killed to the point of near extinction (Mech and Boitani 2003).   

When visualizing or thinking of a wolf, many people automatically picture Canis 

rufus, more commonly known as the gray wolf, which is the most common and 

prominent species of wolf. Most people tend to be unaware of the many subspecies of the 

gray wolf and also a separate species of wolf, Canis lupus rufus, more commonly known 

as the red wolf. Throughout history, gray wolves have lived in a vast number of places, 

though they have often been largely killed off, while red wolves had been more restricted 
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in their range. Wolves in particular have more recently been viewed more positively by 

environmentalists, animal rights activists and by certain government agencies. For some, 

wolves have emerged as “…a symbol for conscientious caring for the environment, for 

conservation that is enduring” (Mech and Boitani 2003, ix). Such sympathies have more 

recently led to wolf reintroductions aimed at repopulating areas of their former range, but 

with tensions existing between positive and negative wolf perceptions.  

Red wolves in particular have faced additional struggles due to these deeply 

ingrained and unfavorable ideas. DeBlieu points out, “If wolves are animals of savage 

and demonic qualities, as myth and folklore portray them, then red wolves have been 

doubly damned [compared to gray wolves]. They are despised on the one hand, by people 

who think of wolves as bloodthirsty and sinister, yet they are often overlooked by those 

who might be expected to rush to their defense” (DeBlieu 1993, 5). By the 1980’s red 

wolves had been at the brink of extinction in the wild due mainly to human activity, as 

only 14 pure red wolves remained in 1984 (Smith 1996). Last minute recovery efforts 

placed the remaining red wolves into a breeding program in an attempt to save the 

species.  

Once the population recovered enough, the United States Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS) decided that the species needed to be reintroduced in order to once 

again become accustomed to life in the wild. This study compares and analyzes the two 

red wolf reintroduction plans, focusing on the issue of wolf perception by the residents in 

the applied localities. In addition, in order to connect the historically negative perceptions 

and stereotypes typically applied to gray wolves to red wolves, the gray wolf 

reintroduction at Yellowstone National Park is going to be compared to the two plans as 
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well. By studying and comparing these three reintroduction programs, the conclusion can 

be made that perceptions towards wolves remains largely negative regardless of location 

or type of wolf and that wolves still continue to face a great deal of persecution. In the 

Land-Between-the-Lakes (LBL) located in the Kentucky-Tennessee area, where the first 

attempt to reintroduce red wolves took place in 1983, the reintroduction attempt failed 

because a lack of support from the local public, who viewed the red wolves as nothing 

more than a dangerous nuisance. Local residents refused to allow the wolves on their 

land, despite the United States Fish and Wildlife Service attempts at compromising 

(Smith 1996). While the second attempt to reintroduce red wolves in the Alligator River 

Wildlife Refuge, located in North Carolina, did succeed in that the community allowed 

the reintroduction, it still proved to be a major challenge. Many of the local residents, 

particularly the hunters, had not been thrilled about the reintroduction and often 

threatened the red wolves both prior to and after the reintroduction.  

Peter Singer: Views on Wolves Through an Animal-Rights Frame 

Wolves throughout European and North American history have faced a large 

amount of persecution, which many people still do not take issue with. Negative 

perceptions towards wolves can be analyzed through the ideas of Peter Singer, an 

environmental ethicist and philosopher. He speaks to the issue of non-human animal 

rights in his essay, “All Animals are Equal.” Though Singer references the prejudices 

generally experienced by non-human animals, his ideas can apply specifically to wolves. 

He discusses and criticizes the mistreatment of non-human animals and advocates for 

equal consideration, a concept that should be granted to wolves. Singer believes that in 

order to see that a problem exists and take action, people cannot remain ignorant and they 
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need to be made aware of the issue. He argues, “If we have learnt anything from the 

liberation movements, we should have learnt how difficult it is to be aware of latent 

prejudice in our attitudes to particular groups until this prejudice is forcefully pointed 

out” (Singer 2002, 17). Though brutal methods have been used to kill wolves, as Singer 

states, until the problems behind the methods used to kill wolves are addressed, people 

most likely will not change their views. Awareness of a situation allows for a greater 

chance of change, or at the very least, acknowledgement of the situation. For red wolves, 

their existence as a separate species of wolf did not even become known until fairly 

recently. Red wolves continue to be less well-known than gray wolves and many people, 

even some wolf supporters, will brush them aside and pay them no mind, thus ignoring 

the prejudices against them. Singer argues that people need to alter their thinking in order 

to consider non-human animals. He asserts that people need to extend the basic principle 

of equality, which most people recognize should be extended to other people, to other 

animals.  

Singer’s philosophy addresses what he believes should be the determining factor 

in the issue of how equal consideration should be applied. He claims, “The capacity for 

suffering and enjoying things is a pre-requisite for having interests at all, a condition that 

must be satisfied before we can speak of interests in any meaningful way” (Singer 2002, 

20). Singer further states, “If a being suffers, there can be no moral justification for 

refusing to take that suffering into consideration. No matter what the nature of the being, 

the principle of equality requires that its suffering be counted equally with the like 

suffering of any other being” (Singer 2002, 20). He therefore believes that the ability to 

suffer should be the vital and main characteristic to consider when referring to the right to 
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equal consideration. Wolves typically have not received equal consideration, as the 

manner in which wolves have traditionally been slaughtered has no doubt caused great 

suffering. Wolves throughout history have been killed through the use of traps, pits, 

corrals, deadfalls, the ice box trap, the edge trap, piercers, fishhooks, snares, set guns, 

steel traps, drives, the use of dogs, stalking, den hunting, professional hunting and more 

recently, through airplanes and helicopters (Mech 1970). Traps have been set with scents 

that attract wolves, then hunters would beat the wolves to death with clubs. In some 

cases, over time, wolves discovered how to avoid the traps, making them far more 

difficult to catch (Palamar).  

Wolves have the capacity to feel pain and desire the avoidance of pain, as seen in 

the instances where after they had witnessed other wolves being caught, the remaining 

wolves began to avoid these traps, representing the strong want to escape suffering. In the 

process of denning, hunters would locate dens and then kill every wolf within that den, 

which greatly reduced the population size because it interrupted the breeding cycle of the 

wolves in the den (Palamar). Children were used to crawl into dens and pull out wolf 

pups and then hand them to the hunter to be killed. In the method of steel trapping, steel 

traps are devices that when triggered, cause a set of strong metal jaws to capture the 

wolf’s foot and hold it firmly (Mech 1970). The traps were buried near natural or 

artificial scent posts, around carcasses of large animals, on wolf trails or in front of small 

baited holes (Mech 1970). Peter Singer’s philosophy would strongly disagree with these 

brutal methods. The idea of equal consideration has generally not applied to wolves, 

exemplified by these horrific ways of slaughtering wolves.    
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In the method of snaring, snares made of wire or cable, are set in a sliding loop 

and hung along wolf trails or in other areas where people expect the wolves to travel 

(Mech 1970). The wolf will unintentionally stick its neck in the snare and will choke 

itself to death (Mech 1970). Once again, this method is brutal and makes the wolf suffer. 

In the method of aerial hunting, which is one of the more modern methods, wolves are 

killed from aircraft or helicopters (Mech 1970). This method is limited to when snow 

covers the ground, as it depends on the ability to track the wolf footprints. Large numbers 

of wolves can be killed with this method because of the ground that can be covered while 

hunting from the air (Mech 1970). The usual tactic used by the pilot when wolves are 

found is to make low passes, herding the animals out into the open, and then the wolves 

would be shot at a short range (Mech 1970). At times, the wolves will be chased until 

exhausted to make the killing easier. However, “In [some] instances wolves were actually 

seen to turn and run for the shore before observers heard the plane in the distance. They 

reappeared and continued their travels on the ice after the plane had passed” (Mech 1970, 

328). Wolves yet again express the desire to avoid displeasure and pain, even showing 

enough intelligence to understand how to avoid aircraft hunters.  

The method of poison is considered to be the most effective and efficient method 

of controlling or exterminating wolves (Mech and Boitani 2003). Poisons that have been 

used most are strychnine, cyanide, fluorine acetate of barium and sodium fluoroacetate 

(Mech and Boitani 2003). In this method, poison is fired from a small gun implanted into 

the ground (Mech and Boitani 2003). When the wolf chews on the baited end, the trigger 

is released and blasts poison into the wolf’s mouth (Mech and Boitani 2003). Other 

poisons are placed into carcasses or bait (Mech and Boitani 2003). Similar to the other 



7 
 

methods that have been used to kill wolves, poison is brutal and causes a great deal of 

pain and suffering. As Singer claims, the fact that wolves have the capacity to suffer, to 

feel pain, and the capacity to attempt to avoid that pain, should grant them equal 

consideration.           

Singer compares denying non-human animals equal consideration to other forms 

of discrimination such as racism and sexism. He argues “We will see that we would be on 

shaky ground if we were to demand equality for blacks, women and other groups of 

oppressed humans while denying equal consideration to nonhumans” (Singer 2002, 18). 

