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Executive Summary 
The Idaho Department of Fish and Game is committed to managing wolves for a stable, self-sustaining 

population in suitable habitat for conservation purposes and harvest opportunity, and our management 

objectives must also address the challenges of chronic livestock depredations and persistent impacts on 

ungulate populations.  

These challenges remain, even after a decade of increasingly permissive hunting and trapping and 

ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǿƻƭŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ robust and has proven resilient 

to human-caused mortality. Wolf management therefore involves navigating diverse social opinions, 

complex predator-prey interactions, biological factors, and economic impacts. 

This Idaho Gray Wolf Management Plan incorporates knowledge gained from nearly 3 decades of wolf 

ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻƭǾŜǎ ǳǎŜ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǳƴƎǳƭŀǘŜǎ 

and livestock, and react to different levels and types of harvest. The Plan identifies goals and strategies 

ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǿƻƭŦ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǿƻƭŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦƭǳŎǘǳŀǘŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ рлл ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

Plan also describes mechanisms for moderating wolf mortality as the population approaches 500, 

improving monitoring techniques, and managing for wolf conflicts with both livestock and ungulates. 

An objective fluctuating around 500 animals aligns with state wolf management envisioned in the 

federal rule (2009) delisting wolves under the Endangered Species Act. With improved population 

ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǿŜƭƭ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŘŜƭƛǎǘƛƴƎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ 

2019-2021, LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǿƻƭŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŦƭǳŎǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ мΣн70 animals during the annual cycle of 

reproduction and mortality (harvest, depredation control, and other human-caused mortality = ~33%, 

see Mortality sectionύΦ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƛǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ US Fish and Wildlife Service 

considered to be the management objective based on carrying capacity for the entire Northern Rocky 

Mountain population in Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Oregon, and Washington. 

The current wolf population in Idaho continues to cause chronic conflicts with livestock and other 

domestic animals in many parts of the state. These detrimental impacts are consistent with what the 

2009 delisting rule predicted would occur as the Northern Rocky Mountain wolf population grew to 

exceed carrying capacity. Since 2014, at least 299 livestock producers have experienced more than 1,291 

verified losses to wolves, and we know these verified losses represent only the minimum of total wolf 

depredations. 

Wolf impactǎ ƻƴ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǳƴƎǳƭŀǘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΦ 9ƭƪ ŀǊŜ the primary prey of wolves in Idaho, 

and IDFG has identified wolf predation as a primary factor preventing recovery of several elk zones that 

are below objective. In these areas, IDFG has implemented predation management plans, which in some 

zones include supplemental wolf removal to relieve predation impacts to help elk populations rebound. 

Driven by our knowledge of the effects of wolf harvest and effects of wolves on livestock and ungulates, 

IDFG has worked to improve its wolf monitoring program. The initial strategy of radio-collaring and 

monitoring dozens of packs across the state annually proved insufficient and cost-ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ 

ǿƻƭŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊŜǿΦ L5CDΩǎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŀōƭŜΣ ǊƻōǳǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻǎǘ-effective 

estimates of abundance, distribution, and reproduction monitoring. 
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Introduction 
 

IdahoΩǎ gray wolf (Canis lupus) population remains abundant and resilient after over a decade 
of regulated hunting and trapping and deliberate response to livestock depredations. The Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game (IDFG) is committed to maintaining and managing a viable, self-
sustaining wolf population and understands that wolves bring social, economic and biological 
challenges.  
 
The Idaho Fish and Game Commission (Commission), through its oversight of IDFG, is the 
primary steward of wildlife resources for the citizens of Idaho. The Commission and IDFG have a 
legal responsibility to preserve, protect, ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ (Idaho 
Code 36-103).  The Commission classifies gray wolves as a big game animal. .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ L5CDΩǎ 
Strategic Plan, this 2023-2028 Wolf Management Plan provides guidance to IDFG staff for 
monitoring and managing wolf populations, conflicts, and harvest, for the next 6 years. This 
Plan incorporates direction from the 2002 Idaho Wolf Conservation and Management Plan 
(2002 Wolf Plan) prepared to support delisting of wolves under the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA) and post-delisting management.  

