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I. The Making of a Wolf

Today, there is a white female wolf roaming around Yellowstone National Park as the

dominant female of the Wapiti Lake wolf pack, one of the few white wolves out of about 100

that live mostly in the park. This wolf, commonly and uncreatively referred to as White Female,

is 11 years old, currently the oldest wolf in Yellowstone, and has grown whiter with age (see

Figure 1). Her great-grandmother was the dominant female of one of the first packs released into

Yellowstone during their reintroduction in 1995, nearly three decades ago (Yellowstone Wolf

Tracker).

Figure 1. White Female and her Wapiti Lake Pack in Yellowstone. Image Source: Yellowstone Wolf Tracker.

White Female can have anywhere from 1 to 10 pups each year, and her whole pack will

help her care for them. All of the wolves in the pack will react to the whining of the pups, much
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like dogs do. However, despite their highly social and structured communities, not all goes

according to her plan. White Female must be strong and always willing to kill to protect her

status; she is likely to kill or maim others to ensure her own access to territory and prey

carcasses, and there is always a chance her packmates will kill and even eat her pups for reasons

of their own (NPS).

All the while White Female lives and fights out her life, people come to see her and her

children. She may not know it, but white wolves are uncommon, and she captures the hearts of

humans across the country and beyond. And although the chance was presented, she was never

collared by the National Park Service to collect data, perhaps so that visiting photographers

would be more pleased with her ‘wild’ appearance. People visiting the park often like a specific

portrayal of wolves like White Female: a beautiful and wild animal, social, sometimes violent if

necessary, and not appearing as human-managed as they are.

Wolves, in themselves, are seen by many different people as a great many things, good

and bad. Especially in the areas surrounding the park, they might be described as vermin,

predators, keystone species, wild dogs, spreaders of disease, destructive, or simply beautiful.

They can also be representations of what humans value or desire, seen as “teachers and

brothers,” with value unto themselves and deserving of a place in their original landscapes. Or

perhaps they represent a threat to a traditional way of life and even a “manifestation of a

government” which imposes burdensome regulations. Yet others see them as wilderness itself,

majestic and iconic creatures belonging to a pristine landscape (Watters 2014).

The ways that we value and imagine wolves shape how we manage our futures with

them. White Female certainly doesn’t know where the boundaries of the park her

great-grandmother was released into are, and yet her life depends on these invisible lines that
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humans have created. Since their reintroduction, the wolf population in and around Yellowstone

has increased exponentially, and today, there are thousands of wolves defending their territories

in Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana, the three border states of the park. White Female is just one of

many alphas, and although she enjoys some degree of safety from human-caused deaths within

the park, outside it, she and her pack may be hunted, trapped, and snared.

Although decades have gone by since wolves were reintroduced, we are still trying to

figure out how best to coexist. Just last year in 2021, Montana’s wolf hunting regulations

changed to allow a wolf hunting season quota of 450, a little under half of their total wolf

population, and nearly double the quota of previous years. Also added were new wolf control

tools of snaring and baiting, and controversially, a bag limit of 20 wolves per individual. To

contextualize how unprecedented these hunting regulations are, the 2021 Montana elk hunting

regulations only allow each sportsmen one license, which means one elk per hunter.

Furthermore, the price of one elk license is $20 for a resident and $934 for a nonresident while

the price of one wolf hunting license is $12 for a resident and $50 for a nonresident (MFWP

2021e). In the decision to add all of these changes, Montana’s state legislators decided that the

state’s ideal landscape has only limited space for wolves and the impacts they have on their prey.

Many people were enraged, preferring an image of a state with many wolf packs roaming freely

through a wild landscape. We cannot ask White Female what she thinks of these changes in our

shared future, but we can look into ourselves and ask what pushed them to happen.

To understand how and why these changes came to pass in Montana, we look back at the

history of the state as well as the human narratives that shape how wolves are perceived. Wildlife

management is, in general, about people and what we value, but it is often treated as if it was

only about the animals, and separate from people. We have found that there are three critical
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ideas in Montana’s current wolf management discussions, ideas of cultural heritage,

environmental ethics, and scientific facts. These three ideas are the most prominent narratives

used to construct different versions of our future with wolves, and we aim to understand them

better by listening to voices of Montana’s people, which we can hear in the public comments on

the 2021 wolf hunting legislation. We sorted through these public comments to find topics and

sentiments that were shared by many Montanans, our three critical ideas among them.

In listening to these voices, we are also engaging in a broader perspective of wildlife

management, one that centers human cultures and values, which we believe has often been

neglected but is key in resolving Montana’s wolf conflict. Decentering the scientific and

non-value based perspectives that preside in the current literature of this conflict has allowed us

to highlight the cultural heritage and shared values that lie beneath the tensions in Montana.

Americans in general often overemphasize the importance of science in shaping wildlife and

landscape management, and we wish to instead look into the human values that have led to the

management that has developed today. Our paper is about the lives and dreams of the people of

Montana, and much less about its wolves; as book after book and report after report are written

about the wolves of Yellowstone and the West, we wish to contribute to literature about the

people who live with those wolves.

II. The Making of a Conflict

As the 1995 reintroduction of wolves into Yellowstone began, so too did a public political

and cultural clash among people in the Greater Yellowstone Area (GYA). This conflict has taken

hold of the West because in many ways it represents the socio-political struggles that have



7

historically impacted the region. The roots of this conflict stretch back beyond the reintroduction,

into the colonization of America and the West.

As European Americans began westward expansion, they targeted and killed wolves with

a vengeance. In 1814, John James Audubon, who was one of the leading naturalists and

ornithologists of his day, recounted a scene in which he watched a “livestock owner torture a

family of wolves.” The farmer had captured them in pit traps, and proceeded to “cut the principle

tendon” in each of their legs before setting his dogs on them. He did this, as Audubon described,

with “childlike glee” because he wanted revenge for a pack of wolves that had previously killed

most of his herd. This attitude towards wolves at the time was normal, and neither Audubon nor

the farmer felt “the least bit queasy” because people believed that “wolves had no place in a

society… organized to produce marketable plants and animals” (Coleman 2004). Audubon’s

reaction, especially because he was such a prominent figure in the country’s natural

interpretation, highlights the deep seeded hatred for wolves throughout the 19th century.

According to the International Wolf Center, “it is estimated that 100,000 wolves were killed per

year between 1870 and 1877” as a result of this solidly anti-wolf culture (2020).

