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Ending the cycle of wolf-livestock conflict with a fence?

Austin T. Homkes, Department of Fisheries, Wildlife, and Conservation Biology, University of Minnesota.
Thomas D. Gable, Department of Fisheries, Wildlife, and Conservation Biology, University of Minnesota.
John Hart, USDA-APHIS Wildlife Services
Jack Morawczynski, USDA-APHIS Wildlife Services
Eric M. Gese, USDA-APHIS Wildlife Services
Wesley Johnson, Cattle Ranch Owner and Operator
Robert Johnson, Cattle Ranch Owner and Operator
Savannah Johnson, Cattle Ranch Owner and Operator
Joseph K. Bump, Department of Fisheries, Wildlife, and Conservation Biology, University of Minnesota.

ABSTRACT: Wolf depredation on livestock is the most common direct conflict between wolves and humans. A veritable plethora of methods have been implemented to mitigate wolf-livestock conflict, ranging from electrified fladry to lethal removal of wolves. However, some non-lethal measures are not always successful or logistically feasible, and the lethal removal of wolves is often a short-term solution. Our project focused on a ~1,500-acre ranch in Northern Minnesota, USA, where wolves have killed cattle for >20 years despite the implementation of lethal and non-lethal methods. We constructed a 7.5-mile wolf proof fence around the ranch. The fence was funded and constructed via a collaboration between the University of Minnesota, USDA Wildlife Services, and the Johnson Family, owners of the ranch. We will discuss the logistics and feasibility of the project as well as preliminary assessments of efficacy. The fence prevented GPS-collared wolves from entering the ranch perimeter once established. However, remote cameras indicated that wolves accessed the ranch during fence construction via small openings where the fence was not entirely secure, demonstrating that a well-designed fence is needed to fully protect farms and ranches. All signs suggest that the fence around the ranch will successfully reduce or end wolf-livestock conflict. Fencing may prove especially effective in reducing wolf-livestock conflict on isolated ranching properties, where the concern that depredating wolves will be “pushed” to other properties is diminished. Mitigating wolf-livestock conflict at ranches with chronic issues is an efficient way to reduce both overall depredation problems and lethal control.