 
The introduction and management of gray wolves has been one of the most prominent wildlife 
management activities of the past 50 years. Wolf recovery was achieved in Idaho in 2003, when 
federal delisting requirements were met, but social, political, and legal controversy still 
surrounds the management of gray wolves in the state. Wolf management is complex and 
ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊǎΦ IǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀǇǇƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴ 
important role in promoting public advocacy and tolerance for wolves by regulating populations 
and managing conflicts. 
 
In 2011 the Commission adopted a framework for wolf management which directed IDFG to: 

1. Manage wolves in a manner that will ensure wolves remain under responsible state 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ. 

2. Manage wolves as big game animals consistent with the goals and objectives of the 
2002 Idaho Wolf Conservation and Management Plan approved by the Idaho Legislature 
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) to keep wolves off the Endangered Species 
List. 

3. Control wolves where they depredate on livestock and other domestic animals or 
threaten human safety. 

4. Control the population of wolves and other predators as needed to address areas where 
elk or other prey populations are below management objectives. 

5. Develop wolf hunting and trapping season recommendations for Commission 
consideration.  

6. Conduct additional species management planning as appropriate. 
 
This framework remains relevant and is incorporated in this plan.  
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Consistent with the ¦{C²{Ωǎ 2009 delisting decision, IDFG is committed to maintaining a viable, 
self-sustaining wolf population well-distributed in suitable habitat. IDFG is also committed to 
managing the population at a level that minimizes conflicts with both livestock and ungulate 
populations, while remaining connected with wolf populations in Montana, Wyoming, Oregon, 
Washington, and Canada. 
 

Plan Development Process  
A diverse team of biologists, researchers, enforcement and communications staff from across 
the state supported plan development. Elk, Mule deer, White-tailed deer, and Moose 
Management Plans, as well as Predation Management Plans for the Panhandle, Lolo/Selway, 
Middle Fork, and Sawtooth Elk Zones help guide the management direction of this plan. IDFG 
published a draft plan for public input with associated outreach.  
 

Background and Current Status 
 

ESA Listing and Recovery  
Soon after the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) was passed in 1973, the USFWS listed four 
subspecies of gray wolves as endangered, including a Northern Rocky Mountain (NRM) 
subspecies. In 1978 USFWS found this taxonomy out of date and relisted the gray wolf as 
endangered at the species level throughout the conterminous 48 states, except for Minnesota 
where it was reclassified as threatened. 
 
The USFWS Northern Rocky Mountain Gray Wolf Recovery Plan, developed in 1980 and 
updated in 1987, established wolf population recovery criteria of 10 breeding pairs in each of 
three areas (central Idaho, northwest Montana, and Greater Yellowstone). The recovery plan 
called for continued natural colonization of wolves into northwest Montana and central Idaho 
from the western Canada population. The plan also called for translocation of wolves into the 
Yellowstone Ecosystem (USFWS 1987).  
 
After additional analysis and lawsuits, USFWS proceeded to introduce wolves into both 
Yellowstone National Park and the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness in central Idaho. 
During 1995 and 1996, 66 wolves were captured in Alberta and British Columbia, and released 
in Yellowstone National Park (N = 31) and central Idaho (N = 35), approximately doubling the 
known NRM wolf population. From 1995 to 2008, the NRM wolf population increased an 
average of about 22% annually, with increases ranging from 8% to 50% (USFWS 2009). 
Subsequently, wolves extended their occupation in Idaho well beyond the boundaries of 
designated wilderness and have occupied considerable expanses of unsuitable habitat. Wolf 
populations in all 3 recovery areas (NW Montana, central Idaho, and Greater Yellowstone) 
achieved recovery standards (at least 10 breeding pairs and 100 wolves in each area for 3 
successive years) by December 2002.  
 
The Idaho Legislature adopted House Joint Memorial No. 5 in 2001, requesting the federal 
government remove wolves from Idaho, which did not occur. In 2002, the Idaho Legislature 
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approved a revised version of the Idaho Wolf Conservation and Management Plan, developed 
by a Delisting Advisory Team in accordance with Idaho Code 36-2405 (Idaho Legislative Wolf 
Oversight Committee 2002). The 2002 Plan described the ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ planned management of 
wolves in Idaho to support federal delisting.  