Further, wolves in the 1800s and early 1900s represented untamed wilderness, which

stood in the way of the colonist’s goals to conquer the new frontier and take its riches as their

own (Smith et al. 2020). This version of wilderness is very different from the other that we

largely discuss, where nature is pristine without people in a way that inspires appreciation. The

first version of wilderness is what caused the extirpation of wolves, even after the establishment

of Yellowstone National Park in 1872, because wolves were seen as predators that endangered

the populations of the other wildlife in the park, such as elk, deer, and sheep (NPS). In 1926, the
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last wolf pack in Yellowstone was killed, and only occasional stragglers remained (Smith et al

2020).

So how did we transition from “an antiwolf consensus [that] pushed the animals towards

oblivion” to the protection of them in the 1973 Endangered Species Act? People only a century

ago “embedded their hatred of wolves in stories, rituals, and institutions built to withstand

historical change,” including religion and government law (Coleman 2004). However, times

were changing, and with it, people’s opinions as “governments were overturned, farms were

condemned, and legends were forgotten” with the development of the US. The rise of scientific

and biological perspectives in the 20th century has also contributed towards the change in

attitudes towards wolves, though not in the best way; scientists and wolf supporters often

“preserve the rigid dichotomy of good and evil,” as they have “simply flip-flop[ed] the villians

and the victims'' in the story of wolves and people (Coleman 2004).

The transition from hatred to respect developed over many decades, but finally emerged

in public policy in the 1970s as the environmental movement spread across the US. Wolves

became a symbol for the negative impacts humans have on wilderness. They drew the attention

of conservation and environmental organizations who wanted to save these “wild dogs” from

extinction. A prime motivation for the environmental movement was the extinction of wildlife

from public lands, which, in the words of Thoreau, created a “tamed, and, as it were,

emasculated country” (1856).

The extinction of predators from the U.S. Forest Service lands created nostalgia for

wildlife that changed wolves, bears, mountain lions, and other large predators into icons of

pristine wilderness. The symbol of the beautiful and wild wolf has persisted among

environmentalists and continues to drive the fight for wolf conservation. In Montana, the fight
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continues as the Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks Service (MFWP) proposed their most relaxed

hunting regulations yet. One Montana resident commented, “these are simply wild dogs and an

integral part of our wild Montana lands. They are not some dangerous alien species, just a wild

dog who belongs in Montana as an apex predator” (MFWP 2021c). This new ideal of the wild

wolf culminated in the 1994 decision to reintroduce wolves to Yellowstone national park in an

attempt to save the beautiful creatures from extinction.

However, at the same time as the environmental movement swept across the nation, other

political movements were taking hold in the West. Landowners in the GYA are often seen by

outsiders and the federal government as “environmental opposition” (Turner 2009), but mere

environmentalism or conservation is often not the core issue at hand; locals are frustrated with

government regulated conservation because of a “broader concern regarding the structure of the

public land policy arena” (Cawley 1993). These enduring frustrations, left unaddressed by the

federal government as they oversaw their lands and enforced conservation policies, grew until

they manifested political movements.

The Sagebrush Rebellion and Wise Use Movements were the results of Western

discontent in the face of federal land ownership and control. The Sagebrush Rebellion was

motivated by the “belief that the ascendancy of the environmental movement throughout the

1970s produced an unacceptable burden of regulations” for Westerners to bear, and focused on

securing state’s rights (Cawley 1993). On the other hand, the Wise Use movement focused on

individual rights and contended that nature is a public resource best managed wisely by the

people, who should be able to do as they wish with their land. In both movements, locals

advocated for privatization of lands and deregulation by the government so that they, seeing

themselves as better stewards than the government, could care for their land themselves. At the
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core of the opposing viewpoints between the environmental movement and these two movements

were differing views of land stewardship, individual rights, and economic expansion.

These sentiments have resurfaced as a result of the new Montana hunting regulations

with one resident stating, “I support the new regulations and decreasing the number of wolves as

much as possible. The decision to introduce wolves in western Montana was forced on us. How

we deal with this mistake is our business, not the people that don't live here” (MFWP 2021c).

Another earlier survey of a ranching community near Yellowstone, although only asked for “their

thoughts on wolf management, all conversations included natural gas exploration” (Watters

2014). Both wolves and gas are regulated by the federal government, and the connection between

the two emphasizes the importance of the discontent felt by locals resulting from government

interference.

Such voices from the people of Montana clearly refer to past conflicts of government and

regulation, as do many others. Consequently, when we discuss Montana’s wolf conflicts, we

must remember that the landscape people and wolves share is full of memories of past conflicts

and changes, and they remain relevant, as they often manifest again through wolves. Tension

between humans and wolves did not begin in 1995, or in the 1970’s, or even the early 1800s; it

has long existed, informing and complicating how Montana’s people and wolves interact today.

III. The Conflict as We See It Today

The Last Best Place: Cultural Heritage

Montana is known as the ‘last best place’ because of its unique wildlife, endless public

lands, and extensive outdoor recreation opportunities. Everyone in Montana, regardless of

political, cultural, or social values, views the state’s wildlife and natural spaces as something
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worth protecting. However, disputes over Montana’s cultural heritage, and consequently what

wildlife is deserving of protection, drives much of the wildlife management conflict in Montana.

There are two opposing views of cultural heritage at play in this conflict: a cultural heritage

based on extraction and another based on preservation.

There is a large community of hunters and trappers in the state. Many of these hunting

and trapping families have lived in Montana for generations, while others have been hunting

seasonally for decades. Among these communities, the ability to hunt and trap abundant wildlife

is seen as an important part of the cultural heritage of Montana. It is what brings these people

together and makes Montana so unique, especially because it is a big way in which Montanans

and others connect meaningfully with their landscapes. Such connections have been fostered by

managing resources directly and intimately over generations, which has tied the land and wildlife

into people’s visions of themselves, their families, and their communities. Many of Montana’s

hunters and trappers also belong to the Montana Trappers Association (MTA), the state division

of the National Trappers Association. This organization prides themselves on being

conservationists and protecting the important wildlife in Montana, much of which is elk, deer,

otters, and other game animals (MTA). The governor of Montana, Greg Gianforte, is a

self-proclaimed sportsman, and his mentor is the vice president of both the National and

Montana Trappers Association. This relationship gives the MTA and other sportsman groups

considerable lobbying power in the Montana legislature and highly influences wildlife

management and conservation policy in the state.

Of course, wolves are seldom included in their conservation because they are predators

that threaten game populations and compete with people. The mere presence of wolves calls for

their management as well, further imposing on the freedom of Montanans to take from the land
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what they see fit. And of course, just a few generations ago, the people of Montana were trying

to eradicate wolves from the landscape, and the feeling of antagonism towards them remains. As

a result, wolves are often directly in conflict with this view of Montana’s cultural heritage, one

where people may hunt and trap freely, just as their parents and grandparents have done.