In his essay, he questions the meaning behind equality and what being equal truly means. 

He believes, “When we say that all human beings, whatever their race, creed or sex, are 

equal, what is it that we are asserting? Those who wish to defend a hierarchal, 

inegalitarian society have often pointed out that by whatever test we choose, it is simply 

not true that all humans are equal. Like it or not, we must face the fact that humans come 

in different shapes and sizes... In short if the demand for equality were based on the 

actual equality of all human beings, we would have to stop demanding equality. It would 

be an unjustifiable demand” (Singer 2002, 18).  

There is not one person who is exactly the same as another, so literally being 

equal in every sense of the word simply is not possible due to the varying personalities, 

strengths and weaknesses each individual person possesses. In the United States at least, 

each citizen is granted equal rights by the Constitution, in spite of the fact that every 

person is a unique individual and may possess inferior intelligence, physical strength, 

etc… to another person. Singer claims, “…one might cling to the view that the demand 

for equality among human beings is based on the actual equality of the different races and 
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sexes. Although humans differ as individuals, there are no differences between the races 

and sexes” (Singer 2002, 18). Singer believes that no animal can be equal in the literal 

sense of the word because each individual animal, both human and non-human, possess 

differing qualities. His concept of equality relates to wolves because wolves face 

prejudice and have been targeted with a vengeance, thus not receiving equal 

consideration.   

Singer argues that granting rights in a society on the basis of intelligence would 

be no better than prejudices and discrimination based on race or gender. He believes, 

“…we should make it quite clear that the claim to equality does not depend on 

intelligence, moral capacity, physical strength, or similar matters of fact. Equality is a 

moral idea, not a simple assertion of fact…The principle of the equality of human beings 

is not a description of an alleged actual equality among humans: it is a prescription of 

how we should treat humans” (Singer 2002, 19). Equality as a concept simply informs 

people how they should treat others, regardless of the person’s gender, social status, race, 

sexual orientation, etc… and Singer claims that this idea of equality can also extend to 

non-human animals as well. This “prescription” of equality that teaches people how to 

treat other people can be applied to wolves.   

Singer claims that most people are “speciesist” and compares the idea of 

speciesism to the concepts of racism and sexism. He argues, “The racist violates the 

principles of equality by giving greater weight to the interests of members of his own 

race, when there is a clash between their interests and the interests of those of another 

race. Similarly, the speciesist allows the interests of his own species to override the 

greater interests of members of other species” (Singer 2002, 21). Those who ignore the 
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needs of wolves would be considered speciesist by Singer’s standard. In the case of gray 

and red wolves, their needs have rarely been taken into consideration and both of these 

wolves had almost been driven to extinction, which is an act of speciesism. Singer 

questions, “Once we ask why it should be that all humans—including infants, mental 

defectives, psychopaths, Hitler, Stalin and the rest—have some kind of dignity or worth, 

that no elephant, pig or chimpanzee can ever achieve, we see that this question is as 

difficult to answer as our original request for some relevant fact that justifies the 

inequality of humans and other animals” (Singer 2002, 25).  

Most people do consider all other people, regardless of what that person thinks or 

has done, to be superior to non-human animals. All humans, even those who have 

committed terrible crimes or those with mental handicaps who may not be able to reason, 

have more worth and dignity than any non-human animal. Singer argues “It is an 

implication of this principle of equality that our concern for others ought not to depend 

on what they are like, or what abilities they possess…It is on this basis that the case 

against racism and the case against sexism must both ultimately rest: and it is in 

accordance with this principle that speciesism is also to be condemned. If possessing a 

higher degree of intelligence does not entitle one human to use another for his own ends, 

how can it entitle humans to exploit non-humans”? (Singer 2002, 20). In the United 

States, people are not legally allowed to harm another person based on their intelligence, 

gender or race. A person in a vegetative state, who literally has no thought process, no 

cognitive ability and can essentially do nothing, cannot legally be harmed by another 

person. Singer’s concept of “speciesism” relates to the prejudices faced by wolves, as 

people throughout history have always given far more consideration to their own needs 
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and desires than to the needs of wolves. Even when wolves live far away from human 

settlements, they have still been persecuted.    

The History of Negative Wolf Perception and Policy 

Negative attitudes towards wolves date back to long before the New World had 

been explored and settled by Europeans. Wolves have been part of human cultures since 

prehistoric times up until the present (Mech and Boitani 2003). Even prior to European 

settlement in North America, “As far back as the time of Aesop in 500 BCE (Before the 

Christian Era), wolves in literature are portrayed as wicked villains and long-fanged, 

terrible beasts. Before the Middle Ages, wolves were nearly always the greedy thief, 

criminal trickster, or cruel remorseless murderer. [Due to this image,] the wolf does not 

fare well in the European imagination” (Palamar). In addition, Palamar continues, 

spawning from “…fables and myths [came] a symbol: not the wolf itself, but instead a 

caricature that barely corresponds to reality. Humans created the wolf in their minds. 

Telling tales that perhaps began as innocent stories of a creature that awed and frightened 

people, European society escalated these tales into near-truths. Over time, the mythology 

and beliefs people held toward wolves created the symbolic wolf” (Palamar). Fairy tales 

and fables came into existence long before the Europeans traveled to the New World, 

representing the wolf in an unfavorable manner, and these fables spread throughout the 

varied societies on the continent. Europeans took the myths and stories about wolves 

from different ancient cultures and incorporated these fables into their lives, cultures and 

religion, which encouraged them to view the wolf in the way it was viewed in ancient 

literature.  
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Many Europeans associated the wolf with negative human qualities such as 

murder, destruction and disorder (Palamar). People, not wanting or willing to accept their 

own faults, instead placed many of those traits onto wolves and viewed wolves as 

horrible animals that did not deserve the right to live. Unfortunately for wolves, the 

“…displacement of ‘undesirable’ human characteristics onto the wolf provided an 

impetus for their destruction…Seen as manifesting all of the negative, brute qualities of 

unbridled wildness, the wolf began its journey as an outlaw. Wolves were seen as a direct 

embodiment of uncontrollable nature” (Palamar). Before traveling to what is now the 

United States, most Europeans practiced Christianity, which was the prominent religion 

at the time. Christianity placed “…the wolf [in] the role of the devil that obstructed 

progress in a civilized and peaceful world” (Rehnmark 2000, v). The Christian church 

portrayed the wolf in its scriptures and teachings as a symbol of evil (Rehnmark 2000). In 

order to reinforce the “evilness” of the wolf, the jaws of hell were often shown as being 

the jaws of a wolf, which further helped to instill fear into the minds of many Europeans 

(Rehnmark 2000).  

The creation of the werewolf had furthered European hatred towards wolves. 

Similar to wolves, werewolves had been used to portray sin and wrongdoing as, “In 

Europe during the Inquisition, these creatures [werewolves] were flushed out in the name 

of God as nonbelievers and devils. Christian saints were even said to have punished 

sinners by turning them into wolves” (Rehnmark 2000, 88), which helped to further 

ingrained negative stereotypes and perceptions of wolves into the minds of the 

Europeans. The werewolf stemmed from the idea of humans possessing the negative 

qualities associated with wolves to such a large extent that they became wolves. 
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Christianity encouraged “…Europeans [to have] a deep seated fear of the 

werewolf…These half-human/half-wolf creatures were seen as manifestations of the 

Devil. Legend tells us that these dark, evil creatures of the night would come into villages 

under cover of darkness to feed upon mortals” (Palamar). Christianity had thrust the most 

negative and undesirable qualities onto wolves and werewolves to instill fear into 

Europeans.  

These unfavorable perceptions Europeans had been exposed to and practiced in 

Europe had encouraged them to despise the wolf in the New World as well. As a result of 

ingrained negative stereotypes towards wolves, “The [European] settlers had brought 

their fear and hatred of wolves with them [to the New World], and thought these native 

predators were a threat to their own lives. They went after the wolves with guns, traps 

and poison” (Virginia and Silverstein 1994,10). Europeans had journeyed over to the 

New World with the idea that wolves did not deserve the right to live and found them to 

be little more than bloodthirsty monsters. Starting in the 1600’s, the governors in what 

were then the colonies declared war on wolves and paid a bounty for each wolf pelt 

brought in (Patent 1990). In 1620, the Pilgrims arrived and found the land to be 

“infested” with wolves (Rehnmark 2000). The negative perceptions of wolves that 

existed in Europe caused wolves to be mostly killed off in England and the settlers had 

been surprised to see them in the New World (Rehnmark 2000). Due to the ingrained 

negative mindset regarding wolves, the English settlers sought to destroy all the wolves 

they could find in order to rid their colonies of the “evil” (Rehnmark 2000). McIntyre 

claims, the “…war against the wolf was initially carried out on a small scale in a handful 

of villages clustered on the eastern seaboard, but in the coming centuries, the pattern 
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would be repeated and greatly enlarged to include all of the lower forty-eight states” 

(McIntyre 1995, 16-17). The more wolves the settlers encountered, the greater the desire 

to exterminate them became, as they did not want their land to be contaminated by 

wolves.  

