Gray Wolf

(Canis lupus)—Endangered

Description

Gray wolvesarelargecanidsmost
commonly withgrizzlygray fur.
They may alsobe pure whiteor
solid black. They havethick,
coarseguard hairs withsoft,short
underfur. Withsuchacoat,gray
wolvesareabletosurvivein
-40°Ftemperatures. With
relatively longlegs,akeel-like
chestand especially designed to
runon their toes, they areable to
moveat35-45miles per hour.
Their keensense of smell enables
them todetect prey L5 miles
away undergood conditions. An
adultfemaleand male weigh 55
to120 poundsand 45t0120
pounds,respectively. They may
beaslongas6feetand 3 feet tall
attheshoulder.

Habitat

Thequality of gray wolf habitat
dependsonpreyavailability.
Wolvesarecarnivorousand prefer
largegameanimals. Onestudy
doneinMinnesotashowsthat59
t096%of their dietisthesizeof a
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beaverand larger. Wolf distribu-
tiondependson prey densities.
Otheraspectsof thehabitatlike
vegetation, topography,and
climateindirectly effectgray wolf
distribution. InNorth America,
theonlyunsuitablehabitatsfor
gray wolf arehotdesertsand
some mountain peaks. In Mam-
malsof Utah, Durrantbelievesthat
gray wolveswere“formerly state-
wideexceptlforthe|westdesert
region.” Now therearenowolves
inUtah.

Gray wolveswilleatalmost
anythingincludingdomestic
livestock. They usually cull off
thelessfitindividualsin wild
herdsenablingthehealthier
segment’s vigor toincrease.
Wolveswillselect theold, the
young,and thesickanimals
because they are the easiest catch.
However,evenahigh percentage
of theweak can escape wolf
attacks. InIsleRoyale National
Park,where mooseistheir
primary sourceof food,only 8%
of wolf attacksaresuccessful.
Whenawolf pack doeskill,all

thepartsof theanimalare
consumed except forlargebones
and chunksof hide. Their
stomachsarespecially adapted to
hold15-20 poundsof foodatone
time. Theremainsprovidefood
forsomescavengerslikeravens,
foxesand bald eagles. Digestion
occursquicklyandsoonafter
eatingthe packisonitsway to
findanothermeal

How fartheytraveldependson
the prey density of theareaand
whetherornotthe pack haspups
atadenorrompingsite. Obvi-
ously,thesmaller the prey density
thelarger the wolf’shomerange.
Onthetundrawhereprey
membersare few,wolvesmay
traveluptothirty kilometersaway
fromthedensitetohunt. Inthe
winter, whenmost pupsareable
tokeepup with the pack,the
wolvesarenolonger boundtoa
denandincreasetheirhome
rangetosatisfy theirenergy
demands. They may travel 60
kilometersaday locatingprey
withtheirsenseof smell, with
trackingskillsor by chance
encounters. Gray wolf home
rangein the winteristhelargest
of the year. Winter rangecanbe
26square miles per wolf where
foodisplentifuland1300square
milesper wolf where wolvesare
migratory. Thefarthestany wolf
hasbeenknowntotravelis220
milesonthetundrawhile
followingcaribouherds.

Life History

Graywolf courtshipbegins
between January and April. The
timingdependsonthelocationof
the wolves. The wolvesinthe
Arcticcourtlater than thosein
MontanaandIdaho. Courtship
canoccurbetweentwoadultsin
apackortwolonewolvesand
lastafew daystoafew months.
Thebondsformedbetween mates
atthistimemay lastforalifetime.



A femalegray wolf hasanestrus
period of fivetosevendays. She
mayhaveanaverageof 730va
availableforfertilizationduring
thistime. Itisinteresting tonote
thatonly 60%of adultfemales
breedin populationsunexploited
by man; whereasinexploited
populations, 90% breed. Females
whohavealready bred comeinto
heattwoweeksearlier thanother
femalesin thesame pack.

Copulationinvolves“atie”
betweenthemaleandfemale
when thebulb-likebaseof the
penislocksintothe vagina. After
mountingafemale,themalemay
thenliftonelegoverherbody
and turn180degreessothat they
arefacingoppositedirections.
Copulation may lastupto30
minutesduringwhichtime
multipleejaculationsoccurto
insurefertilization. Gestation lasts
63daysandanaveragelittersize
iSSiX.