On the other hand, many Montanans and out-of-staters who are in Montana for wildlife

and recreational purposes view wolves as an essential part of Montana’s cultural heritage. For

them, wolves “are a beautiful and iconic part of Montana” and they “like that Montana is equated

with wildness and with wolves” (MFWP 2021c). The state, for people like this, is a sort of ‘last

best place;’ a place with little human impact throughout, not yet tarnished, a place fixed in a

version of the past that is unchanging. Wolves are an important part of this idealized natural

heritage.

Our Place on the Land: Environmental Ethics

Aldo Leopold, in his famous Sand County Almanac, speaks of a land ethic which

“enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or

collectively: the land.” And of course, nearly all people love some part of the land: streams,

garden flowers, venison steaks, singing cardinals, blue skies, rows of corn. But Leopold argues

that we must not only give respect to individual members of the land, but “also respect for the

community” and its “right to continued existence” as a whole (1949). Of course, he is idealistic,

for loving and respecting each and every aspect of our landscapes does not fit into the

relationship that most humans have with nature. However, his idea of the land ethic was

far-reaching in the environmental movement, and prompted many to ask themselves just what

our place on our landscape is and should be, and how we should treat the land.
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In the past, most people in Montana interacted with their landscape largely by farming,

ranching, hunting, and fishing. Montana’s first European settlers in the 19th century generally

came to work the land, resulting in a strong and historical “culture of ranching [which] continues

to prevail in the social identity of the community” (Watters 2014). Sport and subsistence hunting

are also important traditions for many, and are compatible with specific conservation efforts;

many of Montana’s largest hunting and trapping organizations consider themselves “concerned

and active conservationists” working to preserve their landscapes for future generations.

For these ranchers and hunters, the land is meant to be used by its inhabitants; “wildlife

are held in the public trust and managed responsibly for wise use by people” (Smith et al. 2016).

The Montana Trappers Association website states that it operates under two similar important

ideas: “fish and wildlife are for the non-commercial use of citizens, and should be managed such

that they are available at optimum population levels forever.” This popular environmental ethic

prioritizes the lives of game animals for human consumption, and is less compatible with the

large carnivores that compete with people. It also implies that people are actively managing their

land and playing an important role in altering ecosystems; despite prioritizing some lives over

others, these people often recognize that they are a part of their ecosystems. For these

Montanans, their relationship with the land is their livelihood and any change to the way they

manage their land, either through government intervention or wolf predation, significantly

impacts their way of life.

Another perspective of human’s relationship with and place in our landscapes is growing

in popularity. Many new residents moving to Montana are “liberal in outlook and nonlocal in

origin,” often wealthy new landowners drawn in for recreational purposes and “disconnected

from the history of the area as a ranching landscape.” Many of these people “see a working
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landscape as incompatible with their values, which are organized around the idea of wilderness,”

and tend to see wolves as a vital component of the perceived ‘wild’ lands they now live on

(Watters 2014). A version of Montana where nature is not ‘interfered’ with by humans and is

enjoyed in a “nonconsumptive” manner is becoming more widespread, and more people are

becoming uncomfortable with any hunting or trapping of wild animals at all (Smith 2016). In

some ways, this version might be closer to Leopold’s ideal land ethic, yet it is also unrealistic in

its separation of people from the land.

Related to the land ethic is the ownership of land. The aforementioned Sagebrush and

Wise Use Movements are manifestations of Western discontent in the face of extensive federal

government power and control, and they are relevant in considering the place of Montanans on

their landscape. This was part of the Montana Trapping Association’s ideals; people should be

able to use land how they see fit, and private land is the best way for them to do so, as larger

governments should not be trusted. Alternatively, those who prefer a pristine wilderness vision of

Montana often recreate in public lands and enjoy the regulated spaces of national parks. These

people tend to be comfortable with the government overseeing wildlife and natural resources,

and in turn do not trust the management of private individuals.

In asking what the place of Montanans on their landscape is, we must also know who

owns and controls the land itself, for they are the ones who shape management. The future of

wolves depends on the environmental ethics and land ownership of those who have the power to

determine wolf management.
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The Sanctity of Science: Scientific Facts

Science plays a central role in this issue, with both sides invoking this form of knowledge

to assert authority and influence public opinion. To begin with, Montana manages all of its

wildlife within 7 large regions (Fig. 2); the majority of people, as well as most other species, live

in regions 1, 2, and 3, where there are the most forests, bodies of water, mountains, and

importantly, the most public land (MFWP 2002). The wolves in Montana are also concentrated

in regions 1, 2, and 3, with the majority in Region 1 (Inman et al. 2020; Fig. 3).

Figure 2. The 7 Hunting Regions of Montana (University of Montana)

One of the largest science-based arguments used in the management of wolves is elk

population health. Hunters and sportsmen decry declining ungulate populations and altered

annual migration patterns in some wolf territories (Smith et al. 2016). Regions 1, 2, and

especially 3 are also the regions with the largest elk herds. As shown in figures 3 and 4, there are

large wolf populations in these regions, and this has led to a decrease in elk, as well as a change

in elk behavior resulting from wolf predation pressures.
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However, according to the MFWP’s elk population objectives, most of the small hunting

units in Montana have elk either at or above their objectives, and only a few units, generally in

the northwestern area of the state, are below. From a larger perspective, all of the MFWP regions

are at or above objective populations, with none below, and the state as a whole is well above its

total objective (MFWP 2020). This does suggest that wolves are negatively affecting prey

populations where wolf populations are highest. However, population statistics can be easily

manipulated to show that elk populations in certain units or regions are being decimated by

wolves; on the other hand, in other units and regions, it can be shown that elk are much higher

than their historic population levels. Both major sides of the wolf conflict select facts and

statistics that support their perspectives and claim that only those are the truth.

Figure 3. Wolf Population by Region and Year in Montana (MFWP 2021b)
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Another contested topic concerning wolves is Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD), due to

uncertainty in wolves' role in spreading it. Many sportsmen believe that “predators pass

infectious agents [CWD prions] after ingestion” of their infected prey, allowing the disease to

spread through their scat (Brandell et al. 2022). Others believe that increased wolf populations

can decrease CWD outbreak sizes if they choose to predate on older deer, which are more

susceptible to the disease. The research suggests that wolf predation could be decreasing the

spread of CWD through predation of susceptible animals (Wild et al. 2011, Monello et al. 2014).

However, there is not a fully-developed body of research into this topic, and especially not

enough research being conducted on the possibility of wolves spreading CWD through prions in

their scat.