Widespread hatred and killing of wolves spread rather quickly, since, “Beginning 

in 1630, just ten years after landing in the New World, the settlers in the Massachusetts 

Bay Colony passed a series of laws offering a cash reward to any resident who killed a 

wolf” (McIntyre 1995, 29). The Massachusetts Bay Colony instituted a wolf bounty in 

1630 and Virginia later did the same in 1632 (McIntyre 1995). In 1630, the governor of 

Massachusetts Bay Colony declared, “Every English man who kills a wolf [was] to get 

paid” (McIntyre 1995, 30). The establishment of bounties proved to be a major threat to 

wolves because they added additional economic incentive to kill wolves. Bounty hunters 

would often capture wolf pups and keep them until they reached adulthood to get more 

money (Palamar). In the 1600’s, “The colonies of Pennsylvania and Rhode Island 

contracted men to work at wolf extermination full time” (McIntyre 1995, 16). In 1638, a 

law fixed the minimum wage for a worker at 18 cents per day, and offered 480 cents for 

killing one wolf, thus encouraging laborers and workers to seek out and kill wolves, as 

opposed to work their normal jobs (McIntyre 1995).  

In addition, even Native Americans had been encouraged to kill wolves, as in 

1644 and 1645 any Massachusetts Native American could choose either three quarts of 

wine or a bushel of corn as a reward for killing a wolf (McIntyre 1995). Other early 

Massachusetts laws encouraged residents to keep dogs to use in hunting wolves and 

authorized town governments to use public funds to purchase and keep wolf-hunting 
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dogs. Many towns had been required to set out and bait specific numbers of wolf traps 

(McIntyre 1995). Virginia, similar to Massachusetts, also used varying systems of 

rewards and legal obligations to kill off wolves (McIntyre 1995). Rhode Island and 

Pennsylvania sought out professional trappers to rid their colonies of wolves.  

The hatred and discrimination towards wolves did not cease as time progressed, 

and in fact grew worse. Farmers and ranchers typically have had the most negative views 

towards wolves, with recent surveys showing up to 90% disapproval rate towards them 

with the rating including farmers or ranchers who did not live near wolves nor have had 

any experiences with them (Mech and Boitani 2003). With regards to post-settlement 

Americans, “The wolf ultimately became a metaphor for the environmental challenges 

the new North Americans had to contend with and felt a moral obligation to subdue” 

(Mech and Boitani 2003,293). In the 1800’s, the pioneers who settled in Oregon and 

other western areas brought breeds of cattle unable to defend themselves from wolves 

and destroyed much of the land and habitat the wolves had, forcing some of them to 

resort to consuming the cattle. The environmental changes created by European 

Americans played a major role in the increased cattle depredation by wolves (Palamar).  

Nearly all of their natural prey was gone and wolves still had to eat. Unfortunately 

for both ranchers and the wolves, the most plentiful and accessible option open to wolves 

to attack was cattle and sheep. Although most wild wolves generally avoid cattle when 

they have adequate wild prey, the wolves of the 1800s faced an extreme food shortage 

and accordingly preyed upon cattle and sheep (Palamar). European Americans of the 

1800s slaughtered thousands of bison, which was a major food source for wolves 

(Palamar). Until the value of the hide was discovered to have monetary value in 1871, 
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bison were shot and killed in massive numbers solely for sport and nothing more, which 

greatly harmed wolves as mass slaughtering of bison deprived wolves of their main 

natural food source (Palamar). Between 1872 and 1874, three million bison were killed 

and by the year 1886, only 600 bison remained on the North American continent 

(Palamar).  

Also in the 1800’s, the era of the wolfers during the 1850’s to the 1880’s saw the 

greatest mass slaughter of wolves in world history, killing an estimated 100,000 wolves 

yearly (McIntyre 1995). In 1905, ranchers in Montana won passage of a law that required 

state vets to inject captive wolves with diseases in hopes of them spreading the disease to 

the rest of the population to kill other wolves off (Palamar). Books regarding wolves 

often did not portray them sympathetically as, “In the early nineteenth century, one could 

turn to The Natural History of Quadrupeds and read: ‘Wolves are such ferocious and 

useless creatures that all other animals detest them, yea they even hate each other, and 

therefore scarcely ever live together, each one in its own separate hole.... Perhaps of all 

other animals, wolves are the most hateful while living and the most useless when dead.... 

The continual agitations of this restless animal renders him so furious, that he frequently 

ends his life in madness’” (Mech and Boitani 2003, 293). Furthermore, in 1915, the 

federal government enacted an official wolf-eradication program where no wolf was 

spared (Palamar). Also in 1915, the United States government took over the wolf control 

program, even though gray wolves were almost extinct in most of the lower 48 states 

(Grambo 2008).  

Montana records show that between 1883 and 1918 around 81,000 wolves were 

killed in the state (Palamar). Gray wolves almost went completely extinct in the 1940’s 
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because Americans sought to exterminate them for various reasons: economic, symbolic, 

religious and cultural (Palamar).Wolves responded to these many extermination 

campaigns by adapting. They would often begin to realize after first feeding on poisoned 

meat that they could not safely continue eating the kill, which infuriated hunters and 

ranchers and in their minds strengthened their justification of killing every wolf by any 

means necessary (McIntyre 1995). In spite of the ruthless persecution of wolves for 

generations, “The historic record shows that livestock producers and government officials 

knew that only a small percentage of wolves were preying on domestic animals and that 

wolf livestock depredation in many areas was very minor” (McIntyre 1995, 17). Despite 

the government’s knowledge that wolves caused few problems, wolves have still been 

slaughtered with a vengeance.  

In spite of the general overwhelming hatred towards wolves throughout the course 

of much of North American history, wolf perception has changed to an extent more 

recently. Much of the shift in perception regarding wolves began when people started to 

realize and become aware of the negative impacts human actions had been having on the 

environment (Mech and Boitani 2003). In that sense, some people have come to agree 

with Mech and Boitani in their belief that, “Beauty, power and mimetic behavior are 

examples, and the wolf has such qualities in full measure” (Mech and Boitani 2003, ix). 

As opposed to the traditional idea of associating wolves with negative human qualities, 

some people now connect wolves to positive human traits. Over time, more people have 

begun to understand that wolves typically shun human contact: “Wolves are generally 

very shy and avoid people if at all possible. Captive wolves can become accustomed to 

humans if they are bottle-fed from before their eyes open and given plenty of exposure to 
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different people while they are young, but even then some never act comfortable around 

humans” (Patent 1990, 16). More recently some will agree, “Ethically, we owe other 

people and future human generations the opportunity to share environments with the wolf 

(Mech and Boitani 2003, ix). During the 1970’s, organizations formed with the intentions 

of restoring gray wolf populations, such as the Wolf Specialist Group, which developed a 

guide devoted to encouraging the restoration of gray wolves (Mech and Boitani 2003). In 

the 1940’s, Aldo Leopold proposed reintroducing gray wolves into Yellowstone National 

Park, a sentiment that most detested and fought against. However, a survey in 1985 

conducted in Yellowstone National Park showed that, “60 percent of park visitors agreed 

with the statement, ‘If wolves can’t return to Yellowstone on their own, then we should 

put them back ourselves’” (McNamee 1997, 32).The year 2005, in the three-state region 

of Idaho, Montana and Wyoming saw an increase in the wolf population. The number of 

wolves increased from 835 to 912 (Bohrer 2005). The state of Idaho alone had a wolf 

population of 525, the largest of the three-states in the year 2005 (Bohrer 2005). The 

increase in wolf population is due to the fact that legal protection of game animals 

eventually extended to predator animals as well (Mech and Boitani 2003).  

Perceptions and Persecutions of Wolves in Recent Times 

While there have been some positive changes in regards to attitudes and 

perceptions towards wolves, much remains unchanged. Even recently in 2008, wolves 

have been needlessly and unjustifiably persecuted. Sarah Palin, former Governor of 

Alaska, supported the aerial killing of wolves and promoted the practice throughout the 

state, even though Alaskans voted twice to ban it (Dolan 2008). She even spent taxpayer 

money to “educate” the public on the benefits of shooting wolves (Dolan 2008). Palin 
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approved spending $400,000 in taxpayer money to implement this program against 

wolves to encourage wolf killing and she offered a bounty of $150 to anyone who gave 

her the forepaw of a wolf (Neville 2011). This policy sounds eerily similar to many of 

those implemented in the 1600’s, where people were allowed to kill wolves and offered 

rewards for doing so. Palin legalized state-licensed gunmen to shoot any wolves they 

wanted to, including entire packs and pregnant females (Neville 2011). Palin encouraged 

residents to believe that wolves in Alaska posed a threat to human safety, despite the fact 

that there has never been a reported wolf attack on a human in Alaska (Dolan 2008). In 

addition, she “taught” Alaskan citizens that wolves were killing off all the moose 

population, when in fact the wolves helped to balance the moose population and humans 

caused the deaths of most of the moose (Dolan 2008). The wolves offered many benefits 

to the ecosystem in Alaska. Wolves hunt rabbits, and rabbits consume the same food 

moose do, so wolves hunting both the rabbits and moose helped to ensure that both 

populations were stable (Dolan 2008). There would be fewer moose in Alaska without 

the wolves due to an increase in food competition from the rabbits, so Palin’s argument 

proved to be invalid and unfounded. The major difference between the anti-wolf policies 

implemented in the 1600’s and the ones put into place in modern times is that the 

technologies used to kill wolves today are more advanced.  

