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Issue:  ADF&G shooting wolves from helicopters adjacent to YUCH 
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PURPOSE  
To provide information regarding Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) 
employees shooting wolves from helicopters in the Upper Yukon-Tanana Wolf Control 
Area adjacent to YUCH; to document current wolf pack home ranges relative to the 
boundaries of YUCH and the UY-T Wolf Control Area (Map 2); and to review NPS 
responses and recommendations. 
 
ISSUES 

 At 5 pm Thursday, March 12, 2009, the Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
(ADF&G) informed YUCH superintendent Greg Dudgeon that State employees 
would begin shooting wolves from helicopters in the UY-T Wolf Control Area as 
early as this weekend. 

 The UY-T Wolf Control Area abuts YUCH’s boundary to the east, south, and 
west (depicted on Map 1).   

 The State’s wolf control effort is meant to benefit reproduction in the Fortymile 
caribou herd and increase its existing size from 40,000 to as many as 100,000 
caribou. (The Fortymile herd last saw 100,000 caribou in the early 1900s.) 

 To do so, ADF&G plans to reduce the approximately 300 wolves they estimate in 
the UY-T Wolf Control Area to 96 (up to 80%). If successful, this would leave 
one-to-two wolves per 1,000 square kilometers in the UY-T Wolf Control Area, 
approximating the lowest known wolf population densities in Alaska (per 
ADF&G).  

 The existing UY-T Wolf Control Area has been active since September 2006. For 
the past three winters, aerial shooting of wolves was authorized for private 
individuals who acquired predator control permits from ADF&G. As of March 
14, 2009, State personnel have begun shooting wolves from helicopters in the 
control area.  

 All wolf packs that utilize some part of YUCH routinely travel outside the 
Preserve boundary; most travel into the UY-T Wolf Control Area and would be 
vulnerable to being shot from the State’s helicopter(s). Of the 10 packs that utilize 
Preserve lands, seven will be vulnerable to these control efforts. YUCH currently 
has at least one radio-collared wolf in six of those seven packs. 

 
BACKGROUND 

 Formal wolf and predator control has been conducted in the Fortymile region 
intermittently since the 1940s. 

 Wolf packs in YUCH have been monitored by NPS via radio telemetry since 
1993. There have been three primary reasons for monitoring this wolf population: 

 



1. Predator-prey research addressing the role wolf predation plays in 
changing moose and caribou population size; 

2. To assist Preserve managers in making informed decisions regarding the 
protection of a healthy wolf population; and 

3. Long term monitoring of YUCH’s wolf population is one of the top 10 
vital signs of the NPS Central Alaska Network’s Vital Signs Monitoring 
Plan.   

 
 From 1997 – 2002 data from YUCH’s wolf population monitoring was used by 

ADF&G to act as a control population during the State’s non-lethal (sterilization 
and translocation) predator control program. 

 Currently, NPS is monitoring 15 collared wolves in 6 packs totaling about 25 
wolves, or a density of about 2.9 wolves/1000 km2 (Map 2). 

 
BUREAU PERSPECTIVE 

 With the advent of State employees shooting wolves from helicopters, it is highly 
likely that a large percentage of wolves that utilize YUCH could be killed, 
potentially most of them.  

 NPS is congressionally mandated by the Alaska National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act (ANILCA) to manage for “healthy” populations of wildlife, 
including wolves in YUCH. 

 Per the Master Memorandum Of Understanding (MMOU) between ADF&G and 
NPS, both agreed to: 

 
1. Coordinate planning for management of fish and wildlife resources on 

Service (NPS) lands so that conflicts arising from different legal 
mandates, objectives, and policies either do not arise or are minimized. 

2. Consult with each other when developing policy, legislation, and 
regulations which effect the attainment of wildlife resource management 
goals and objectives of the other agency. 

 
 The public has a large investment in the NPS wolf monitoring program conducted 

since 1993 including the individual wolves currently radio-collared. 
 From 1997 – 2002, ADF&G and NPS personnel collaborated closely to ensure 

YUCH wolves would not be included in the control efforts at that time. NPS 
views this collaboration as being very successful.  

