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HOT UNDER 
THE  

RADIO 

COLLAR 

Oregon’s new resident wolves – and the 
plan to manage them – have conservation-
ists and cattle ranchers alike fighting for 
protection.  
 
BY KELSEY KENNEDY 
 

he sound of a chainsaw 

echoing through the forest 

was one of my favorite 

sounds growing up. That 

distant roar meant the arrival of sum-

mertime, and prosperous times for my 

small hometown. Growing up in a 

rural logging community in western 

Oregon, I had to accept certain truths. 

Trees will be cut down, sometimes in 

huge clear-cuts that would shock ur-

banites. The boys I had known since 

elementary school would most likely 

go on to be loggers, one of the most 

dangerous professions in the world. 

Not only did one have to learn how to 

drive through snow storms and tor-

rential downpours, one had to learn 

how to do these things while dodging 

log trucks barreling along back coun-

try roads. And 

if you ever heard that famous "hup, 

hoo-hoo, hooo"1 out in the forest, you 

could never tell a soul. 

    This firm expectation of denial was 

usually communicated to the younger 

generation in a joking manner. They 

weren’t seriously suggesting you will-

fully ignore the presence of an endan-

gered species and risk federal prosecu-

tion, but that sarcastic smile followed 

by the flash of a stern glance was all it 

took for them to make sure you knew 

what they were really saying: If you 

keep your mouth shut, you’ll be saving 

your town from sure economic ruin, 

not to mention the hordes of biolo-

                                                
1 (The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
spotted owl sound) 

gists that would descend upon the 

forests in search of that bird – you 

want your family to eat, don’t you? 

    That bird, the Northern Spotted 

Owl (Strix occidentalis caurina) 2 , has 

caused plenty of problems for com-

munities like mine. When the bird was 

listed as endangered under the federal 

Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 

1990 3 , old growth forests, once a 

source of valuable timber, were sud-

denly off-limits. Fierce debate erupted; 

conservationists called for drastic con-

servation legislation to save local pop-

                                                
2 (The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
spotted owl sound) 
3 (Learn) 
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Fig.	  1:	  An	  Oregon	  Department	  of	  

Fish	  and	  Wildlife	  agent	  with	  a	  	  
tranquilized	  wolf	  
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ulations, while loggers and landowners 

were fighting for their own liveli-

hoods. Two decades later, neither side 

has been able to claim victory. The 

spotted owl is now threatened by 

something the conservationists can’t 

legislate away, the Barred Owl (Strix 

varia)4 invading from the eastern Unit-

ed States and driving the spotted owl 

out of the habitats humans worked so 

hard to protect. Meanwhile, the log-

ging community still struggles to gain 

access to forestlands that are potential 

spotted owl habitat. Oregonians wit-

nessed a similar struggle when several 

salmon species were listed under the 

ESA in the early 1990s5. The argu-

ments then had focused on stream and 

riparian zone use, but these debates 

always come down to one question: 

Who should be able to use and control 

wild lands, and at what cost? 

 

hen Wolf B-45 wan-

dered across the Ore-

gon-Idaho border 

sometime in early 19996, the lone fe-

male started a new chapter in one of 

the greatest conflicts in the American 

West. As humans conquered the con-

                                                
4 (The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
barred owl) 
5 (United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service) 
6 (Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 1) 

tinent, they tried to sanitize the land. 

Buffaloes and wolves were the most 

famous victims of this crusade, and 

their absence opened up plains and 

rangeland for carefree grazing of 

growing herds of cattle. The new 

ranchers could also profit from gov-

ernment-sponsored bounties, created 

to encourage citizens to help extin-

guish undesirable species. Oregon 

handed out its last wolf bounty in 

1946, and no wolves were recorded in 

the state for the next 28 years7. A few 

lone individuals were spotted in Ore-

gon, but biologists were sure the 

wolves could not make a comeback on 

their own. 

    Absent from the contiguous United 

States for decades, wolf conservation-

ists had much to look forward to 

when the federal government added 

the gray wolf to the ESA in 19738. 

Two reintroduction programs were 

created, one in Idaho and the other in 

Yellowstone National Park, with 

wolves relocated from packs in Cana-

da 9 . As with all wild animals, state 

borders and other invisible legal 

boundaries are meaningless. Wolf B-

45 was simply the first wolf to un-

                                                
7 (Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 6) 
8 (Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 8) 
9 (Robbins) 

knowingly wander away from the pro-

tections of Idaho and into the legal 

gray area of eastern Oregon. The Ore-

gon Department of Fish and Wildlife 

(ODFW), realizing this would not be 

the last wolf to enter the state from 

the growing Idaho population, soon 

drafted up a plan to manage these new 

residents. In 2005, the first edition of 

the Oregon Wolf Management and 

Conservation Plan was released to the 

public. Most of the plan could be ad-

ministered by the ODFW without 

public approval, but three legislative 

changes needed to be made to make 

the plan truly effective. First, the plan 

proposed to give the wolves a special 

status designation under the state’s 

game animal definition. The other 

changes called for an elimination of 

permits allowing ranchers to kill 

wolves in the act of killing their live-

stock, as well as the creation of a 

compensation program for ranchers 

who lost livestock to confirmed wolf 

kills10. Six years later, the Oregon Leg-

islature continues to stall these chang-

es.  