More recently in 2011, wolves continue to be persecuted on a large scale. 

Zuckerman (2011) discusses how in April 2011, the Idaho House approved a measure 

that declared wolves to be a “disaster emergency,” similar to a hurricane or flood, in 

order to give the governor more power to eliminate wolves. The bill was approved by a 

65-4 vote, meaning the overwhelming majority supported the measure (Zuckerman 
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2011).The legislation claimed, “The state’s estimated 800 wolves are compromising 

public safety, destroying herds of big-game animals like elk and damaging hunting and 

agricultural industries” (Zuckerman 2011). Declaring wolves a state of emergency gave 

the governor the power to lessen the impact of the declared threat in any way he or she 

sees fit and gave the governor the power to take action against the alleged threat 

(Zuckerman 2011). Ever since wolves had been reintroduced in the Montana and Idaho 

areas, people have been fighting against them and have fought for the right to kill the 

wolves in the areas where they have been reintroduced. Residents of Idaho and Montana 

have argued that wolf numbers far exceed the number required to ensure the survival of 

the species and that licensed hunting is needed to control wolves preying on cattle, sheep 

and game favored by hunters (Zuckerman 2011).  

Leaders of the Republican-dominated Idaho legislature claimed the state’s 

sovereignty was at stake and that it would be thrilled to reduce wolf numbers. One of the 

House speakers, Lawrence Denney, stated “If we don’t take care of this problem soon, 

we won’t have any wildlife to hunt or to look at” (Zuckerman 2011). Denney, as many 

before him, did not consider the impact reducing the number of wolves would have in the 

areas and solely saw the wolves as posing a threat, justifying in his mind eliminating 

many of the wolves. The wolf population has grown to a level that is apparently 

unacceptable to residents of these Northern Rockies states. Ranchers complain that 

wolves prey on their livestock, and hunters argue that they are disturbing the elk and 

moose populations.  

State officials in Montana and Idaho believed that the wolf population had to be 

lowered due to the alleged threats they pose to elk, moose, and deer. The wolf issue was 
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taken to court in a federal lawsuit brought by environmental groups against state officials. 

The two sides reached a proposed settlement, but it was rejected by Judge Donald W. 

Molloy. Since court representative were unable to produce a positive outcome for the 

state officials, they brought their issue to Congress where the anti-wolf bill passed (Gabel 

2011). As a result of the bill, many federal agencies had to take big cuts, including the 

Department of Agriculture, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Environmental 

Protection Agency. Passage of the bill meant that handing off protection of the wolf 

populations to state agents, which set a precedent as to how the Endangered Species List 

can be changed. The 2011 decision to remove wolves from the Endangered Species List 

marked “…the first time ever, [that] the US Congress has removed an animal from the 

Endangered Species List, a process typically done by a federal, non-political, science-

based agency” (Gabel 2011). Federal protection for around 1,200 wolves in Montana and 

Idaho officially ended in May 2011 (Gabel 2011). Wolves were de-listed from the 

Endangered Species Act, which placed them under state wildlife control, allowing them 

to be shot by licensed hunters. In addition, the legislative de-listing also applied to about 

three dozen wolves in Oregon, Utah and Washington State (Gabel 2011). Unfortunately, 

according to Mech and Boitani, and as seen in the removal of gray wolves from the 

Endangered Species list, “Reasons for disliking wolves or opposing wolf restoration 

include the expectation of attacks on livestock, pets, and humans; cost; declines in big 

game populations; loss of self-determination; erosion of private property rights; and fear 

of more restrictions on the private use of federal land” (Mech and Boitani 2003, 296).  

People generally receive misinformation regarding wolves, as exemplified by the 

wolf bounty established by Palin and by the de-listing of the wolf from the Endangered 
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Species Act. The primary sources of information regarding wolves are television, books, 

the media and newspapers. As Grambo points out, “Today, the image of the wolf as a 

ruthless, lamb-slaughtering enemy still lingers in children’s stories, in movies, in 

advertising campaigns, and in the minds of some people” (Grambo 2008, 14-15). While a 

few balanced and more sympathetic documentaries have been made, the media usually 

offers controversial information regarding wolves (Mech and Boitani 2003). Popular 

information about wolves often tends to be inaccurate or heavily biased, as “The way the 

media covers wolves leaves the impression that they are more of a problem than other 

animals” (Mech and Boitani 2003, 298). Most of the information people hear regarding 

wolves reinforces the historical negative stereotypes. Even today, “The bestiaries [are 

still] full of what we know today to be incorrect information about wolves. False 

biological assumptions, fantastical tales of the wolves’ evil nature and religious 

imperatives regarding the Wolf and the Devil [fill our minds]” (Palamar). Many people 

have still not fully let go of the idea of the wolf being a savage, hateful and bloodthirsty 

creature.   

Yellowstone Gray Wolf Reintroduction Plan 

While historically many people have had no qualms about destroying the wolf and 

forcing it out of its home, reintroducing the wolf back into its natural habitat has proven 

to be far more difficult. No wolves had been present in Yellowstone National Park 

between 1926 and 1995, when they were finally reintroduced into the park (Halfpenny 

2003). Prior to the 1920’s, gray wolves had been naturally present in Yellowstone 

National Park, but had since been trapped, poisoned and hunted in order to forcefully 

remove them from the park (McNamee 1997). The newly formed National Park Service 
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(NPS) had even participated in the killing of wolves. Rangers working for Yellowstone 

National Park killed any wolf they could find, while ignoring the benefits wolves offered 

to the ecosystem. In 1918, the NPS took to trapping, shooting and poisoning adult wolves 

and torching puppies in dens in order to reduce the wolf population (McNamee 1997). In 

1923, the last known wolf den was destroyed in Yellowstone, but the last wolves in 

Yellowstone National Park died in 1926 (McNamee 1997). Prior to the reintroduction of 

wolves into the park, the prey species populations lacked balance because of wolf 

eradication, which often caused problems. Though other predators were present in the 

park, without additional predators such as wolves there to keep the prey populations in 

check, the elk population in Yellowstone National Park grew with fewer limits due to not 

having as many predators, which created a food shortage (Patent 1990). Many species 

from different prey populations, especially the elk, began to eat pine bark, which 

weakened the mature trees and caused many elk and other prey animals to die from 

starvation, greatly lowering their populations (Patent 1990).  

In the beginning of the nineteenth century, there had been many thousands of 

wolves in the West, but the fur trade began to penetrate into Yellowstone, which caused 

the wolf population to significantly decrease (Halfpenny 2003). Even after the 

establishment of the park, market hunters remained undeterred because Yellowstone was 

scarcely patrolled and they did not have to fear being caught (McNamee 1997). Hunters 

got away with killing wolves not only directly, but indirectly as well by hunting their 

natural prey, which further caused a decline in the wolf population (McNamee 1997). Not 

only did wolves receive no protection from hunters seeking their fur or demise, but even 

the National Park Service greatly contributed to the downfall of gray wolves in 
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Yellowstone National Park. Years after wolves had been forcefully removed from 

Yellowstone, the issue of whether or not they should be reintroduced became apparent 

and caused much debate and controversy.  

The main obstacle to allowing gray wolf reintroduction to Yellowstone was the 

simple fact that the majority of people, especially at the local level, did not want them 

present in the park (Patent 1990). Ranchers in particular “…[feared] that the wolves 

[would] move out of the park and start preying on their sheep and cattle instead of 

hunting the abundant Yellowstone deer, elk and bison” (Patent 1990, 11). This fear 

effectively helped to keep gray wolves out of Yellowstone for many years, as ranchers 

insisted that they not be reintroduced, though their fear was largely irrational (McNamee 

1997). In addition to the ranchers, many other local residents “…believed wolves would 

cause undue hardship to agricultural interests and disrupt local lifestyles” (Bangs and 

Fritts 1996, 402), despite lacking evidence to support their fears. Ranchers, farmers, and 

other local residents continuously claimed that wolves would cause problems and fought 

hard to keep them from being reintroduced into Yellowstone.  

