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Approximately half a century ago I was an ex-firefighter manning a Forest Service fire tower overlooking the Blue Range 
Primitive Area, a de facto wilderness on the border between Apache Co., Arizona and Catron Co., New Mexico. The Blue, 
as it is known locally, was one of the last places in the US where a viable population of the Mexican gray wolf might have 
survived century-long depredations of unrestricted hunting, extermination campaigns and habitat loss. 

It was also about then that, pursuant to the Mexican wolf's listing as endangered under the Endangered Species Act 
(signed into law by President Nixon in 1973), bureaucrats, biologists, conservationists and realistic ranchers started to 



craft a restoration plan for the wolf as the law required, a plan that led to the release of eleven captive-bred wolves into 
the “Blue Range Wolf Recovery Area” in 1998. 

Not at the table writing the recovery plan but present by dint of decibels and populist ideological clout were, on the one 
hand, diehard rugged individual types who said the only good wolf is a dead wolf and public lands are unconstitutional 
theft from private parties; and on the other, idealistic tree-hugger types, a goodly number of whom did not eat red meat 
or use cow hide (aka leather) and considered cattle a destructive invasive species. 

Small enough to sometimes be mistaken for a coyote and indigenous to the mountain habitats of the US-Mexico border 
which (until Trump’s border wall) it normally went back and forth across in search of food, mates and breeding grounds, 
the Mexican wolf has been under attack in the US for more than a century. By the end of the 20th century, populations 
were so low that scientists determined the species was extinct north of the border and its survival depended on 
introduction of wolves from remnant Mexican packs and intensive breeding of captive wolves. 

Both strategies were among compromises written into the 1982 recovery plan that led to reintroductions into the wild 
in 1998. Still in effect now and as controversial as ever (maybe even more so since the recovery plan was revised in 
2017), though consistently supported by high percentages of the general public, the plan and its rules for addressing 
wolf predation is at the center of the current commotion in the Cochise County Supervisors’ chambers. 

In accordance with the plan's goal of re-establishing viable populations in the US, at least two adult Mexican wolves 
have managed to survive in the Peloncillo-Chiricahua mountain system that defines the southeastern edge of Cochise 
County. Those two survivors (the female a previous resident, the male from the San Carlos Apache Reservation) have 
been collared with electronic tracking devices as per plan directive, and are currently thought to be raising a litter of 
pups. I 

The current dust-up stems from one family’s complaints about two recent cattle deaths on the ranch they manage and 
what they say is inadequate government response to the kills. The kills (generally thought to be by the two collared 
wolves) were officially confirmed and the compensation process initiated by government officials, as per the recovery 
plan. Mr and Mrs Smith allege that several more of their cattle were killed by the wolves, but inspectors declined to 
confirm those kills because the carcasses showed no signs of wolf predation (which tend to be fairly obvious). 

Other county ranchers, sympathetic to the Smiths’ complaints, say they too have recently lost cattle to wolves, possibly 
wolves that are uncollared and therefore not tracked by government agencies. The possibility that other recent cattle 
deaths in the area are the result of predation either by the collared pair or by undocumented wolves, cannot be 
dismissed outright or attributed to deliberate fabrication; but inspectors have declined to confirm them as wolf kills and 
studies by university specialists suggest that the upsurge in depredation claims may be an instance of the phenomenon, 
well-documented in other counties, known as mass hysteria or herd mentality, perhaps aggravated by an increasingly 
vocal beef industry campaign, with enthusiastic local supporters (including the Smiths), to end government protection of 
wolves. 

Under the recovery plan, when a kill is confirmed by a trained government inspector, the livestock owner is eligible for 
compensation and an effort may be made to haze the wolves away from the ranch or, in the case of chronic 
depredations, either capture and relocate the wolf or wolves (the plan's preferred alternative), or to kill them (“the 
lethal alternative”). 

Besides providing compensation for livestock kills, various state and federal programs also provide funding for a variety 
of non-lethal preventive options, such as wolf protection dogs (e.g., Great Pyrenees and Anatolian breeds), alarm or 
scare devices, bio-fencing, and increased human presence (e.g., range riders). While some ranchers take advantage of 
one or more of these protective options many don’t, since the wolves’ predilection to concentrate on only one or a few 
ranches in their immediate range means most ranches are not at risk. 



