
ENDANGERED SPECIES DILEMMA: MINNESOTA’S GRAY WOLF DELISTING PROBLEM 

Figure I: Gray Wolf, delisted Jan. 2012 in select areas, (Image by Robin, http://

www.myshutterspace.com/photo/photo/show?id=1177697%3APhoto%3A356309) 

Figure III: Peregrine Falcon, delisted in Aug. 1999 in contiguous 48 states, (Image by 

Bill Harris, http://www.tetonraptorcenter.org/peregrine-falcon-species-profile.html) 

Introduction 

 The Endangered Species Act (ESA) was written with a delisting process for 

species that have achieved population goals set by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-

vice. The delisting process is not equipped to deal with the delisting of controver-

sial species. This inadequacy has caused certain species to become difficult to 

delist. Minnesota’s gray wolves, despite full population recovery, retained 

“threatened” status for several years before being formally delisted on January 

27th 2012. The Act’s inadequacy to deal with controversy created a delisting di-

lemma for the gray wolf in Minnesota, but how should it be changed? The ESA  

is intended to protect species from extinction, not determine whether a species 

should be protected because of its political status. For future successfully recov-

ered species, the Endangered Species Act of 1973 needs to be amended to assure 

biological rather than political consideration. 

Methods 
 

 Information was gathered about the Endangered Species Act’s delisting process 

by reading entries in the Federal Register prepared by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service involving both the Gray Wolf and the American Peregrine Falcon. These 

species were chosen to compare differences in delisting efforts. Information about 

civil responses to the ESA and species status were found by searching in historic 

newspaper articles. Contemporary views were found by researching current news-

papers, radio and television programs to find pro/anti- delisting individuals and in-

terest groups. Interviews were conducted with members of the International Wolf 

Center of Ely, MN. After views about each species were collected they were ana-

lyzed and compared with one another to understand the difficulties in delisting a 

species with a controversial history versus a species that had no political contro-

versy with its recovery. This analysis helped determine that the ESA is not ade-

quate to properly delist a species that may have a tarnished political history. 
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Conclusion 

 Historical and contemporary documents regarding delisting from the Endangered 

Species Act show that there is a high political emphasis on the ESA’s delisting pro-

cess when there technically should not be. According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Services publications and Section 4 of the ESA, delisting should focus on the welfare 

of the species in its environment. However, I have found that if there is antipathy to-

wards the species such as the gray wolf in Minnesota and surrounding regions, there 

will be efforts to have changes in regulation that focus on anthropocentric goals rather 

than species preservation. This will be accompanied by the other polarity of interest 

groups emphasizing continuation of protection. If the species in question is less con-

troversial such as the peregrine falcon, and seen as non-damaging to human lifestyles; 

it will have an easier time being delisted.  

 As is, the structure for delisting focuses on biology as the determinant of delisting, 

but because of the actual process to delist there has been an allowance for political 

polarities to create controversy. There needs to be a change in the ESA to ensure that 

the delisting process is met with strictly biological rather than a political mindset to 

avoid differing treatment between species that have reached their recovery goals and 

are eligible for the delisting process.  
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Wolves seen as Vermin, bounties paid 

to extirpate in all lower 48 states. 

Population not certain at this time. 

1800’s-1965 

1966-67 
Gray Wolves listed in the “Class of 

‘67” as endangered with only a few 

hundred remaining in Northeastern 

MN wilderness area. 

Gray Wolf 

1960’s-72 

Amer. Peregrine Falcon 

1930’s-40’s 

Peregrines not abundant, approxi-

mately 1,500 breeding pairs in U.S. 

1940’s-60’s 

Population east of the Mississippi R. 

dying for unknown reasons (at the time) 

and greatly decreased in west. 

~Endangered Species Conservation Act of 1969~  

1970 

Listed as endangered in 1970 with 80 

to 90 percent of population eliminated. 

Wolves still being killed by directed 

predator control program, ~65 wolves 

killed annually. 

~Endangered Species Act of 1973~  

1973-77 1972-1974 

Use of DDT banned for tainting egg 

shells. “Hacking” method of raising 

and releasing falcons developed by 

Cornell University. 

Wolf population recovering in western 

Great Lakes under Federal protection. 

Population ~1,100 in ‘73.  

~Endangered Species Preservation Act of 1966~  

1995 

Notice of intent for Proposed Rule in 

Federal Register to delist American 

Peregrine Falcon. 

1998 

Proposed Rule to delist American 

Peregrine Falcon. 

1999 

Final Rule in Federal Register on  

August 25. 

~DELISTED~ 

Gray wolf down-listed to 

threatened in Minnesota. 

1978 

2004 
Population goals exceeded. Proposed 

Rule to Delist gray wolves. 

 Court rulings in Oregon and Vermont 

vacated Rule and it was never finalized. 

2006-2007 
Proposed Rule (‘06) and Final Rule (‘07) 

to delist the gray wolf, took effect March 

12, 2007. 

 Court case led by the Humane Society 

returned gray wolf to endangered status. 

2009 

Final Rule to delist gray wolf announced 

after Judge’s acceptance of DOI actions 

in previous attempt.  

 Court case threat because of lack of 

comment period forces Final Rule to 

not be published. 

2011-2012 

Proposed Rule ( May ‘11) and Final 

Rule ( December ‘11) to delist gray 

wolf, took effect January 27, 2012 

with a population of ~2,900 in MN.  

~DELISTED~ 

Figure II: Representation of each species’ 

path on the endangered species list. Once 

the American peregrine falcon goal was 

met and exceeded, it was promptly final-

ized to delist the species. The gray wolf 

had exceeded population goals since its 

first delisting attempt in 2004, but because 

of polarity in interest groups, took another 

eight years to delist. 

Findings 

 Views about gray wolves have become two-sided and this has created controversy 

about how to manage gray wolves. Species are capable of being well protected by the 

ESA with Federal regulation and can recover from near extinction in certain regions. 

In some cases, such as the American peregrine falcon, delisting can be an easy going 

process without battles. While for others, such as the gray wolf, delisting can become 

a political battle of importance of the species to the ecosystem and damages it may 

have on society. 