Ranchers, farmers, and other locals had not been the only opponents of gray wolf 

reintroduction into the park, as park visitors opposed the reintroduction as well, at least 

initially. Park visitors wished to see deer and elk and found wolves to be a threat to their 

desires, despite having no evidence that wolves lowered the prey populations and there 

actually being scientific evidence that wolves benefited the game populations they 

wanted to see. Park visitors only desired to see game animals, which caused them to 

refuse to offer support for wolf reintroduction out of belief that wolves interfered with 

their wishes. 
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The wolf reintroduction plan continued to receive much opposition from various 

groups of people for many years. However, in the 1940’s Aldo Leopold reinforced the 

idea of reintroducing gray wolves to Yellowstone National Park by addressing their 

significance and role as predators (Mech and Boitani 2003). Some progress was made 

after President Nixon signed the Endangered Species Act in 1973, with gray wolves 

being one of the first species to be put on the Endangered Species list (McNamee 1997). 

In addition, there was a recovery plan put into place for wolves in the northern Rocky 

Mountains in 1980, but the plan did not specifically call for Yellowstone gray wolf 

reintroduction, preventing gray wolves from being reintroduced to Yellowstone National 

Park (McNamee 1997). Though wolves were banned from the park until 1995, slow 

progress continued, especially made evident when park visitors began to change their 

views on gray wolf reintroduction, as many began to agree that wolves belonged in 

Yellowstone (McNamee 1997).  

Though park visitors eventually changed their opinions on wolf reintroduction, 

many locals still opposed reintroduction and continued to fight against it. Ranchers and 

other local residents not supporting the reintroduction rallied against those for the 

reintroduction and attempted to stop any policies from being passed as they had done 

years ago (McNamee 1997). At a conference in 1992 discussing potential wolf 

reintroduction a man in the audience claimed, “I am a Christian. The Bible says we are to 

subdue the earth and fill it. Man got rid of wolves because they were part of a curse” 

(McNamee 1997, 43). Many more were also against the reintroduction as “Speaker after 

speaker [at the conference] fulminated that the wolf reintroduction plan was really a 

gigantic conspiracy to deprive Westerners of their property rights” (McNamee 1997, 42). 
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Although some people such as park visitors began to reconsider how to feel towards wolf 

reintroduction, others proved to be unwilling to change their opinions. Despite the 

evidence and reassurance that the wolves would cause little harm to the locals, ranchers, 

farmers and other locals continued to oppose wolf reintroduction.    

In spite of the major difficulties and obstacles faced to implement a policy for 

wolf reintroduction, eventually a policy was put into place. Finally, “through nothing 

short of near miraculous, tireless efforts, wolves were reintroduced to Yellowstone in 

1995 and 1996” (Halfpenny 2003, 3). This difficult feat of allowing wolves to return to 

Yellowstone proved to be a major success for supporters of the reintroduction. Many 

found, “The reintroduction of gray wolves to Yellowstone National Park surely ranks, 

symbolically and ecologically, among the most important acts of wildlife conservation in 

the 20
th

 century” (Smith, Peterson and Houston 2003, 330). The first wolves were 

reintroduced into Yellowstone National Park in January 1995 with the importation of 14 

wolves captured near Canada (Halfpenny 2003). Wolves arrived in two shipments on 

January 12 and 19, 1995. In 1996, 17 more wolves were brought to Yellowstone from 

Canada (Halfpenny 2003).  

Although a victory had been won in the sense that wolves now had the legal right 

to be in Yellowstone, they still faced many other challenges. Reintroduced wolves were 

met with many obstacles as, “The Yellowstone National Park wolf reintroduction of 1995 

provided interesting observations of wolf dispersal into an area with no breeding wolves” 

(Mech and Boitani 2003, 19). Since wolves had just been reintroduced, there were only a 

few members of the species, meaning it was essential for the wolves present to find mates 

to breed with in order to continue the population. In addition, supporters of the 
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reintroduction policy were greatly concerned about wolf reintroduction: “If gray wolves 

[were to be] released in Yellowstone, any that stray from the park toward cattle and sheep 

pastures will probably be trapped and relocated or destroyed” (DeBlieu 1993, 16). Even 

after the reintroduction, ranchers and farmers still did not want wolves present and 

refused to let go of their fear that a gray wolf would move from the park towards their 

pastures.  

Supporters of wolf reintroduction had to work long and hard in order to keep the 

wolves from straying from the park in order to avoid conflict with the ranchers, farmers 

and other locals. In order to compromise with the local residents, policy makers needed to 

assure them that any wolf that escaped Yellowstone would be properly dealt with 

(Halfpenny 2003). Unfortunately, the policy would not hold locals responsible for any 

wolf deaths, in order to try and gain more support from them (Halfpenny 2003). In spite 

of the efforts to compromise and ease the fears of ranchers, farmers and other local 

residents who opposed the reintroduction, supporters found themselves faced with some 

problems and setbacks. During the summer of 1996, the founding wolves were 

supplemented with 10 puppies from a population near Augusta, Montana (Halfpenny 

2003). Despite the supporters’ best efforts, a few members of the pack killed some cattle 

in order to feed the pups, and some of the adult wolves were shot by Animal Damage 

Control agents (Halfpenny 2003). Though the wolf population was small due to its recent 

reintroduction, once wolves in the pack had killed cattle (out of desperation to feed their 

new puppies), they were killed, which caused a decline in the already miniscule 

population. While wolves have faced many challenges in their reintroduction and then 
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survived, they remain in Yellowstone National Park today despite all of the obstacles 

they have had to overcome (Halfpenny 2003).     

The Red Wolf 

Red wolves are one of the most endangered canines and their endangered status is 

caused mostly from human activity (Mech and Boitani 2003). While most of the 

attention, both positive and negative, tends to focus solely on gray wolves, another type 

of wolf exists; the red wolf. Although most of the historical negative stereotypes and 

perceptions usually apply to gray wolves, they extend to the lesser known red wolf as 

well. According to DeBlieu, the red wolf is  

A shy animal that once roamed widely through southeastern marshes and forests, 

the red wolf, Canis rufus, is smaller, more secretive and more solitary than the 

gray wolf, Canis lupus… Perhaps because of this, it has not received the attention 

that has made the gray wolf a symbol of thrilling beauty to people concerned 

about the degradation of the nation’s wilderness. Where conservationists might 

describe the gray wolf as regal, intelligent and social complex, many have never 

heard of its red cousin. (DeBlieu 1993, 5) 

 

In the early part of the 20
th

 century, extensive predator control programs 

essentially wiped out the majority of the red wolf population. The red wolf used to 

inhabit the American southeast, from North Carolina to Florida and Texas until humans 

used up all their land and destroyed much of their habitat (Mech and Boitani 2003). Only 

two populations of red wolf were believed to exist by the late 1930’s (“Red Wolf” 2006). 

Throughout history, red wolves have not been well-known due to people confusing them 

with gray wolves or coyotes. In the 1700’s, naturalist William Bartram traveled 

throughout southeastern United States and in his book, Travels, described the red wolves 

that he came across, though at the time he did not realize they were any different from 

gray wolves and believed them to be the same (Mech and Boitani 2003). Finally, in 1944, 
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scientists concluded that the red wolves were in fact different from gray wolves. 

Scientists deemed that they were still wolves and believed them to be either a subspecies 

of the gray wolf, or a mixture between a coyote and a gray wolf. Now they are more 

commonly believed to be entire separate species of wolf, named Canis rufus, or red wolf 

(Mech and Boitani 2003). The red wolf, “In many respects exemplifies the story of 

American wildlife, for it was nearly destroyed before government scientists began 

piecing together its history and wondering what it needed to survive” (DeBlieu 1993, 8). 

The decline of the red wolf likely began early, since the southeast was an area of early 

colonization by both Spanish and Northern European settlers. In 1600, there were 

probably around 100,000 red wolves (Virginia and Silverstein 1994). However, forests 

that red wolves lived in were cut down and settlers drained marshes (Patent 1990). In 

addition, coyotes began to move in and began to mate with some of the red wolves, 

leading to fewer pure red wolves and more hybrids. Prior to human disturbance, coyotes 

and red wolves rarely interbred.  

Due to the shrinking habitat, coyote-red wolf hybrids began to take over the 

remaining pure red wolf habitats (Patent 1990). Red wolves, similar to gray wolves, have 

been eliminated through trapping, shooting, poisoning and expansion of human land 

(Mech and Boitani 2003). The red wolf population continued to decline in the mid 1960’s 

when it was trapped by government hunters and ranchers and forced even further out of 

its habitat (DeBlieu 1993). Even in 1963, as red wolves continued disappearing and 

breeding with coyotes, thus further reducing the population significantly, people still 

claimed that they were nothing more than a nuisance and a problem that needed to be 

eliminated (DeBlieu 1993). Prior to the 1960’s, there was a significant lack of research on 
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red wolves due to there being no interest in studying the species, but the desire to learn 

about them sparked when red wolves were designated as endangered (Mech and Boitani 

2003). Interestingly, “When nature is left to its own devices, extinction is a natural and 

even vital process. But the red wolf was not on its way to extinction until people 

intervened” (Virginia and Silverstein 1994,11).  