Delisting 
USFWS first delisted the Northern Rocky Mountains Distinct Population Segment (DPS) of gray 
wolves in February 2008 (USFWS 2008). The 2008 delisting rule required each state to manage 
for 15 breeding pairs and 150 wolves in mid-winter. ESA protections were reinstated in July 
2008, after a U.S. District Court identified deficiencies in Wyoming regulatory mechanisms. The 
USFWS delisted wolves in the NRM DPS outside of Wyoming for a second time in May 2009 
(USFWS 2009). LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƻƭŦ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ŧŀƭƭ нллфΦ 9{! ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ 
were reinstated by a U.S. District Court ruling in August 2010. On May 5, 2011, wolves in the 
Northern Rocky Mountains were again delisted after congressional action required USFWS to 
re-adopt the 2009 delisting rule. The standard federal monitoring oversight under the ESA 
ended 5 years later, on May 5, 2016, putting wolf management entirely within state purview. 
 
In addition to requiring a minimum of 15 breeding pairs and 150 wolves in mid-winter, the 2009 
delisting rule also states that after delisting, wolves άǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Park Service, and Service to average over 1,100 wolves, fluctuating around 400 wolves in 
Montana, 500 in Idaho, and 200 to 300 in Wyoming,έ and that the carrying capacity of the 
Northern Rocky Mountains wolf population is likely around 1,500 wolves (USFWS 2009). It 
further states that άŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǾŜ мΣрлл ǿƻƭǾŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ 
because suitable habitat will be fully occupied and packs attempting to colonize unsuitable 
habitat would cause chronic conflict with livestock.έ USFWS (2009) went on to assert their belief 
that άƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bwa ƎǊŀȅ ǿƻƭŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ƻǊ ŀōƻǾŜ мΣрлл ǿƻƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ currently occupied 
areas would slowly reduce wild prey abundance in suitable wolf habitat. This would result in a 
gradual decline in the number of wolves that could be supported in suitable habitat. Higher 
rates of livestock depredation in these and surrounding areas would follow. This too would 
ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƭŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƻƭǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘΦέ  
 
CoƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ нллф ŘŜƭƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǊǳƭŜΩǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΣ detrimental impacts in the form of chronic 
livestock conflicts and negative impacts on ungulate populations occurred as the NRM 
population grew to exceed 1,500 wolves before delisting ultimately took effect. After 
congressionally directed delisting in 2011, the Commission authorized both hunting and 
trapping seasons. Idaho has continued to expand wolf hunting and trapping opportunities over 
time because LŘŀƘƻΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ƻǊ ƴŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΣ and 
detrimental impacts have persisted.  
  
  



02/01/2023 

7 
 

Wolf Ecology 
 
Distribution 
The gray wolf originally had one of the most extensive distributional ranges of any recent 
mammal (Nowak 1983). Unregulated killing and federally sanctioned predator eradication 
programs effectively eliminated the gray wolf from most of the western US between about 
1880 and 1935. Wolf populations persisted in substantial numbers only in Alaska and Canada by 
the 1960s (Boitani 2003). 
 
Wolves were historically distributed throughout most of Idaho (Goldman 1937) and persisted 
into the early to mid-1800s. By the 1940s, wolves were absent or very rare in Idaho and any 
present were likely migrants from Canada and Montana (USFWS 1987).  

As the consequence of natural dispersal from Canada and Montana, and translocations of 
wolves into central Idaho and Yellowstone National Park, wolves in Idaho are now part of a 
contiguous population that extends across Canada from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific and 
from the Arctic to southern Wyoming, northern Colorado, southern Idaho, and currently 
northern California.  
 

 
 

Figure 1. Current range of the gray wolf across western United States (*state data and the 
USFWS 2009).  
 
 



02/01/2023 

8 
 

In Idaho specifically, wolves are widely distributed throughout the state from the Canadian 
border in the north to the Snake River plain in the south (Figure 1). Wolves have expanded their 
range in Idaho outside of habitats deemed optimal for the species and are now being 
encountered more frequently in unsuitable habitats such as private lands where livestock 
conflicts may occur more frequently (Oakleaf et al. 2003, Oakleaf et al. 2006). Wolves are 
occasionally observed south of the Snake River in southern Idaho.  
 
