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Mexican Gray Wolves — A Species in Need
By Angela McLaughlin ~ the journal

Children gasp, eyes open 
with wonder and delight, 
as a wolf approaches 

the end of its enclosure. The 
animal’s eyes carefully scan 
the crowd as it rubs its coat 
against the fence, marking  
its territory. 

For most people, it is  
an encounter they will  
never forget.

Many residents of Julian are 
aware — and proud — of the 
California Wolf Center and all 
that it does. The center also 
offers visitors a chance to see 
these wild animals up close 
and to learn more about them. 

Two species of wolves are 
housed on the property —  
the North American gray wolf 
and Mexican gray wolf. The  
latter is considered critically 
endangered and in need  
of protection.

Mexican gray wolves have 
had a troubled past. A subspe-
cies of the North American 
gray wolf, the Mexican gray 
wolf historically roamed areas 
of Mexico, Arizona, Texas and 
New Mexico. However, as a 
result of government-spon-
sored eradication programs, 
they were nearly wiped out  
in the wild. 

“Mexican gray wolves came 
within seven unrelated indi-
viduals of being extinct,”  

says Erin Hunt, director of 
operations for the center. 

She says it is fortunate that 
several wolves were captured 
from the wild and brought to 
zoos and conservation cen-
ters, with the goal of forming 
a captive breeding population 
to try and save them from 
extinction.

Eventually, a Species 
Survival Plan, or SSP, was  
created in the hopes of some-
day restoring the wolves to 
the wild.

So how is an SSP created? 
According to Hunt, a group of 
institutions — including zoos, 
conservation centers, research 
centers and government  

agencies — band together to 
develop a plan to save a spe-
cific endangered species. In 
the case of the Mexican gray 
wolf, there are approximately 
54 institutions in the U.S. and 
Mexico involved in the plan.

The plan regulates every-
thing, from the animals’  
diet to where they may be 
reintroduced. 

“Most SSPs use some com-

bination of captive breeding, 
research and education to 
accomplish their conservation 
goals,” says Hunt. “Some SSPs, 
like the Mexican Wolf SSP, also 
include an active reintroduc-
tion component, where cap-
tive individuals are released 
into the wild in a suitable 
habitat. Any SSP that involves 
captive breeding will include 
a population management 
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A curious wolf checks out its surroundings.
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plan that conserves genetic 
diversity and ensures ethical 
breeding for conservation 
purposes.”

The Julian center plays an 
important role in the wolf SSP. 
With 18 Mexican gray wolves 
currently in its care, it has 
followed the strict guidelines 
set forth for participating in 
the wolves’ recovery plan and 
has become one of the largest 
host institutions in the plan.

The center’s staff and 
volunteers are proud of the 
fact that their facility has had 
many successful births.

“Forty-five Mexican gray 
wolf pups have been born 
successfully at the California 
Wolf Center since we joined 
the Mexican Wolf Species 
Survival plan in 1997,”  
Hunt says.

Though these wolves may 
not be selected for release, 
their existence is crucial for 
the survival of the species.

“Some individuals will be 
selected for release, some for 
breeding as part of the cap-
tive population, and some to 
help educate people about 
the role these animals play 
in our environment and the 
need to protect them in the 
wild,” Hunt says. 

“Genetics are the primary 
factor for release consider-
ations. We can manage breed-
ing in captivity, but we cannot 
do so in the wild, since wild 
wolves will choose their own 
mates. What we can do is stra-
tegically release individuals or 
packs that will bring under-
represented genes to the wild 
population. We can also utilize 
a technique called cross-fos-
tering to foster captive-born 
pups into a wild litter. Not 
only does this enhance genet-
ic diversity in the wild, those 
pups also get the behavioral 
benefit of growing up with 
experienced wild parents.”

Though some may be con-
cerned at the idea of more 
wolves being released into 
the wild, the wolf center and 
other organizations try to set 
up humans and wolves for 
successful coexistence by 
forming a plan that works for 
all involved. 

In an effort to avoid poten-
tial conflicts should they be 
chosen for release, Mexican 
gray wolves that are part of 
the SSP are not fed any food 
that contains livestock. This 
way, they do not have a taste 
for something that would not 
naturally be their prey and 
will instead seek out food 
sources such as deer and elk. 

“The California Wolf Center 
also works to reduce wolf-

livestock conflict by working 
directly with ranchers in the 
Southwestern U.S. to provide 
them with non-lethal tools 
that keep both livestock and 
wolves safe in the wild. We 
want to recognize the chal-
lenges ranchers face on a daily 
basis and work with them to 
find solutions.”

 Visitors may be wondering 
where all these wolves are 
when they visit the center, 

since not all of them are on 
display.

“A big part of our job as a 
Mexican Wolf SSP host orga-
nization is to maintain the 
wolves in as wild a state as 
possible, ensuring that they 
retain their natural shyness 
around humans,” says Hunt. 
“For this reason, we minimize 
their exposure to human 
activities in several ways.”

The center’s remote loca-
tion helps achieve this, as 
does limiting the number of 
visits to the wolves on exhibit. 

In addition, most of the breed-
ing pairs are kept out of the 
public eye.

Due to the center’s past 
successes, Hunt says the orga-
nization has been entrusted 
with the opportunity to host 
three breeding pairs in the 
2017 breeding season. 

“With less than 100 individ-
uals living in the wild today, 
the captive-breeding program 
is still a very important part 
of preventing extinction for 
these unique animals.”

California Wolf Center 

employees and volunteers 
take pride in the work they 
do, and Hunt says, “Getting to 
observe young pups growing 
up and learning how to be 
part of the pack, even when 
it’s through remote cameras, 
is such an incredible experi-
ence! 

“We are truly lucky to be 
able to care for these animals 
and to be part of the effort to 
restore them to the wild.” n
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