The health and size of the wolf population in Montana is the heart of all of this

contention. According to the annual Montana wolf report, “the federal wolf recovery goal of 30

breeding pairs for 3 consecutive years in… Montana, Idaho and Wyoming was met by 2002,”

just 7 years after their reintroduction, which is what sparked discussions of delisting (Inman et al.

2020). Montana, as an individual state, committed to maintaining at least 15 wolf packs, or

around 150 wolves (MFWP 2002). The 2020 population estimate for wolf populations in

Montana is 1,177 wolves, and although 327 wolves were harvested during the 2020-21 season

and similar numbers were harvested in prior seasons, their population has been relatively stable

(Inman et al. 2020; Fig. 4).
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Figure 4. Wolf Populations (MFWP 2021b)

Although the reintroduction of wolves is considered “one of the most successful

reintroductions in U.S. history,” the wolf population is still well below its historic numbers and

range (Daly 2021). Over 2 million wolves once roamed the lower 48 states, but as settlers came

onto the land, they began exterminating the wolves to protect the furbearer populations.

According to the International Wolf Center, “it is estimated that 100,000 wolves were killed per

year between 1870 and 1877” (2020). During the 1980s, wolves began to re-establish breeding

packs in Montana so that there were 50-60 wolves in 1994, a year before their reintroduction

(NPS). The reintroduction and subsequent protection of wolves between 1995 and 2008 is what

led to the successful population growth and stability of the wolves. Since they are a keystone

species with top-down effects, the steady increase in wolf populations since their reintroduction
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has shaped the wildlife in Montana and caused human conflict. Depending on who you ask, wolf

reintroduction is either the best thing that happened to Montana or the worst.

As science is generally believed to be the establishment of “fact,” it is particularly

powerful in shaping human actions and beliefs. Additionally, human values influence scientific

discovery, especially in the dissemination and public reception of the findings (Suhay and

Druckman 2015). People interpret scientific results based on their own values, influenced by

religious and political ideologies and then disseminate these “facts” to perpetuate their own

values. It is no surprise that science is heavily cited on both sides of the wolf conflict as the

reason that wolves either need to be managed further or need to be left alone. One side sees

increased regulations and wolves as a threat to the health of other wildlife populations, which

would impact their cultural values of hunting and political values of wise use. The other side sees

increased hunting as a threat to the health of the wolf population which impacts their cultural

values of wilderness preservation and political values of top-down environmental protection.

Science is used by both sides in this conflict as an establishment of the facts of this

narrative, despite these facts being influenced by the cultural and political views of the

disseminator. This issue will not be resolved if scientific arguments are continually framed as

objective rather than recognizing the cultural, historical, and political underpinnings that drive

the discontent. Diving into the current issues, including the 2021 Montana hunting regulation

changes, provides insight into the individual perspectives held by Montana residents, many of

which reveal the deeper issues that this conflict has uncovered.
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IV. Voices of the Public

The Public Comments

Attempting to understand how the people of Montana feel about wolves and wolf

management is difficult, especially because the two main sides of the conflict are so deeply

polarized. The majority of Montana wolf literature represents and focuses on scientific and

number-driven perspectives, but we wanted to know more about what it was like for the people

in Montana whose livelihoods and properties are directly and daily affected by wolves. Because

of this, we decided that the best way for us to learn more about Montana’s wolf conflict was to

focus on the public comments from the new 2021-22 Montana Wolf Hunting Regulations, which

are publicly available.

We chose this pivotal piece of legislation because it is the most recent change to wolf

management in the GYA, and also one of the most extreme since reintroduction, thus

representing recent grievances and opinions of the public. These comments gave us insight into

the cultural values and norms that have prevented the public perception of ‘successful’ wolf

management through policy changes over the last three decades. Out of over 26,000 comments

that the MFWP received during their comment period, we sorted out the 362 comments by

individual residents of Montana that were submitted through the MFWP’s website.

We then separated and coded the comments that were ‘for,’ or supporting, the changes

and the comments that are ‘against,’ or opposing, the changes; henceforth, we will generally

refer to these categories as For and Against, although there are endless nuances within each. In

the comments we coded, many simply stated that they approved or disapproved of the new

regulations, and because this tells us nothing about the reasons that they hold such opinions, we

left these out of our coding analysis. There were 61 of these shorter, less informative comments
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in total. All other comments were coded further based on the main categories we outline in Table

1 and additional subcategories that can be found in the expanded table (Appendix A).

Category FOR: # of Comments

187 total comments

138 total coded comments

AGAINST: # of Comments

175 total comments

163 total coded comments

Uncoded Comments 49 - 36% 12  - 7%

Cultural 78 - 57% 149 - 91%

Ecological 49 - 36% 76   - 47%

Political 67 - 49% 44  - 27%

Economic 7  - 5% 40  - 25%

Table 1. The four main categories of comments, sorted and totaled.

The voices we read in the public comments were powerful, some deeply angry and some

relieved with the new hunting regulations, and they should not be reduced to numbers in a table.

Many people describe how their livelihoods, religions, and cultures are at stake in this conflict,

and we aim to represent them fairly and respectfully as we try to understand their cultural values

and norms. As we have described, most comments have in some way evoked Montana’s cultural

and natural heritage, ethics concerning the land, and the sanctity of science; these are all cultural

constructs used to paint a picture of what wolf management should look like in an ideal future.
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In general, and in addition to the 49 comments that could not be coded at all, the For

comments were shorter and had less imagery. Despite there being a few more For than Against

comments, the length of our total For document was 19 pages, compared to 29; as a result, many

of the For comments could be coded into fewer categories in general. This is perhaps partially

due to the fact that this regulation change was supported by this group, and so they had little

incentive to express all of the reasons that they agreed, only that they did. This is unlike the

Against group, which had much more to say about why they were opposed to the management

changes.

Divergent Cultural Values

The ways in which cultural values are discussed by the two main voices in the wolf

conflict varies significantly. In the Against comments, 91% of comments made an argument

concerning cultural values, while only 56% of For comments did so, broadly implying that the

cultural values of the Against group are more important for them to discuss than for the For

group, who had proportionately more to say about the importance of politics and land ownership.

We found interesting differences within the cultural category, especially within both of

the smaller cultural-ethical and cultural-ecological ones; the For comments included

cultural-ecological pleas more often than the Against comments, and the Against comments

employed cultural-ethical arguments more than in the For comments. The For comments had

more connections between culture and ecology, likely because one of the main focuses expressed

by this group is to protect the cultural practice of hunting and trapping by broadcasting the

ecological changes caused by wolves. This is demonstrated by the 56 comments on the For side

that highlighted the damage that wolves have on big game herds. On the other hand, the Against
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comments have more of a connection between ethics and culture because they rely heavily on

emotional and ethical pleas, which describe wolves as sentient creatures who do not deserve to

be ‘slaughtered.’ The ethical arguments made by the Against side appeared in 119 total

comments. This shows a strong juxtaposition between the two groups and begins to outline the

complexities of the differences among groups of Montanans.