Wolves in central Idaho may be at carrying capacity; pack territoriality and density limit space 
for additional breeding pairs to establish new territories within high quality habitats. 
Approximately 28,000 mi2 ƻŦ LŘŀƘƻ όŀōƻǳǘ оо҈ύ ƛǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ǿƻƭŦ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ 
(Oakleaf et al. 2006). There is strong evidence that wolves are less abundant in areas with 
higher human activity that either increases wolf vulnerability to being killed or diminishes 
suitability of the habitat to support prey (Oakleaf et al. 2006, Ausband et al. 2010, Nelson et al. 
2012). 
 

Connectivity: Movement/Dispersal  
Genetic research and collaring efforts have documented that movements and dispersals occur 
across the three NRM recovery areas and adjacent western states (vonHoldt et al. 2010, 
Jimenez et al. 2017, Hendricks et al. 2019). Wolves are known to disperse over long distances 
and across both suitable and unsuitable habitats. Most wolves in a natal pack will disperse away 
from that pack upon maturity (Mech and Boitani 2003). Triggers that potentially lead to 
dispersal include intense social and resource competition. An assessment of connectivity 
(Oakleaf et al. 2006) identified large intact corridors of quality suitable habitats that would aid 
in dispersal and genetic exchange between the northwestern Montana and central Idaho 
recovery areas.  
 
Genetic variation was high among the founding wolves of the central Idaho and Yellowstone 
wolf populations (Forbes and Boyd 1997, vonHoldt et al. 2008, vonHoldt et al. 2010). Dispersal 
events lead to genetic exchange when breeding of individuals from different packs and regions 
occurs. Due to high dispersal rates and the long distances over which dispersal occurs, wolf 
populations are typically not isolated long enough to inhibit genetic diversity (Mech and Boitani 
2003, Bassing et al. 2020). Further, results from genetic analyses indicate that wolf populations 
across northwest Montana, central Idaho, and the Greater Yellowstone Area are 
interconnected by wolf movements at a rate that prevents detrimental effects of long-term 
genetic isolation (Paetkau 2022). In addition, central Idaho wolves have high estimates of 
individual genetic variability 25 years after reintroduction; wolves that have naturally 
recolonized northern Idaho show a lower, but still high individual genetic variability (Ausband 
and Waits 2020). Field investigations of wolf dispersal and migration are consistent with genetic 
results (Boyd and Pletscher 1999). In summary, there is no evidence of inbreeding depression in 
NRM wolves.  
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Pack Structure and Reproduction  
The pack is the basic social unit in wolf populations. Packs are formed when 2 wolves of 
opposite sex develop a pair bond, breed, and produce pups. Wolves typically do not breed until 
22 months of age (Mech 1970). Breeding usually occurs only between the dominant male and 
female in the pack, but occasionally, a male may breed more than one female and a pack may 
produce more than one litter (Ballard et al. 1987, Smith 1998). For example, 10 wolf packs in 
Yellowstone produced 13 litters in 1997 (Smith 1998). In one of those packs, 3 females 
produced litters (Smith 1998).  
 
Human hunting of wolves may affect pack size over time. In three Idaho study areas, Ausband 
et al. (2017) found that average pack size declined from 9.2 adults pre-harvest (2008) to 5.2 
after several years of human harvest (2015). IDFG made similar findings in 2015: the post-
harvest mean pack size was 6.4 wolves per pack (n = 41), lower than the pre-harvest average of 
8.1 wolves per pack (2005 ς 2008) (IDFG 2015). However, Ausband et al. (2017) determined 
harvest was not associated with an increase in frequency of breeder turnover or number of 
breeders per pack. This suggests that even in unharvested wolf populations breeder turnover is 
common. 
 
In the NRM, wolves breed between late January and early March. Selection of denning sites is 
not well understood but is likely related to pack fidelity to a denning site (Fuller 1989), 
territorial boundaries with neighboring packs (Ballard and Dau 1983, Fuller 1989, Ciucci & Mech 
1992), soil type and structure availability, and proximity to water (Mech 1970). Typically, 2 to 9 
pups are born between late March and late April after a 63-day gestation period. In 2015, IDFG 
documented a mean litter size of 4.6 pups (n = 35) (IDFG 2015). Ausband et al. (2015) estimated 
average annual survival of wolf pups at 60% in years without harvest in Idaho (2008 and 2010), 
and 38% in years with harvest. Smith et al. (2010) estimated average annual survival of adult 
wolves (yearlings + adults) at 79% in years prior to wolf harvest in Idaho (1995 ς 2004). 
As the pups become older, the pack typically moves them from the den to rendezvous sites. 
Wolves in Idaho appear to prefer wet meadow habitats for rendezvous sites (Ausband et al. 
2010).  
 