The Smith family and their supporters have petitioned the Supervisors to pass a resolution calling for defunding of the 
recovery program and immediate removal of wolves from the endangered species list, rather than waiting for automatic 
downlisting a few years from now when the wolf population in the recovery area is projected to meet the number the 
plan sets as scientifically adequate to ensure continued existence of the species (a number that some scientists consider 
a far too low political compromise). Delisting would return the wolves to threat of hunting and various other forms of 
extermination 

While allegedly unfair procedures (delayed inspections, too-exacting confirmation criteria, inadequate compensation, 
etc.) headline the complaints of local ranchers, their outcry is closely linked to a national campaign promoted by the 
Farm Bureau, the Cattle Growers’ Association and other industry lobbyists to have the Trump administration not only 
delist the Mexican wolf, but to repeal the Endangered Species Act itself, a step the administration has signaled it is in 
favor of taking. The Smiths play a central role locally in promotion of that national campaign. 

Although traditional no-wolves and no-cattle voices are currently being rebroadcast and amplified by the usual anti-
federal hyper-libertarian megaphones, looking at the local kerfuffle in that larger context suggests that a good deal of 
the heartfelt condemnation of unfair federal overreach and emotional pleas for resurrection of pre-regulation ranching 
are little more than performative distractions puffed out in service of good old populist political theater. While loss of a 
few head of beef by one or a few ranchers, or extinction or extermination of either wolves or cattle, or ego- vs eco-
centric land ethics are real issues, the real bottom line issue is not being discussed. 

Decisions to confirm wolf depredations are made by inspectors and designees of USDA Wildlife Services, a subdivision of 
APHIS (Animal Plant Health Inspection Service). Every year nationwide, ostensibly to protect livestock, APHIS kills about 
half a million native predators (foxes, coyotes, bobcats, mountain lions, bears, eagles, et al, and wolves). 

The cost of this slaughter, like the pay-outs for wolf depredation, is part of the billions of taxpayer dollars in subsidies 
given to livestock operators every year by the US Department of Agriculture and similar amounts disbursed by the US 
Department of Interior/BLM (Bureau of Land Management (popularly lampooned as Broker of Livestock and Mines), 
which permits grazing on public lands, including the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area and thousands of 
other acres in Cochise County. 

Numerous scientific studies have repeatedly shown that environmental damage from livestock grazing on public lands 
throughout the western US is more costly economically than beneficial. Nonetheless, both USDA and USDI continue to 
support it. These subsidies (which have earned the industry its popular description as “welfare ranching”) range from 
ridiculously low state property taxes and leasing fees by state and federal agencies, to generous grants for chemical 
and/or mechanical modification of landscapes to create vast acreages of artificial grazing systems. 

Ranchers bemoan costs caused by wolves coming off public lands to kill livestock on their private property, but those 
costs of operation are dwarfed by costs to the general public caused by cattle both on and off public lands, including 
direct cost of cattle welfare (such as drought assistance — aka “forage disaster,” and pest, disease and predator 
prevention and abatement), and indirect costs such as damage to the environment — land, surface water and habitat 
degradation; groundwater depletion (irrigating hay and other high water-use cattle feeds); pulverizing topsoil (so it’s 
more susceptible to wind and water erosion); and significant contribution to greenhouse gases that cause climate 
change. 

While it's true that many of us are glad to see rolling green or amber fields of grass rather than subdivisions or barren 
land left from a century of overgrazing (the only options development-minded decision-makers seem to recognize), it's 
also true that the commonly-heard assertion that ranchers are ardent stewards of the environment is challenged by the 
fact that those grasses are often fire-prone non-native species (including varieties specifically created for cattle by 
genetic manipulation); that they are often maintained by repeated application of herbicides and grubbing out of native 
woody plants (thereby disrupting fragile arid-land subsoil microflora communities and wildlife dens); and that the 



stewardship (like the subsidies) is slanted not toward enhancing diverse, natural, ecologically-balanced landscapes but 
toward unnatural maximum production mono-crop systems that benefit livestock operations at taxpayer expense. 

While it certainly seems to make sense that ranchers suffering losses from livestock depredation by publicly-protected 
wolves should be competently, adequately and efficiently compensated for their losses, a truly equitable process would 
require attention to the other side of the equation — namely, equivalent compensation to the public for livestock 
damage to public resources. This is the principle of polluter pays, commonly-accepted for other industries but 
significantly absent for the beef industry. 

The Supervisors seem ready, after a single work session focused entirely on ranchers’ positions against wolves and the 
wolf recovery program, to pass a resolution or take other action to champion the demands of the Smiths and their 
supporters. In the interest of fairness, and in taking judicious rather than biased action, it behooves them to hold at least 
one more work session, this time focused on views that support wolves and the recovery program. Then, if they still feel 
a resolution of some sort is called for, let them focus not on the return of wolves tp their native habitat but on the very 
real bureaucratic problems in the compensation process more suited to their competence, problems like lack of 
transparency, redundancy of interagency programs, insufficient number of trained inspectors and double-dipping into 
the public treasury. 

Michael Gregory is an author and environmental activist living in McNeal.  

 