The For group, which supported the outcome of the wolf season changes, aligns strongly

with and is largely made up of hunters, trappers, and ranchers. Their stronger inclination to bring

up Montana’s ecology, but with a cultural lens, is evident. For example, one comment described

elk as creatures that “provide meat sport and beauty to our wilderness,” and another described

the “devastation of uncontrolled propagation of the wolf on our big game herds” in Region 1.

The descriptions of nature that these people offered shows how their cultural values prioritize the

animals on the landscape; because they value game animals and their unhampered ability to hunt

them, the wolves stand as a barrier to their preferred version of Montana. Also, the majority of

these comments (83%) come from Regions 1, 2, and 3 which are the primary hunting regions for

most species in the state. They are also the regions that are the most impacted by wolf predation

as more than 83% of wolves live in the western part of the state (MFWP 2021b).

This is where much of the environmental ethics and cultural heritage of the For groups

shows. One commenter strongly stated that Montana without wolves is “the true balance that is

our birthright,” while also saying that elk, domestic pets, and horses need to be kept safe from

such predators. These ideas show just how ingrained the ideas of the Wise Users are and how

deeply Montanans feel about the right to manage their own lands. Another example can be seen

in Figure 5, where the fear of losing access to natural resources is expressed; this fear is often
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echoed in the West and the For commenters, who since the environmental movement have not

wanted the government or others swaying it to “lock up” public lands from use (Turner 2009).

More commenters claimed that “trapping is part of Montana's cultural heritage,” and

another that increased wolf quotas are “a positive step for preserving our big game animals.”

These comments give us a clear image of the ways that this group imagines nature; it is to be

used, hunted, but also to be preserved for future generations to do the same. This idea of

preserving the hunting and trapping culture in Montana gave many comments a sense of urgency

to protect their cultural heritage that they feel is being stripped from them, chipped away by

regulations and government control. Most of the For comments echoed the idea of wolves

decimating elk populations, but with a sense of anger and sadness because those elk should be

the people’s to take.

Figure 5. Image source: Outdoor Heritage Coalition website, which one commenter represented.

Aldo Leopold might have been sad as well, seeing the ways that Montanans value

wildlife based on the use that those animals might give to them. However, it is also important to

recognize that many For commenters, especially hunters and trappers, are aware of how they
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actively shape their landscapes (Watters 2014). One woman who claimed she is from “a family

of hunters and trappers” asked MFWP to “give the people of Montana the opportunity to manage

the wolf population” themselves with the new tools that the hunting regulations provided

(MFWP 2021c). She and others understand that they are an integrated part of their landscape,

shaping natural systems to benefit themselves while also acting as stewards.

On the other side of our conflict is the Against group, which consists largely of people

who consider themselves environmentalists and who enjoy nature mostly in a recreational or

“non-consumptive” manner, valuing “all things wild,” as stated in Figure 6 (Smith 2016). Of

course, they are not truly non-consumptive, as all people have impacts on the land they live on

no matter their choices, but this is often how they see themselves. As mentioned, the vast

majority of their comments were culturally based, most of which included heritage claims,

concern for dogs’ safety, and problems with the ethics of the new hunting regulations, especially

snaring and baiting. Many echoed that the changes are “barbaric and cruel,” meant only as

“horrendous new policies to slaughter” the “beautiful, intelligent animals who are loved by the

people” of Montana (MFWP 2021c). Some were against any killing of wolves in general, but all

were against the increased level of hunting and trapping the changes were meant to bring.
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Figure 6. Image source: Yellowstone Safari Company’s website, whose founder left a long Against comment.

However, an interesting caveat to putting all hunters and trappers in the For category is

that a large portion of the Against comments were actually made up of hunters as well; although

they oppose the new regulations, they are not opposed to hunting in general. The difference lies

in that these comments opposed the ‘unethical’ or ‘unsportsmanlike’ nature of the new hunting

regulations, which newly allow for snares, baiting, and an increased take limit of 20 wolves.

They believe that the MFWP has “gone too far” and is ruining Montana’s reputation of “respect

for wildlife, hunting ethics and standards, and management based on research and science”

(MFWP 2021c). This subgroup has the potential to act as a bridge between the two groups. It

consists of sportsmen who pride themselves on their hunting and wish to preserve the ethical

hunting culture and reputation of Montana. Although they are against the aggressiveness of the

new hunting regulations, these sentiments of protecting the cultural heritage of Montana hunting

are prevalent within both sides of the conflict. This subgroup of sportsmen can both appeal to the

ethics of the Against group and the hunting heritage of the For group, bringing wildlife
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conservation to the forefront, while also understanding the cultural activities prevalent in the area

and the need for wildlife management.

An important idea among the Against group is that wolves deserve respect and should not

be trapped in the same manner as other wildlife, such as coyotes or squirrels. Some commenters

see wolves as deserving of life, just like all other living beings on this planet, and sometimes

even more so because of all the “profound symbolic meaning” imbued in them (Wilson 1997).

Many such comments aim to anthropomorphize wolves by saying “they are highly social and

family oriented” and “they are god’s creatures just like we are” (MFWP 2021c). Others, as

mentioned above, still wish to hunt wolves, but with the respect of fair chase and ethical hunting

standards. This nuance among the Against comments shows the complexity of opinions in this

unique region; the Against commenters are all opposed to the new hunting regulations, and yet

do not align in how they imagine wolves should be treated. Some of the Against comments call

for the end of all wolf hunting, while others want to preserve their preferred hunting ethics.

Most Against comments seem to fall somewhere in the middle, though, with an

understanding of but still discomfort with some necessary wolf deaths. Their environmental ethic

generally lines up with the environmental movement, where “wolves are a part of Montana's

heritage and a critical part of the ecosystem” and therefore deserve some protection (MFWP

2021c). One woman said that “our natural resources, which extends to our wildlife” deserve “a

neighborly coexistence,” rather than what she perceived as an attack on wolves and public safety

with the new regulations. People like this, often self-proclaimed environmentalists, value the

ecosystem as a part and a whole, and see

However, many also often forget that they, too, are part of those ecosystems, pleading for

the MFWP to “let [wolves] live in peace and quiet” when neither humans nor wolves are capable
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of leaving each other alone in lands they share. “Montana is equated with wildness and with

wolves,” stated another, conjuring up images of an untouched, pristine landscape that people do

not play much part in. Such comments show a disconnect between many Against people and

their landscape. Their preferred “preservationist” ideal emphasizes the fact that they do not

believe people can truly coexist with nature, but that it must be protected from us (Wilson 1997).