Gray wolves rarely disperse before 10 months of age, and most commonly disperse between 1 
ς 2 years of age (Mech and Boitani 2003, Treves et al. 2009, Jimenez et al. 2017). Some 
individual wolves may stay with the pack longer or will not disperse at all. Most dispersals from 
natal packs occur fall through spring. 
 

Mortality 
Although a variety of factors contribute to the ability of a wolf population to persist, the 
presence of sufficient prey and the influence of human-caused mortality are typically 
considered the two primary factors influencing wolf population dynamics (Keith 1983; Fuller 
1989; Fuller 1995, Mech and Boitani 2003). Prey availability does not appear to limit wolf 
persistence in Idaho.  
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Total documented human-caused mortality includes mortality due to harvest from hunting and 
trapping, kill permits and agency actions to protect livestock and domestic animals (USDA 
Wildlife Services), agency control action to benefit elk populations, and other sources (e.g., 
roadkill, illegal kill, and incidental trapping; Figure 2). Total documented mortality in Idaho has 
averaged 33% over the last 5 years. Nearly all documented mortality is human caused; non-
human caused mortality is modeled using survival data and genetic tools (Ausband et al. 2015).  
 

 

Figure 2. Idaho Human-caused Wolf Mortality by source, Harvest Seasons 2009/2010 ς 
2020/2021 (July 1 ς June 30). Harvest Season 2022 ς 2023 is still under way -- data current to 
1/17/2023. ϝάhǘƘŜǊέ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ƳƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ όe.g., predation control, illegal take, 
depredation kill, roadkill). 

In general studies have shown that human-caused mortality of less than 29% does not typically 
result in a sustained decrease in wolf populations because of the influences of compensatory 
mortality and/or immigration (Adams et al. 2008). Populations have been documented to 
remain stable or even increase in the face of human-caused mortality in excess of 45% (Ballard 
et al. 1987, Mech 2001, Gude at al. 2012).  

Total human-caused mortality can be divided into harvest and non-harvest mortality. Most 
non-harvest mortality results from response to conflict (wolf-caused ungulate predation and 
livestock depredation). Since harvest seasons were implemented (2011 ς 2021), non-harvest 
mortality has accounted for approximately one-quarter of the total annual documented 
human-caused wolf mortality. 
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Legal harvest through hunting and trapping is the primary source of wolf mortality in Idaho. 
Wolf populations appear resilient to the effects of low to intermediate levels of harvest (Hayes 
and Harestad 2000, Adams et al. 2008, Webb et al. 2011). Genetic data from wolves harvested 
in some of the statŜΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ-heavily hunted units indicated harvest rates varied from 11.2% in 
2016 ς 2017 season to 27.6% in the 2012 ς 2013 season (Ausband et al. 2015, Ausband and 
Waits 2020). This harvest rate varies across the state. In remote areas with limited access, such 
as in central Idaho, wolf densities will likely not be significantly altered by human harvest. 
 

Feeding Habits 
Wolves are effective predators and scavengers that feed primarily on large ungulates 
throughout their range (Murie 1944, Pimlott 1967, Mech 1970, Van Ballenberghe et al. 1975, 
Carbyn 1983, Ballard et al. 1987, Gasaway et al. 1992, Boyd et al. 1994). Ungulates comprise 
nearly all the winter diet of most wolves. Smaller animals become more important in the diet of 
wolves during the snow-free months, but ungulates remain the main food source. Small 
animals typically consumed by wolves include beavers, marmots, ground squirrels, snowshoe 
hares, pocket gophers, and voles. Porcupines, ruffed grouse, ravens, coyotes, striped skunks, 
and golden eagles have also been killed by wolves (Boyd et al. 1994). Although wolves feed 
primarily on large, wild ungulates, they also kill livestock and other domestic animals (Fritts and 
Mech 1981, Fritts and Paul 1989, Fritts et al. 1992, Bangs et al. 1995, 1998).  
 