In 1967, the red wolf was listed by the United States as being endangered and a 

recovery program was initiated with passage of the Endangered Species Act in 1973 

(Mech and Boitani 2003).The initial objective of the program was to document the 

current distribution and abundance of red wolves in Texas and Louisiana. Fieldwork 

showed that free-ranging red wolves were rare while coyotes were plentiful, which 

presented an issue. Red wolf-coyote hybrids were becoming more common due to the 

lack of red wolf mates for the remaining pure red wolves. In November 1973, a red wolf 

captive breeding program had been established by the USWFS (Mech and Boitani 2003). 

Over 400 red wolves were captured from 1973 to 1980 in Louisiana and southeastern 

Texas. Measurements and X-rays had been used to differentiate pure red wolves from red 

wolf-coyote hybrids, which determined that only 43 of the 400 were pure red wolves 

(Mech and Boitani 2003).The first litters of the 43 captive wolves were born in May 1977 

but were later believed to be hybrids, so the parents and the pups were removed from the 

program (Mech and Boitani 2003). Later only 14 out of the initial 43 were considered to 

be pure red wolves and became the only breeding stock (Mech and Boitani 2003).  

The decision to begin the red wolf captivity program in the 1970’s was made with 

the intention and idea that the red wolves in captivity and/or their offspring would be 

eventually reintroduced into the wild (Mech and Boitani 2003). In 1973, Congress passed 
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the Endangered Species Act, which offered federal protection to animals and plants 

facing extinction (Smith 1996). When a species is placed on the Endangered Species list, 

a team is formed and prepares a recovery plan that details how to protect habitat and 

recover the species to the point that they can be taken off the list (Smith 1996).  

The act has two classifications, which are “threatened” and “endangered” (Smith 

1996).Threatened species are animals and plants that are likely to become endangered 

over a significant proportion or their range in the near future (Smith 1996). Endangered 

species are animals and plants in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant 

portion of their range (Smith 1996). Similar to the gray wolf, the red wolf was one of the 

first animals to be listed as an endangered species under the Endangered Species Act 

(Smith 1996). The primary objectives of the Red Wolf Recovery Plan was to certify the 

genetic purity of wild caught red wolves, to increase number of genetically pure red 

wolves in captivity and to maintain a continuing pure red wolf gene (Smith 1996). The 

United States Fish and Wildlife Service determined that in the wild, the best chance of 

survival for red wolves was to keep them away from people.  

If the wolves in captivity were to get too dependent and trusting of people, they 

might approach humans after being released in the wild, which would have caused many 

problems for red wolves (Smith 1996). Instilling a fear of humans into red wolves was 

essential to their survival: “If a wolf approaches a hunter there’s a chance the hunter 

might shoot it. If a wolf walks up to an unarmed human, the person might misinterpret 

the wolf’s intentions, thinking that it was going to ‘attack’ them” (Smith 1996, 22). In 

addition, the USWFS determined, “The only way a major predator like a red wolf can be 

successfully reintroduced is to have the enthusiastic support of the people living near the 
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reintroduction area” (Smith 1996, 23). However, similar to the resistance faced by the 

idea of gray wolf reintroduction, the majority of the public did not favor the idea of red 

wolves being reintroduced. For instance, in East Texas in 1971, a local veterinarian came 

across a barn rancher and questioned him on his views on red wolf reintroduction. The 

barn rancher responds, “Grays, reds, coyotes. What difference does it make? They’re all 

livestock killers…” (Smith 1996, 12). In the 1970’s to the very early1980’s, red wolf 

reintroduction had not yet been attempted. The USWFS was then working to increase the 

number of pure red wolves in captivity, so there would be a large enough population to 

attempt reintroduction, but the lack of support from the public later presented an obstacle 

in red wolf reintroduction.  

Red Wolf Reintroduction Plan in Land-Between-the-Lakes, Kentucky-Tennessee 

Similar to the difficulties faced in the gray wolf Yellowstone reintroduction, red 

wolf reintroduction proved to be a major challenge as well. The first reintroduction 

attempt, at Land-Between-the-Lakes (LBL), ended in failure despite the best efforts of 

the USFWS. In 1981, the USFWS proposed introducing captive-born red wolves into 

LBL, a 170,000 acre national recreational tract between lakes formed by dams on the 

Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers (Cohn 1987). In 1983, in Golden Pond, Kentucky, 

representatives of the USFWS stood before an auditorium filled with people from around 

the local area in an attempt to persuade them to support the proposed red wolf 

reintroduction (Smith 1996). Prior to the reintroduction attempt, the representatives from 

the USWFS had conducted scientific research, which showed the wolves would have 

enough prey to survive and would be far away from the locals (Smith 1996). Red wolves 

actually would have offered some benefits to landowners in the area as well because they 
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preyed on animals such as deer and raccoons that were considered pests (“Alligator River 

National Wildlife Refuge: Red Wolf Re-establishment Program” 2002). In addition, one 

spokesman explained to the audience that the activities the locals enjoyed participating 

in, such as hunting, fishing and hiking would not be heavily influenced by the red wolves 

(Smith 1996). Although the USFWS did not agree with the hunting methods the hunters 

desired to use for other species, due to the potential threats posed to the red wolves, 

officials were willing to allow the hunting to continue as long as they made the attempt to 

not greatly interrupt the reintroduction of red wolves (Smith 1996).  

In response to the attempts to convince the locals to support reintroduction, one 

man in the audience stood up and angrily claimed, “…now you’re going to let wolves 

loose on us! It isn’t right. Why don’t you just leave us alone”? (Smith 1996, 33). The 

USFWS spokesman responded, “I understand how you feel…But this isn’t the red wolf’s 

fault…People took the wolf’s land away. If the wolf stayed on the land it was killed. The 

red wolf needs and deserves a new home” (Smith 1996, 33). Even after that statement, 

most of the locals remained unconvinced and did not like the idea of the USWFS telling 

them what to do with the recreational land (Smith 1996). In spite of the USFWS 

representatives assurance that the red wolves would pose no threat to humans, pets or 

livestock, one woman in the audience questioned, “The Endangered Species Act 

supersedes state law. What if the wolves leave LBL and kill my cows”? (Smith 1996, 33). 

Though the USFWS conducted and presented research that suggested to the contrary, the 

majority of the locals believed that red wolves would pose a threat and had been 

unwilling to change their views despite the scientific research discounting their fears.      
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Since many people proved to be unwilling to change their thinking regarding the 

red wolves, the representatives were forced to attempt to compromise. The USFWS 

officials reluctantly stated, “The red wolves released at LBL are expendable. We’re only 

releasing surplus wolves. The overall red wolf population will not be impacted by their 

loss. If a wolf leaves LBL we want to opportunity to recapture it but if we fail to catch it 

and the wolf continues to threaten livestock it can be legally killed” (Smith 1996, 33). 

The USFWS still had red wolves in captivity that could breed, so they could consider the 

red wolves at LBL “surplus” wolves. This claim satisfied more of the locals, as they 

knew that they would have the legal right to kill the red wolves. Unfortunately, this 

reintroduction attempt emphasized the idea that in order “To save wolves, we must [be 

willing to] kill wolves. That is, to save wolves as a species, we must [be willing to] kill 

some of them” (McNamee 1997, 52). However, another problem arose after the USFWS 

informed the locals of their decision to allow the killing of red wolves. The one source of 

initial support for red wolf reintroduction from the environmentalists in the area, 

expressed displeasure once the USFWS attempted to compromise with the hunters. The 

environmentalists in the audience had a different perspective from the majority of the 

other locals. First, they did not want the coyotes, which posed a threat to the red wolves 

due to interbreeding, to be removed from the area (Smith 1996). The USFWS planned to 

kill some of the coyotes and relocate others, which the environmentalists did not support 

(Smith 1996). Also, the environmentalists believed that hunting in LBL should be banned 

entirely in order to lower the risk of accidently shooting a red wolf, which once again 

angered most of the non-environmentalist locals (Smith 1996). The hunters became 
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disappointed with the environmentalists’ ideas of prohibiting hunting in LBL and moved 

back to their initial idea of refusing to support the reintroduction (Smith 1996). 

No compromise gained enough support, and “Within five minutes, years of hard 

work [had been] lost. The plan [was] rejected as proposed and tabled indefinitely. The 

bottom line is that red wolves [would] not be released at LBL” (Smith 1996, 35). 

Unfortunately, due to the many conflicting views and the locals’ unwillingness to 

cooperate, the red wolf reintroduction plan at LBL ended in failure. The head of the 

USWFS, Warren Parker, claimed that the LBL reintroduction plan “…was feasible, but 

we were not able to carry it off because it became a political issue” (Cohn 1987, 315). 

The plan did not receive enough support from the locals and the issue turned out to be 

more of a political and social issue than a scientific one. Finally, “After three years of 

hearings, angry letters, proposals, and counterproposals, the Land-Between-the-Lakes 

proposal was dropped” (Cohn 1987, 315) and the plan was abandoned entirely.   