This is an important point of tension between the two main groups, where the For group

sees the Against group as living in “a Disney world where everything is wonderful” while they

have not “seen the devastation firsthand” of living alongside wolves, especially in rural areas.

One comment vividly said, “if you are a wolf lover then you have not seen the damage they

wreak. The look of terror in the [prey] animals eyes if there is anything left when I find them”

(MFWP 2021c). These different relationships with wildlife in Montana, one centering conscious

use and the other centering recreation and ‘non-use,’ are a huge factor in deciding who receives

protection from MFWP, and for now, those who hunt and trap are benefiting the most from the

new regulations.

Another topic discussed by the both groups is related to government authority, especially

on public and private lands. Many comments from both sides held reservations about snaring and

trapping on public lands, especially with concern from human and pet safety. However, a handful

of For comments still believe they “should be able to snare on public grounds,” an idea that

alarms most of the Against group, nearly a third of whom brought up fear for their pets, like one

commenter who hikes with “three beloved dogs in the public lands.” This is also related to

environmental ethics, because as we have discussed, access to and ownership of land are

important in shaping management decisions. Those who prefer to choose whether or not they can

trap on public lands likely align with Wise Users, and those who prefer public lands be regulated
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and safe for all people are more comfortable with government oversight and control. The Against

group generally does not trust individual trappers or hunters to interact wisely and safely with

their landscapes, once again emphasizing how different the ethics and values of each group can

be.

Forms of Scientific Knowledge

An interesting intersection between the two sides is that they both believe that

management decisions should only be dictated by science, not by powerful individuals or

organizations. This is demonstrated in two similar comments: a For comment stated, “follow the

science and don't let public opinion dictate your decisions. Remember, the out-of-stater's voices

shouldn't be given too much weight,” while the Against side says, “we need scientific data to be

understood by our leadership, not uneducated rural decision making for all of us to then endure”

(MFWP 2021c). Both sides believe that politics should be left out of the issue and that science is

on their side. However, the science they have access to is influenced by their different values and

ideologies. There is no scientific discovery and interpretation without the influence of politics,

religion, and cultural values.

The Against comments use science as a plea to follow the “truth” and “fact” rather than

listening to big ranching communities and wealthy trapping associations with a lot of lobbying

power (MFWP 2021c). If MFWP uses science as the basis for their new hunting regulations, as

they claim to do, there should not be a conflict. However, a huge part of this conflict is that the

scientific “facts” are not agreed upon. The For side thinks that wolves spread CWD, decimate

game populations, and are too numerous to be wiped out by the increased hunting quotas and bag

limits anyway. Contrary to this, the Against side believes that wolves prevent CWD, game
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populations are at healthy and stable numbers, wolves deserve conservation in the same way that

game species do, and increased quotas will decimate the wolf population in Montana.

These differences are based on the ways in which science is framed and delivered to the

general public; their science is deeply political and culturally driven. According to Suhay and

Druckman, “science does not play out in a moral vacuum” which means that the dissemination of

scientific “fact” is influenced by personal values and political and religious beliefs (2015). For

environmentalists, science is framed by people who believe in the conservation of wildlife and

natural ecosystems, and scientific authority comes from educated conservationists and larger

environmental organizations. One man commented, “we need to listen to our expert FWP

biologists,” and another woman claimed to be a “lifelong Conservationist with education and

experience as a Wildlife Sanctuary Steward,” connecting scientific knowledge with the

government, education, and conservation values.

In the For group, science is framed by hunters and trappers who claim authority with their

generational ties to the landscape. They too want “science and data gathered by the

professionals,” but often the professionalism is different; one person said, “I am a life-long

hunter, fisherman, and trapper…and our experience should carry some weight.” Another asked

the MFWP to “trust the trappers and houndsmen on the populations, [because] we are the guys

out there in the winter seeing where and how many wolves there really are.” Many others also

claim that their experiences as long-time and even generationally trained hunters and trappers

make the science that they contribute to just as sound, or perhaps even more so, than formally

educated scientists. When values drive scientific interpretation, credibility of scientists and the

science itself lies in whether the findings follow a person’s personal beliefs or values (Suhay &
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Druckman 2015; Lodge and Tabor 2013). The science that is alluded to in this conflict is largely

value-driven making it difficult to find common ground between the two sides.

Not only can population health of wolves and elk not be agreed upon, but their future

objectives are contentious as well. One of the most important questions at the heart of this entire

conflict is this: how many wolves can and should we live with? Montana almost answered this

question in their 2002 Wolf Conservation and Management Plan, stating that “Montana will

maintain at least 14-17 packs statewide” in order to ensure that the minimum threshold of 10

packs will always be met. MFWP also stated that “there will be no administrative limit imposed

on total pack numbers.” This means that although there is a minimum number of wolves that is

required, there was no determined maximum; they decided how many wolves they could not live

without, but not how many they could live with.

And so, while some Montanans claim that “We WANT wolves here, we need wolves

here,” others say that there are “more wolves than we ever promised to keep” in the state

(MFWP 2021c). ‘Truth’ and ‘facts’ can only go so far in shaping wolf management when what is

being decided is not wolf populations, but human’s cultural carrying capacity for them. “Wildlife

management based on science and numbers,” as both sides of this conflict desire, cannot solve a

problem that is culturally constructed. Americans in general place very high value on scientific

knowledge, prioritizing it over other forms of knowledge, and the MFWP management plans are

driven by scientific goals. However, as we have seen in this ongoing conflict, the sanctity of

science is not enough to solve human-wolf tensions, otherwise it would have been resolved long

ago.
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Tourism and Livestock Compensation Programs

Another critical way in which these two sides differ is in their use of economics as a

central reason for the management of wolves. Nearly a quarter of the Against side alludes to

economics in their comments, while only 5% of the For side do so. Those who oppose the

changes mostly focus on tourism in Montana and the ways in which wolves play a beneficial role

in bringing tourists to the state. In the For side’s brief mentions of economics, they focus on

compensation for livestock that are killed by wolves, and also on taxpayer money being used

wisely to further manage wolf populations. This was a surprising find that differed from our

previous research, as we anticipated hearing more about problematic livestock compensation

programs and the costly effects of wolves on farmers and ranchers (Sims et al. 2020).