Wolves kill prey by running them down (coursing) rather than ambush. Prey selection and 
frequency of killing by wolves varies greatly depending on many factors including pack size, 
snow conditions, the diversity, density, and vulnerability of prey, and degree of consumption of 
the carcasses (Kunkel 1997). Areas without physical obstructions, such as open areas and less 
steep terrain, contribute importantly to the quality of wolf habitat (Mech & Boitani 2010). 
Climatic characteristics such as snow depth and snow density also influence the vulnerability of 
prey to wolves (Huggard 1993), and wolf habitat quality.  
 

Health and Disease  
Wolves in Idaho are known to be susceptible to a variety of diseases, including those caused by 
viruses (e.g., canine distemper, canine parvovirus, and canine infectious hepatitis), bacteria, 
and both internal (e.g., intestinal worms of various species, echinococcosis) and external (e.g., 
lice and ticks) parasites (Idaho unpublished data, http://idfg.idaho.gov/spp/5288). Wolves may 
develop individual and pack-level immunity to some common pathogens over time, some of 
which may be conferred to offspring through maternal antibodies (Gillespie and Timoney 1981). 
Although diseases can be significant sources of mortality for wolves, they have not been 
demonstrated to be population-limiting in Idaho.  
  

http://idfg.idaho.gov/spp/5288
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Harvest Management 
 

Harvest Background 
Existing rules and laws provide IDFG the appropriate regulatory mechanisms to manage wolf 
populations through public harvest. Regulated harvest will likely provide the most effective tool 
for management of wolf populations.  

Wolf hunting seasons were initiated in 2009 following delisting, temporarily halted when 
wolves were relisted in 2010, and reinstated upon delisting in 2011. Early wolf harvest seasons 
were closely managed using quotas and wolf management zones. Since then, hunting 
opportunities have been expanded almost every year by commission action (Figure 3). The 
structure of hunting and trapping seasons did not change in 2022. 

Wolf trapping seasons were initiated in 2011, and similarly were initially limited to short 
seasons in just a few Game Management Units (GMUs). As we have gained understanding of 
resilience to harvest, trapping seasons have expanded to include longer seasons and more 
GMUs (Figure 4).  

Most units in Idaho currently have a year-round hunting season on wolves and expanded 
hunting methods are allowed in Depredation or Predation Units (Figure 5) where wolves are 
causing unacceptable impacts to livestock or ungulates.  Currently, trapping is open on private 
lands throughout the state (foothold trapping allowed year-round). Trapping seasons on public 
lands in most of the state run from November 15 to March 31. In areas outside of suitable 
habitat or where wolves are causing unacceptable impacts to livestock or ungulates, the 
Commission has authorized extended fall seasons for foothold trapping, with extended fall 
snaring seasons authorized in a few GMUs. Snaring seasons are restricted in some units to 
avoid incidental catches of grizzly bears.  

Any individual that participates in wolf trapping must first attend a mandatory wolf trapper 
education course along with having a trapping license. Trappers are required to check their 
traps every 72 hours. 
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Figure 3. Progression of changes in wolf hunting seasons in Idaho, 2009 ς 2021. The hunting 
season structure did not change in 2022. 

  



02/01/2023 

14 
 

 

Figure 4. Progression of changes in wolf trapping seasons in Idaho, 2011 ς 2021. The structure 
of the trapping season did not change in 2022. 
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Figure 5. Game Management Units with chronic wolf-caused livestock depredations and 
underperforming elk populations from 2017 ς 2021. 
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Wolf Tag Sales and Harvest 
All wolves harvested and salvaged (roadkill) are required to undergo a mandatory check by 
IDFG staff within 10 days of take. Successful hunters and trappers are required to submit the 
skull and hide to IDFG staff for collection of biological data such as age, sex, method of take, 
harvest location, and DNA. Managers use this information to assess harvest demographics, 
harvest distribution and population dynamics to inform population management decisions. 