  
 RESPONSES 

 On learning ADF&G’s plans on March 12, YUCH Superintendent requested that 
a buffer zone be established around YUCH within the UY-T Wolf Control Area. 
The buffer zone would be excluded from wolf control activities, and no wolves 
would be killed in the buffer zone under the provisions of the State’s wolf control 
program. The State refused. State response: The Fortymile caribou herd’s calving 
grounds rim the Preserve’s boundary. Avoiding wolves outside of the Preserve 
within the calving grounds would be biologically and politically unfeasible for 
their wolf control program.  



 Superintendent requested that ADF&G agree to kill fewer than 80% of the wolves 
in the Control Area and review current NPS data due to inconsistencies in the 
State’s wolf population estimate for the area and that of YUCH (2.9 wolves/1000 
km2). The State refused. State response: ADF&G’s wolf population estimate for 
the Control Area is based on their own survey data current as of fall 2008. 

 Superintendent requested that ADF&G utilize NPS wolf radio collar frequencies 
and distribution maps to avoid killing wolves with home ranges primarily in 
YUCH. The State agreed to consider this suggestion. On Friday, March 13, the 
State agreed to use NPS frequencies and data in their protocols for the UY-T Wolf 
Control Area to help protect YUCH wolves. State response:  

 
1. ADF&G will use fix-wing aircraft (trackers) to visually track and locate 

wolf packs. Trackers will not use radiotelemetry to locate wolf packs. No 
tracking aircraft will carry telemetry antennas or receivers. 

 
2. A designated fixed-wing aircraft (spotter) with telemetry equipment will 

accompany the helicopter carrying ADF&G shooters. When the trackers 
direct the helicopter and spotter to a wolf pack, the spotter will use 
telemetry to determine if the pack contains any NPS radio collars before 
the helicopter approaches the pack. If any NPS radio collars are identified 
in the pack, ADF&G personnel in the helicopter will follow these 
constraints: 

 
A. Copper Mountain, 70 Mile, and Edwards Creek Packs: No 
wolves will be shot 
B. Lower Charley River Pack: No more than three non-collared 
wolves will be shot and the shooters will make a concerted effort to 
avoid shooting the two radio collared wolves 
C. Step Mountain Pack: No more than four wolves will be shot and 
the shooters will make a concerted effort to avoid shooting the 
three radio collared wolves 

 
3. If trackers locate a wolf pack on the boundary of the Preserve (e.g., 

wolves traveling along a boundary ridgeline), the trackers will leave the 
area, making no attempt to drive wolves from the Preserve. 

 
RECCOMENDATIONS 
 

 Request that radio collared wolves from the YUCH study not be taken under 
any conditions of the State’s wolf control plans; the NPS would agree to collar 
no more than two wolves per pack.  
 

 If YUCH’s wolf population is significantly reduced, NPS will need to explore 
the possibility of reducing or eliminating conventional hunting and trapping of 
wolves on Preserve lands until the population in YUCH is determined to be 
“healthy”. 



 
 NPS recognizes the controversial nature of any wolf control action and 

continues to express a willingness to work with state agencies and the Board 
of Game to achieve appropriate solutions. 

 
CONTACT:  Greg Dudgeon, Superintendent Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve, 
(907) 457-5752 
 
 

 
 
 
Map 1. Map depicting the former Upper Yukon-Tanana Wolf Control Area (about 
48,550 km2) and the Yukon-Charley National Preserve boundary. Note: the current UY-T 
Wolf Control Area now extends to the U.S. Canadian border, further east than is shown. 
 



 
 
 
Map 2. Home ranges of ten wolf packs that utilize parts of Yukon-Charley Rivers 
National Preserve. Most recent data used where available (May 1, 2008 – March 13, 
2009). Polygons indicate the six packs that are currently being monitored via radio 
telemetry. The circles are known packs of unknown size or home range. 
 