The pupsarebornhelplesswith
their eyesclosedandlittle hair.
Theyareborninarock crevice,a
hollow log,oraden, possibly one
the pack hasused before. Their
densareusually nearasourceof
water. Studiesof densshow
entrancesarel2to2feetin
diameterandtunnelsextend4to
15feet. Themother usually stays
withthe pupsthefirsttwo
months. The pupsaredependent
ontheirmother’smilk foratleast
thefirst five weeks. During this
timethe pack huntsforher.
Betweendayslland15,the
pup’seyesopen. Three weeks
aftertheirbirth, theirmilk teeth
are present. After five weeksthe
pupsare weaned from their
mother. They begintoeat
regurgitated,softenedmeatthe
packbringsthem fromtheirhunt.
The pupsaremovedtoanabove
ground nestor rompingsiteat
eight weeksold. Thissitegives
thepupstheopportunity toplay.
Wolf pupplayisimportant
becauseithelpsthem preparefor
adulthood. They wrestle,ambush,
andchaseoneanotherdeveloping
skillslater usedinthehunt.
Playinghelps pupscreatestrong

social bondsandhierarchal
relationshipsessentialtothe
maintenanceof thepack. They
may remainattherompsite
througha winterormaybeginto
travel with the pack asearly as
October.

A pack may begin withabreeding
pairandtheir pups. Thestrong
bondsformedbetweenmembers
of thefamily keepthepack
together. The primal parent
usually becomethedominant
maleandfemaleorthealpha
maleandalphafemaleof the
pack. Most packs consist of eight
wolvesorless. Each of the
remaining wolvesisawareof its
positionin the pack’ssocial
structure. When competition
arisesatacarcass,duringa
breedingseason,orovera
preferredspace,the winneris
predetermined. Thealphamale
hasthe privilege of choosinghow
muchand whatpartsof the
carcasshe will eat. Inreturn, the
alphamaleandotherdominant
maleslead the pack determining
whentorestand wheretohunt
forfood. They may alsoserveas
the pack’sguardiansandlead
attacksonthreateningintruders
likeagrizzly bear near the pack’s
den. Thissocial orderlimits
intrapack fighting

The pack’spupsreachsexual
maturity duringtheirsecond year.
They usually willnotbreed until
thethird year. Atthistimean
adultmay separate fromthepack.
Building powerfulbondsthe
malesandamate may begin their
ownpack withtheirnew litter.
Separation may occurduringfood
shortages.

Even whenagray wolf population
isprotected fromhumanexploita-
tion,survivalis precocious.
Between 6and 43%of gray wolf
pupssurvivethefirst winter.
About55%survivetothesecond

winter. Eighty percentof gray
wolf adultssurviveevery year.

Reasons for Decline

Gray wolves prey ondomestic
livestock. Ranchersand others
havedevelopedahatred forgray
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wolvesbecausethey consider
themathreattothesafety of
sheep, cattle,and humans. Asthe
livestock industryinthe United
Statesincreased, thedistribution
of thegray wolf decreased. Inthe
1930s,federal and stategovern-
mentsheaded programstocontrol
the wolf population. Michigan,
for example, offered $15and $20
forevery maleandfemale wolf
respectively. Governmentsalso
used poison tocut wolf numbers.
These programsoccurredin 95%
of thelower UnitedStates. The
livestock industry reachedapeak
duringthe1940sand by thattime
gray wolf distributionhad become
whatitistoday. Inthefortiesand
fiftieswolf packswereshotfrom
aircraftand poisoningcontinued.
Threatsstill existin theformof
wolf controland poachinginthe
northern partsof thegray wolf’s
distribution.

Recovery Efforts

Gray wolvesare protected by the
1973 Endangered Species Act.
Underthisfederalregulation, the
takingof wolvesinthelower
UnitedStatesexceptfor Minnesota
(withagray wolf populationof
1,650) is prohibited. The Fish
and WildlifeServicein1987
approvedtherevised Recovery
Plan forthegray wolf. The plan
callsforgray wolf reintroductions
tonorthwestern Montana,central
Idahoandthe Yellowstone
ecosystem. InJanuary 1995,gray
wolveswere brought toacclima-
tion pensin YellowstoneNational
Park from Alberta,Canada. They
weresubsequently releasedin
March. Defendersof Wildlifehas
offered $5000toprivateland
ownerstoallow wolvesto
successfully breed on their

property.
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///A Probable historical distribution of the gray wolf.
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