Red Wolf Reintroduction Plan in Alligator River, North Carolina 

In 1984, after the failure in Kentucky-Tennessee at LBL, biologists proposed 

another reintroduction, but this time at Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge 

(ARNWR) located in North Carolina (Smith 1996). The USFWS saw an opportunity to 

create a better atmosphere to instill tolerance towards wolves: 

By releasing wolves in a North Carolina swamp, the Fish and Wildlife Service 

was attempting to force a break in the sad march of American natural history. It 

was trying to create a new era of tolerance, to reclaim some of the nation’s 

biological richness while reshaping the attitudes that had forced wolves and other 

predators to the edge of extinction. At the Alligator River National Wildlife 

Refuge, biologists hoped to show that wolves and people could comfortably 

coexist, as long as the wolves were carefully managed and the people were 

willing to yield the animals some ground. (DeBlieu 1993, 4-5)  
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The plan behind reintroduction attempt for Alligator River was to implement and 

learn from the failures of the attempted reintroduction plan at LBL. The USWFS planned 

on taking a different approach to the Alligator River reintroduction. In a newspaper 

article, head of the USFWS, Warren Parker, claimed, “Public support had been critical 

for the project, which originally was planned for an area along the Tennessee-Kentucky 

border [i.e. LBL]. Public outcry against the wolf project forced it to move to Alligator 

River” (Patterson 1988). In 1984, 118,000 acres of land in eastern North Carolina was 

donated to the USWFS and the donated land became known as the Alligator River 

National Wildlife Refuge (Smith 1996). The site had coastal plain habitats that were ideal 

for red wolves, as there was abundant prey, and no coyotes and few livestock present in 

the area (Mech and Boitani 2003). In addition, the site was bounded on three sides by 

large bodies of water and was close to underdeveloped habitat owned by the Department 

of Defense (DOD) (Mech and Boitani 2003). Officials hoped that the isolated site would 

reduce local concern.   

The USFWS wanted to see how the public would respond to this reintroduction, 

knowing from past experience that public reaction to attempted red wolf reintroduction 

had been negative. Before the red wolf reintroduction program began, the USFWS 

briefed representatives of environmental organizations in Washington, D.C., the North 

Carolina congressional delegation, the North Carolina Department of Agriculture, the 

governor’s office, local county officials, and local landowners of the reintroduction plan 

to help prepare them for the reintroduction (Mech and Boitani 2003). The U.S. Air Force 

and Navy had been informed of the reintroduction since they conducted training missions 

in the 40,000 acres next to the refuge and the USFWS wanted to lower the chances of any 
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red wolves being in the middle of one of these training exercises (Mech and Boitani 

2003). Numerous personal contacts were made with local citizens, especially hunters and 

trappers, in preparation for four public meetings that were held in February 1986 in order 

to see if they would support the reintroduction plan (Mech and Boitani 2003). To 

promote support for the reintroduction of the red wolves, Congress amended the 

Endangered Species Act to allow reintroduced red wolf populations to be legally 

designated as “experimental/nonessential” as opposed to endangered (Mech and Boitani 

2003). That designation allowed the USFWS to relax restrictions of the Endangered 

Species Act to encourage cooperation from those likely to be most affected by the 

reintroduction (Mech and Boitani 2003).  

The public meetings revealed that, surprisingly, the reintroduction plan in 

Alligator River received a much more favorable response than did the LBL plan (Smith 

1996). At the public meetings, the “experimental /nonessential” designation was 

explained clearly to the locals. Due to the label of “experimental/nonessential,” some of 

the county government and local sportsmen actually supported the reintroduction on the 

condition that hunting and trapping would still be permitted (Mech and Boitani 2003). In 

response to the support, the USFWS decided to permit those activities even though they 

might result in the accidental death of a red wolf (Mech and Boitani 2003). There were 

others in the local area that supported the plan as well, as some of the people living in the 

area lived off the land and were outdoors people and proved to be sympathetic to red 

wolves and their struggles and had little objection to having them around (Smith 1996).   

However, in spite of receiving more support than the LBL plan did, strong 

opposition from many of the local residents to the reintroduction plan existed as well, 
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which posed a potential threat to the reintroduction. To protect the wolves, the caretakers 

were housed near each site twenty-four hours a day (Smith 1996). A woman named Beth 

Kennedy, one of the caretakers who lived on site, recalled a problem with some hunters 

in the area. She claims, “The biggest thing was, one day I had three hunters walk right up 

to the trailer. I was sitting by that canal with my binoculars, trying to figure out what a 

darn little wren was. I heard a voice not three feet from me. It really scared me, because I 

didn’t know there was anyone around for miles. So I stood up and said, ‘hello’, or 

something like that” (DeBlieu 1993, 25). She continues, “They [the hunters] left 

eventually, but they weren’t too pleasant about it. They started saying things like, ‘This is 

our favorite hunting spot and we’re not going to let you take it away for the wolves’” 

(DeBlieu 1993, 25-26). Kennedy said, “They went on for a while, saying stuff like the 

wolves won’t last a week outside the pens, because they’re going to put out deer 

carcasses with strychnine in them” (DeBlieu 1993, 26). In addition, a group of 

“houndsmen” opposed the plan, as they hunted deer with dogs. They feared that red 

wolves would interfere with their hunting and had been less than thrilled about the 

reintroduction plan (Smith 1996).  

While the designation of “experimental/nonessential” did offer benefits, the title 

caused problems as well. The “experimental/nonessential” label required the USFWS to 

remove wolves from private land at the request of the landowner, even if the only 

problem was the mere presence of the red wolf (Mech and Boitani 2003).The USFWS 

decided that the killing of a red wolf would not be prosecuted when it was unavoidable, 

unintentional, or did not result from negligent conduct, on the condition that the incident 

was reported immediately to the refuge manager or other authorized personnel (Mech and 
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Boitani 2003). The USFWS also agreed that wolves could be killed by citizens in defense 

of human life, which was unlikely to happen due to the nature of red wolves, but not to 

prevent or reduce depredations such as the death of livestock (Mech and Boitani 2003). 

In instances of the deaths of pets or livestock, citizens were required to contact USFWS 

or state conservation officers authorized to institute control measures (Mech and Boitani 

2003). The revised red wolf rule also allowed a provision that permitted the issuance of a 

permit for landowners to kill red wolves should USFWS efforts fail (Mech and Boitani 

2003).   

The initial reintroduction plan at Alligator River called for pairs of wolves being 

placed into acclimation pens, and when freed, the hope was that they would establish 

their own territories and be able to hunt on their own (Smith 1996). Biologists expected 

to lose at least half of the wolves released due to both human caused and natural factors. 

The wolves selected for release had to be surplus to the captive gene pool, meaning they 

needed to have brothers or sisters in captivity so their genes would not die out if they died 

(Smith 1996). After careful selection of the wolves, they were prepared to be 

reintroduced into Alligator River. Fortunately, on the day of the reintroduction, 

“Hundreds of reporters and local people were at the airport to greet the wolves when they 

arrived. Biologists were very happy to see this. The more positive publicity the red wolf 

program got, the better the support would be for the reintroduction” (Smith 1996, 39). 

After reintroduction occurred, a notice was put out to local residents, “RED WOLVES 

roam free on Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge. Please report sightings, anyone 

caught harming a red wolf could be fined $100,000 and sentenced to a year in jail” 

(DeBlieu 1993, 70).  
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Though the initial reintroduction itself proved to be successful, many challenges 

and obstacles still threatened the survival of the red wolf in Alligator River. In one 

instance a red wolf wandered off the refuge and onto local resident Harold Butler’s 

property. He informed the correct authorities and “The capture party checked his yard 

and left. But an hour later Butler glanced out his window and saw the wolf sniffing his 

daughter’s bicycle and burst out the front door, firing in the air as he stepped off the 

porch. As the wolf fled he went back inside and called the sheriff” (DeBlieu 1993, 74). 

The capture party asked Butler, “What happened? Did you hit the wolf?” to which he 

responded “No I didn’t hit the wolf. I didn’t try. But I damn sure might if he gets near my 

property again” (DeBlieu 1993, 74).  

The red wolf that wandered onto Butler’s property likely posed no threat and 

simply gotten curious and wandered too far from the site; however, people have 

historically not wanted wolves anywhere near their property and the reintroduction at 

Alligator River exemplified that. The USWFS was aware that “In a sense, when the red 

wolves were released at Alligator River, the refuge would become like a very large pen. 

The wolves were free, but not entirely free. There wasn’t a fence, but there were legal 

and political boundaries—a barrier the wolves could not see. It was the biologists’ job to 

keep the wolves within this invisible fence” (Smith 1996, 45). Though the released red 

wolves had been freed from captivity in the sense that they no longer remained in cages 

and pens, they had to keep within the “invisible” boundaries.   