The Against comments mentioned livestock compensation programs a number of times,

some claiming that “wolves are taking less than 1% of livestock, and ranchers are reimbursed for

3x what the livestock is worth” (MFWP 2021c). However, as we know from Watters’ interviews

of ranchers in Wyoming, the livestock compensation programs do not work well for ranchers, as

they must wait months to receive compensation for income expected that year; also, there must

be proof of predation by wolves to receive compensation, and wolves often leave nothing behind

(2014). The Livestock Loss Board was established in Montana in 2007 to compensate ranchers

for livestock lost to wolf and bear predation, but to get the compensation, a rancher has to file to

conduct an investigation, which is a lengthy and flawed process (Montana.gov). This is

frustrating for many ranchers, and constitutes an understandable complaint against large wolf

populations in ranching areas. Interestingly, no comments on the For side, who largely are or

align with ranchers, mentioned the pitfalls of these programs.
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Many of the comments alluded to ideas of a pristine wilderness and the idea that killing

wolves would be detrimental to tourism as these people are coming to Montana in search of “the

last best place” where wolves and wildlife run free. On the other side, hunters and ranchers

prioritize the places of people and livestock in the state, which is also a reason for tourism; the

communities in ‘Big Sky Country’ and hunting opportunities also bring in tourists (MFWP

2021c). All of this leads us to believe that the economic effects of wolves do not weigh as

heavily on Montanans as the effects on their cultural and ethical values, which were cited much

more frequently on both sides. As we have stated before, the wolf conflict is human-centered,

and is neither about nor can be solved by numbers and figures.

Resident Discontent and Anger

Overall, it is clear from analyzing these comments that this conflict is fueled by

differences in political ideologies, culturally-driven practices, such as hunting and recreation, and

environmental ethics. Both sides feel they are being steamrolled by groups and individuals with

more power over legislation. The For side believes that environmentalists and out-of-staters

should have no say in Montana wolf management because at the end of the day, “many people

from all over the country have voiced concern for the wolf population but unfortunately they do

not live in Montana… and have not seen the devastation firsthand” (MFWP 2021c). The Against

side feels that the Montana legislature including governor Gianforte and large trapping and

ranching associations are the reason for these unethical and loose new hunting regulations.

Additionally, cultural practices such as hunting and hiking in Montana’s vast landscapes

point out the differences in the views of wolves in this area. The For commenters call wolves

“vermins” and “predators,” whereas the Against comments refer to them as “the riches of wild
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Montana” and equate them with “wildness” itself (MFWP 2021c). These two groups hold

resentment towards each other, and it has been growing for decades. Many comments openly

express their hatred and anger, some calling the new regulations “barbaric and disgusting,” based

on “ignorance and ‘old school’ MT beliefs.” One comment addresses the For group, saying “ you

will find yourselves on the wrong side of history. Your children will decry your choices.” And on

the other side, one man said to MFWP, “you fucked us by reintroducing these culls into our

environment [and] now it’s our turn to manage them since you fucks can’t do anything right.”

Reading through the comments, we empathized with much of the anger expressed from

both sides. Many of these people are pleading to MFWP to not degrade their livelihoods,

cultures, and values, and yet, MFWP continues to enact policies with largely scientific and

data-driven reasoning. One commenter said that “this is not a social issue and it is about

management,” but this is not true; how we manage wolves is a socially-based and culturally rich

discussion, and people will continue to feel marginalized if this is left unacknowledged.

V. Looking to Tomorrow

This conflict has manifested into dozens of nasty legislative battles, lawsuits, policy

changes, and local debates that highlight historical and contemporary issues of the West going

back decades and even centuries. The culmination of this relentless friction resulted in the

passing of the 2021 Montana hunting regulations, which allows for a total bag limit of 20 wolves

per sportsman, as well as night hunting, baiting, and trapping, which do not fit into many

Montanan’s traditional ideals of ‘fair chase’ or ‘ethical’ hunting practices. Despite these changes

that many fear will lead to the decimation of wolf populations, only 230 wolves have been killed

in Montana thus far, and the season’s quota is set at 450 wolves (MFWP 2022; MFWP 2021a).
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There is less than a month left of the season, Region 3 has already reached its quota and has been

closed to hunting, and Montana hunters and trappers are still far from the state quota. Of course,

hysteria surrounding wolf management remains.

The public comments have shown us that the wolf conflict is about everything other than

wolves. It is about political ideology, rightful ownership and stewardship of the land, the way

that knowledge is valued, people’s culture and traditions, and more. It is about preserving the

idea of Montana as ‘the last best place,’ and protecting certain livelihoods over others. It is about

conflicting views of wilderness, deciding which wildlife we should conserve, and which are less

important to us. It is ultimately about the ways in which humans see themselves interacting with

nature and belonging with it.

This conflict illuminates the larger issues between polarized political and cultural groups

in the West and beyond. Out-of-state environmentalists are outspoken and powerful when it

comes to wildlife conservation, but they seldom have to live with the consequences of wildlife

reintroductions or management practices; many locals would say they live in a fantasy world

where wolves hurt nothing and no one (MFWP 2021c). There is also a widely held perspective

of Montana ranchers and long-time landowners as anti-environmentalist and uneducated people.

However, this issue stretches back decades to the Sagebrush rebellion and Wise-use movement;

many Westerners have their own environmental ethic that requires them to be able to manage

their own land and steward it how they see fit. These people believe that because they have lived

on the land for generations, they have a better understanding of how to care for it than the federal

government, who they see as detached from the land and its history.

The decision to reintroduce wolves into Montana was a result of American values

shifting towards valuing wildlife, and it was made by the federal government, not the residents of
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these areas. Local Montanans did not have much power when reintroduction began in

Yellowstone, but wolves were bound to spread and disperse all through the state. The plea from

the For group was to be able to deal with the repercussions of this decision by being able to

manage wolves how they saw fit, and the passage of the new regulation shows the state

responding to this plea and choosing a side of the conflict. These people and their choices are

rarely opposed to wolves themselves, but are very likely opposed to extensive government

control, the effects that wolves have on their game and domesticated animals, and power gained

by the environmentalist movement if they were to ‘win,’ or keep wolves under strict protection.

Many Montanans want to be able to control or kill wolves because wolf presence erodes their

agency over their livelihoods and lands.

It was that agency that was taken away and given to wolves when they were reintroduced

in 1995, but that was reinstated back to the people in the passing of the new regulations. The

seemingly alarming bag limit of 20 wolves was a reaction to the population of nearly 1,200 in the

state, and symbolized a ‘win’ for the For group. Further, as the hunting season is nearing an end,

the large wolf quota was nowhere near reached. We hope that this might give some comfort to

the Against group, and might allow them to see that although given the power to take 450

wolves, hunters and trappers did not do so, taking nearly the same amount as the previous year.