Individuals may purchase an unlimited number of wolf tags. Tags must be purchased in advance 
of hunting or trapping, and a validated tag must be attached to each wolf immediately 
following harvest. To date, trapper and hunter participation indicates that allowing individuals 
to purchase an unlimited number of wolf tags has not, and likely will not, result in a significant 
change to number of tags purchased or number of wolves harvested. Despite the large number 
of wolf tags purchased, very few wolf hunters or trappers harvest more than 2 wolves annually. 
For Harvest Season 2021, 84% of sportsmen who harvested a wolf, harvested two or less. No 
one harvested more than 10 wolves; only one person harvested 10 wolves, one person 
harvested 9 wolves, one person took 8, and three people harvested 7. The most wolves any 
individual has taken in a single season is 20 (during 2019 ς 2020 harvest season). 

IDFG sold over 54,000 wolf tags in 2021, including 53,618 hunting tags. This number includes 
ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǘŀƎǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƻƭŦ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǘŀƎǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǇƻǊǘǎƳŀƴΩǎ 
Package. It is unknown how many of the individuals who purchased tags hunted for wolves as 
their target species (rather than carrying a wolf tag while primarily targeting other species). 
Between 2018 and 2022, the average number of wolf hunting tags purchased per sportsmen 
was 1.1 tags and the average number of trapping tags purchased per trapper was 2.1 tags. The 
highest number of hunting tags an individual purchased was 16 and the highest number of 
trapping tags purchased was 16. In Harvest Season 2021, 169 hunters harvested 174 wolves. 
Based on the total number of hunting tags sold, harvest success was 0.3%. IDFG sold 863 wolf 
trapping tags in 2021. Wolf trapping tag sales have increased over the last 4 years, but the 
number of active wolf trappers has remained relatively stable (Figure 6). During the 2021 
season there were about 170 active wolf trappers (based on mandatory trapper reporting). Of 
those, 97 trappers harvested 237 wolves, a 25% success rate based on the number of trapping 
tags sold. Based on success rates, trapping has been demonstrated to be a more effective tool 
for harvest than hunting and is a critical tool for population management. 
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Figure 6. Wolf trapping tags sold and number of active wolf trappers by trapping season, 2011 ς 
2021. 
 
 

Wolf Mortality Data 
Hunter and trapper harvest is the primary source of wolf mortality in Idaho, and therefore 
L5CDΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƭŦ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦ .ŜŦƻǊŜ нлмф ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ 
the primary mortality agent. Since then, trapping harvest has slightly surpassed hunting 
harvest. During the past three years (2019 ς 2021), trapping harvest increased 91% and hunting 
harvest increased 18% over the previous three-year average. This increase appears largely due 
to expanded hunting and trapping opportunities. Hunting harvest primarily occurs incidentally 
during elk and deer hunting seasons, while trapping harvest occurs primarily during Oct. ς Dec. 
when access and trapping conditions are favorable (Figure 7).  
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Figure 7. Total monthly wolf harvest through hunting and trapping in Idaho, Harvest Seasons 
2016-2021. 
 
 
More wolves are harvested in the northern half of the state, particularly in well-roaded areas 
close to population centers (Figure 8). The Panhandle, Clearwater, and Southwest Regions 
comprised 77% of the total statewide wolf harvest (2016 ς 2021; 91% including the Salmon 
Region).  
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Figure 8. Total harvest from hunting and trapping by Game Management Unit for Harvest 
Seasons 2016-2021. 

Recent Developments in Wolf Harvest 
Legislative action in 2021 further expanded the methods of hunting legally allowed for wolves 

and expanded wolf trapping seasons on private land.  During the initial year of implementation, 

expanded hunting methods do not appear to have had an impact on overall wolf harvest levels. 

The expanded hunting methods adopted by the Commission resulted in three wolves taken 

during the 2021 ς 2022 harvest season. An additional eight wolves were taken with foothold 

traps during extended trapping seasons on private property during the 2021 ς 2022 harvest 

season. Hunting and trapping harvest data from Big Game Mortality Reports since July 1, 2021 

indicate most wolves are still harvested on public land: 88% of wolves were taken on public 

land; 10% on private land (including private timberlands that IDFG leases for public access in 

ǘƘŜ ά[ŀǊƎŜ ¢ǊŀŎǘǎέ access program to which public land wolf trapping seasons and rules apply); 

and 2% on land of undetermined ownership. These percentages exclude control actions for 

livestock depredations and other non-harvest mortality. 














