In spite of the challenges faced in the Alligator River red wolf reintroduction, the 

location supports a relatively decent sized population of red wolves, though they remain 

an endangered species and still have a long way to go. At the end of August 1997, the 
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total population of captive and wild red wolves in Alligator River was estimated between 

240 to 317 (“Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge: Red Wolf Re-establishment 

Program” 2002). In February 2001, two North Carolina ranchers, accompanied by two 

North Carolina counties sued for the right to legally kill red wolves on private land 

(Macalister 2001). A lower court had ruled that red wolves wandering onto private land 

would receive protection, and people caught killing them would be prosecuted. The U.S. 

Supreme Court refused to overturn the ruling, thus rejecting the request of the two 

ranchers and continuing the protection of red wolves (Macalister 2001).  

While success and progress has been made, problems still remain. Since 2004, the 

biggest challenge has been to minimize the number of red wolves lost to gunshots, both 

accidental and intentional (James 2010). Out of the 37 red wolves shot since 2004, 31 

have been breeder wolves, meaning they were the male or female leader of a pack mostly 

composed of offspring that had yet to disperse and start their own packs (James 2010). In 

2008, the Navy abandoned a proposal to build a training airstrip close to the refuge in 

North Carolina (“No Airstrip in Red Wolf Territory” 2011). The fighter jets would have 

greatly disturbed the red wolf population, which could have caused the red wolves 

present to abandon the area (“No Airstrip in Red Wolf Territory” 2011). Locals fought to 

have the plan to set up a training airstrip overturned because of the impact it would have 

on their homes and lifestyles and the red wolves benefitted as a result of the locals 

fighting the proposal (“No Airstrip in Red Wolf Territory” 2011).  

In October 2010, a red wolf was found dead in Hyde County, North Carolina. Six 

months earlier, two red wolves were found dead near Hyde County (James 2010). 

Director of the red wolf program, David Rabon, said, “Armed humans are the biggest 
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threat to the survival of the [red wolf]” (James 2010). Rabon claimed that he believes 

many of the deaths result from a misunderstanding and he believes that hunters are 

mistaking the wolves for coyotes; the latter can be legally shot during any time of the 

year (James 2010).Unfortunately, Rabon also believes there may be people who are 

simply intolerant of an animal with a historically bad reputation (James 2010). Rabon 

claims, “The problem typically comes in where humans, people, have a 

misunderstanding, a perception, of this big, bad wolf – this beast or something” (James 

2010). Kim Wheeler, director of the nonprofit Red Wolf Coalition, claims that ignorance 

of the protected status of the red wolves also causes problems (James 2010). She states, 

“We have people that come into the area that don’t even know we have wolves” (James 

2010). Wheeler said she worries for the population’s safety when hunting season comes 

around late in the year, though she understands that accidents do happen and not every 

red wolf shot to death was intentional (James 2010).  

Analysis of the Yellowstone, LBL and Alligator River Reintroduction Plans 

In order to connect the idea of negative wolf perception to red wolves, the gray 

wolf Yellowstone reintroduction can be examined in relation to the two red wolf 

reintroduction programs. As stated earlier, red wolves have typically not been well-

known and most of the detrimental policies and stereotypes were aimed at gray wolves 

due to people not actually knowing about the existence of red wolves. The similarities 

among the three reintroduction plans exemplifies that negative perceptions of gray 

wolves do extend and apply to red wolves. People categorize gray and red wolves as 

being the same, with red wolves generally receiving fewer rights than gray wolves, which 

do not receive many rights to begin with.  
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The red wolf was not even considered to be separate from the gray wolf until the 

1940’s, but as seen in the red wolf reintroduction at Alligator River and the attempted 

reintroduction at LBL, they receive similar treatment to gray wolves. People assume all 

wolves are the same and in many cases do not understand that while gray wolves 

typically do not pose a threat to humans, red wolves present even less of a threat. Red 

wolves are far shier and smaller than gray wolves and in most cases will hide if a person 

approaches. People automatically make the assumption that wolves are a threat to 

humans, livestock and land, while ignoring the benefits they offer. The removal of gray 

wolves from Yellowstone National Park had contributed to the lack of stability in the 

prey species populations. Forcing gray wolves out of Yellowstone National Park had 

resulted in prey populations overeating, but people tend not to consider that. The red 

wolves in LBL would have helped to control pests such as deer and raccoons that often 

fed on the crops planted by the farmers.     

The red wolf reintroduction plan in Land-Between-the-Lakes and the red wolf 

reintroduction plan in Alligator River differed in some ways such as in the obvious sense 

that one plan failed, while the other succeeded. The red wolves reintroduced in Alligator 

River had been reintroduced on land donated to the USFWS, while the red wolves at LBL 

had been planned to be reintroduced on recreational land. The USFWS gained knowledge 

from the failed plan at LBL and used that knowledge to better their chances of 

successfully reintroducing red wolves to Alligator River. Prior to discussing the 

reintroduction plan with the public, the USFWS allowed the plan to be considered 

“experimental/nonessential” due to the issues faced at the planned LBL reintroduction. 

The reintroduction plan at LBL failed in part because hunters were angered at the thought 
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of not being allowed to hunt or having to adjust their lifestyles to participate in the 

activities they enjoyed. The USFWS avoided this potential issue entirely, though albeit 

reluctantly, by allowing the red wolves to be labeled “experimental/nonessential”. Having 

the knowledge of the failed LBL plan, the USFWS knew they would need to better 

appease the public and thus allowed for a relaxation of laws at first for the Alligator River 

reintroduction. The laws that existed for the red wolves in Alligator River initially tended 

to be fairly lenient, as local residents could “accidently” take the life of a red wolf and not 

be charged provided that they inform the proper authorities. Unfortunately, these 

compromises needed to be made in order to increase the chances of success for the 

reintroduction program. Though the laws were later changed to protect red wolves as an 

endangered species under the Endangered Species Act, the red wolves at Alligator River 

still face many obstacles.    

Though the plans differed in some respects, they also shared many similarities. 

The response received from the public for both reintroduction plans emphasized the 

negative perceptions and unfounded hatred people have towards red wolves. As seen in 

both the red wolf reintroduction plans and the gray wolf reintroduction plan in 

Yellowstone National Park, many of the same complaints have been made regarding 

wolves by people of similar professions: farmers and hunters. Farmers and hunters near 

the LBL area, near Alligator River, and near Yellowstone National Park refused to 

support wolf reintroduction in their respective areas due to the shared belief that the 

wolves would wander off the land and either kill livestock or cause other problems. In 

both plans, the red wolves were threatened by local residents. In the LBL plan, some of 

the locals were only willing to compromise when the USFWS agreed to allow the red 



44 
 

wolves to be “accidently” killed, meaning that had the plan passed, many “accidental” 

deaths of red wolves would have likely occurred. The Alligator River plan actually had 

hunters directly confront the red wolf caretakers in anger over the reintroduction and 

threaten to kill the red wolves that were to be reintroduced.        

Peter Singer’s Philosophy and Wolves  

Peter Singer, an environmental philosopher and ethicist discussed previously, 

would likely find the treatment and persecution of wolves to be appalling based on his 

philosophy. Prior to journeying over to the New World, Europeans ruthlessly targeted 

wolves throughout Europe and brought their attitudes towards wolves over to the New 

World. Singer’s concept of equal consideration should be applied to wolves, as wolves 

are more than the bloodthirsty and savage monsters they have been typically portrayed as. 

Equal consideration, as mentioned earlier, is the idea of granting rights on the basis of 

needs. Even wolves successfully reintroduced still do not fully receive rights on the basis 

of their needs, as people will shoot them and either claim ignorance or simply never get 

caught. Harsh punishments still do not exist for those who slaughter wolves, so anti-wolf 

supporters have little incentive to treat wolves with respect. People have been quite 

“speciesist” towards wolves, as the desires of humans have generally been deemed far 

more important than the survival of both gray and red wolves. Many people take issue 

with simply knowing that a wolf is present in their area, even if they never see or have an 

encounter with one. Humans have destroyed wolf territory and habitat in order to expand, 

while granting no consideration to the wolves they are misplacing.     

 

 



45 
 

Conclusion 

Wolves have throughout history faced many struggles due to ingrained negative 

stereotypes and perceptions. Unfortunately, as Mech and Boitani state, “Ultimately, the 

wolf exists in the eye of the beholder. There is the wolf as science can describe it, but 

there is also the wolf that is a product of the human mind” (Mech and Boitani 2003, 289-

290). Regardless of what science claims and suggests, many people portray and believe 

gray wolves and by extension red wolves to be dangerous and a threat that needs to be 

eliminated, as seen through the wolf extermination laws passed and the difficulties faced 

in gray and red wolf reintroductions. Due to the red wolf not being as well-known as the 

gray wolf, red wolves often lack focus and attention but still receive the same stereotypes 

as gray wolves. In conclusion, “Wolves are not bad or evil, they are simply predators 

attempting to survive in the only way they know how” (Smith 1996, 8). People often take 

away their habitat and food sources, so wolves attempt to adapt in order to survive. In 

spite of some of the victories faced by both red and gray wolves, wolves, for the most 

part, continue to face much persecution. 
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