    Today, lawmakers have five bills to 

consider. The Oregon Cattleman’s 

Association (OCA) has been lobbying 

in Salem for changes that would allow 

ranchers to kill wolves at their discre-
                                                
10 (Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 186) 
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tion, without consulting state wildlife 

officials. As The Oregonian’s editorial 

board put it, many Oregonians find 

the bills “legislative overkill” for the 

mere 23 wolves in the state11. Many 

Oregonians also support the wolf 

management plan, says Greg Dyson, 

executive director at the Hells Canyon 

Preservation Council. “Oregonians 

have spoken loud and clear that they 

want wolves back in the state. […] 

The question is no longer whether we 

are going to have wolves, but how are 

we going to coexist with them?” he 

says12. 

    Farmers and ranchers from the 

eastern side of the state see their peti-

tions as justified. “It’s those of us in 

eastern Oregon who are going to be 
                                                
11 (The Oregonian Editorial Board) 
12 (Dyson) 

impacted by 

this,” says 

Elaine Smith, 

a rancher, “People in Portland aren’t 

going to be affected by this.”13  Bill 

Hoyt, president of the OCA, agrees. 

“Many new issues have arisen since 

the plan’s inception five years ago, but 

one thing remains constant: Ranchers 

have a great need to protect their live-

stock,” he says. “Ranchers care deeply 

for their livestock. They fight tooth 

and nail to keep them alive every day 

from birth. It’s difficult for a rancher 

to do nothing while a wolf is threaten-

ing their livestock.” Hoyt also points 

out that ranchers are trying to help the 

environment just as much as the con-

servationists. “Ranchers have never 

                                                
13 (Milstein) 

been against a diverse wildlife popula-

tion. In fact, ranchers are proud to be 

the last and best bastions of open 

spaces, rangelands and forests,” he 

says14. 

    This difference in viewpoints and 

culture is nothing new. As David 

Samuels highlights in his Mother Jones 

article “Where the Buffalo Roam,” 

conservationists and ranchers on the 

American plains are having a similar 

disagreement over the future of bison 

reintroduction and habitat manage-

ment. The Phillips County News, a paper 

in the heart of bison territory, has 

been very vocal about their opposition 

of bison reintroduction. One editorial 

summed up their position well: “Circle 

up the wagons, folks. We’re about to 

be overrun by a bunch of eastern 

based nature lovers herding buffalo 

onto our range.”15 

    Colorful rabble-rousing can be seen 

in the wolf struggle as well. At a recent 

public hearing at the Oregon Legisla-

ture, Karl Patton, a rancher, told the 

attendees of a time when he encoun-

tered wolves one night on his proper-

ty. “When they were coming at me 

and the dogs, they were not coming to 

shake hands,” he said.16 

 

                                                
14 (Hoyt) 
15 (Samuels 38) 
16 (Sullivan) 

Fig.	  2:	  Oregon	  Cat-‐
tleman’s	  Association	  	  
representatives	  at	  a	  
recent	  public	  hearing	  
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ontact zones, as New York 

University professor Mary 

Louise Pratt describes them, 

are “social spaces where cultures meet, 

clash and grapple with each other.”17 

Pratt gives an example of one of these 

contact zones in her piece “Arts of the 

Contact Zone.” When the Spanish 

conquered Peru in the 17th century, 

the native Andeans were abused and 

enslaved. A man named Guaman Po-

ma wrote a letter to the king of Spain, 

detailing the problems with their new 

rulers and the cultural struggles his 

people were experiencing. Poma’s let-

ter never reached the king, but today it 

serves as an excellent example of 

communication between cultures in a 

contact zone18. The slew of editorials, 

press releases and statements from 

both sides of the wolf debate are 

modern-day examples of contact zone 

communication. As long as wolves are 

in Oregon, there will continue to be a 

clash of cultures and ideals. Whether 

the debate plays out in the Legislature 

or the columns of a newspaper, Ore-

gon is another contact zone. 

 

uch like the spotted owl, 

the wolf faces an uphill 

battle in the state of Or-

egon. Industry demands their habitat, 
                                                
17 (Pratt 501) 
18 (Pratt 503) 

and conservationists demand preserva-

tion. Eastern Oregonians will have to 

adjust to the new hordes of biologists 

and legislative wrangling. If the con-

flict between industry and conserva-

tion, East and West, is anything like 

the debate over spotted owls, urban-

ites will have to accept that some peo-

ple will be teaching their children to 

ignore that howling in the middle of 

the night, or to feign ignorance of the 

difference between wolves and coy-

otes. “What hooting?” will become 

“what howling?” and the struggle over 

wilderness use and rights will contin-

ue.  n 
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