The For group and ranchers “are smart folks” who understand that excessive wolf culling will

reinstate federal protection, but also that wolves “are part of our landscape now and these tools

are not near aggressive enough to bring populations in to check” (Watters 2014, MFWP 2021c).

However, as we have discussed, the numbers describing this situation are not what define

it. Despite Montanans not killing as many wolves as they could have, tension around wolf

management has grown precipitously in the face of the 2021 hunting regulations. Multiple
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lawsuits were filed on the part of conservation organizations as a result, leading to the re-listing

of wolves under the ESA in February, though Montana, Idaho and Wyoming were excluded

(Main 2022). This exclusion signals an acknowledgement by the federal government that these

states are sustainably managing their wolf populations on their own. However, it does not matter

how high or low the hunting quota or even wolf populations are, the two sides in this conflict are

going to maintain their deeply held beliefs based on their heritage, ethics, and trust in science;

generally, they believe either that people are driving wolves to extinction or that wolves are

overpopulated and decimating Montana’s diverse wildlife.

Despite how different the two sides seem to be, there will always be overlap between

them. While some people in the For comments do support complete eradication of wolves again,

most do not, instead preferring a wolf population level that minimizes human-wolf conflicts, as

well as the ability to protect their livelihoods from wolves. And while some Against commenters

oppose all hunting and killing of wolves, most understand that it is often necessary, and many

simply do not agree with the strength of the new wolf control tools. And while our analysis split

the comments into two distinct groups to study, the groups themselves are blurry and

inconsistent, and many share similar values. All of the people who chose to comment did so

because they felt strongly about the changes occurring, and they care about the outcome of

wolves’ and peoples’ shared future.

However, many people who value environmentalism and conservation will continue to

push back on these regulation changes, because it is anthropocentric to say that wolves must be

controlled so that people might experience fewer consequences from their presence and

destruction. And the argument will always stand that wolves have not yet reached pre-colonial

populations again, and remain only a shadow of the range and populations in which they once
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roamed. The people of Montana are also different than those of two hundred years or more ago,

though, as one For commenter says very well:

“I need to make it very clear that I personally do not hold any animosity toward wolves.

In fact, I very much enjoy seeing and hearing them in wild places. However, we as

humans spent the better part of a century extirpating them from the lower 48 states. And

then; after building cities and towns, highways and interstates, fences and property lines

with lots of domestic animals - thought it a good idea to reintroduce those same wolves.

The animals don't know where the lines are, and as a result conflict becomes inevitable.”

(MFWP 2021c)

We believe that the people of Montana deserve agency and respect, and so do wolves.

Both have important roles to play on the landscape. However, the decisions and legislation in

Montana thus far have failed to solve, yet alone de-escalate the conflict. Since the 1970’s, the

focus of most wildlife management has been on conservation and preservation, but this most

recent state-made decision shows a change in this trend. We cannot continue to value

conservation over human livelihoods and cultures because we have altered our landscapes

irrevocably, developing and urbanizing like the comment above describes. We cannot go back to

‘wild’ and ‘pristine’ landscapes, in Montana or anywhere else.

The people of Montana have spoken, and they want to have a say in the management of

their lands and everything on them. While not everyone agrees on how to manage Montana’s

wildlife, there is space for all people’s relationships with the landscape, whether centering use or

recreation. We see Montanans as beginning to reach some sort of balance, where wolves have a
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role in the ecosystem and in people’s lives, but do not overrun the diverse landscape that makes

Montana and its communities so unique. Although tensions still run high, we hope they will

lessen with the acknowledgement that neither humans nor wolves can have full freedom in order

to coexist peacefully, and that most Montanans want neither to revert to a ‘pristine’ landscape

nor live without any wolves at all. Perhaps then, we will have a future where the

great-granddaughter of White Female will be roaming Yellowstone, and Montanans of a fifth

generation or more will be sharing the land and its wildlife with her.

VI. Work to Be Done

This conflict lies at the intersection between politics, history, culture, environmentalism,

ethics, and economics, which makes it a rich topic for further research. Continuing on our path of

investigating the underlying influences of this conflict and the ways in which they manifest in

these communities, we are still missing crucial minorities who are too often left out of the

conversation. Future research into this topic should highlight and raise Indigenous voices, which

are absent in our paper’s analysis.

Out of the nearly 400 comments we discussed, none could be pinpointed as an

Indigenous voice. Of course, there were no markers of race or ethnicity present, and a small

handful of people did come from areas near Indigenous reservations. However, a great many

people did discuss their ties to their cultures, heritages, livelihoods, and positions in their

communities, none of which included Indigenous cultures or communities. We believe that this

could be the result of multiple factors. One is that Indigenous peoples in the GYA have long felt

left out of wolf management debates, and not given “adequate opportunity to participate in
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subsequent federal and state decision processes,” which is a feeling that also extends far beyond

wolf management (Watters 2014).

Also, some Indigenous voices may seem to be more neutral, actively choosing to respect

both rancher-aligned and conservation-aligned tribal members (Confederated Salish and

Kootenai Tribes Tribal Wildlife Management Program 2020; Watters 2014). This is also because

they share little cultural heritage or environmental ethic with non-Indigeous Montanans, having

their own unique and long-standing relationships with the land that shape different visions of

management. The combination of a different approach to wildlife management and the feeling of

marginalization seem likely to disincentivize Indigenous people from sharing their opinions with

MFWP. However, their perspectives are critical and have unique insights, as each stakeholder

does, and should be further explored and listened to.
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Appendix A

Category FOR: # of Comments
187 total comments
138 total coded comments

AGAINST: # of Comments
175 total comments
163 total coded comments

Uncoded Comments 49 12

Cultural 78 149

Cultural-Historical 4 27

Livestock and Pets* 18 50

Cultural-Ecological 32 3

Cultural-Educational 11 1

Cultural-Ethical 3 119

Cultural- Science 8 37

Ecological 49 76

Endangered Status* 0 13

Wolf Missing Component of
Ecosystem

0 33

Ecological-Science 5 14

Political 67 44

Cultural- Political 24 21

Political - Economic 0 0

Political- Ideology 1 3

Federal, State, and Local
Authority

3 8

Restrictions on Public Lands 25 12

Political - Educational 5 0

Economic 7 40

Compensation for Livestock* 0 7
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Cost to Taxpayers* 1 7

Tourism 2 34

Region 1 67 19

Region 2 47 47

Region 3 40 44

All other regions 31 52?

Table 1 [expanded] - The categories that we used to sort the public comments and the number of
each we found in the FOR and AGAINST sides of the comments.


