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INTRODUCT ION

Beginning In the late 1800s, wolverine (Gulo gquio) numbers decl Ined
steadily In the contiguous United States (Wiison 1982). Today, +they
are uncommon In the lower 48 states and |lkely only occur In Oregon,
Washington, California, |daho, Montana, and Wyoming. In these western
states, the wolverine appears to be making a comeback in recent years.

It has been a protected species In 1daho since 1965.

Davis (1939) bellieved the wolverine to be extinct In Idaho by the
1930s. Pengelly (1951) summarized records of wolverine in Idaho
through 1949. The first verifled record of a wolverine In ldaho was an
animal trapped near Johnson Peak, Bonner County, In 1949. However,

slght records exist for wolverine on South Chilco Mountalin (Kootenai

County, 1930-1931) and on Norton Creek (Shoshone County, 1908). O'I'her‘

early sight records Include Boulder Creek (Boundary Coun+y, 19163,
Lightning Creek (Boundary County, 1920s), Teton Basln (Teton County,
1926), and Freezeout Mountaln (Shoshone County, 1948). The next
verified records of wolverines in the state were two kifls, one near
Addie (Boundary County) in 1953, and one near Caldwell (Canyon County)
In 1954,

In thelr book on the mammals of lIdaho, Larrison and Johnson (1973)
considered the wolverine to be rare and restricted In distribution to
areas north of the Salmon River Mountalns and to the mountalins of

southeastern |daho. Because of 1Its restricted distribution and




apparent rarity In lIdaho, the Idaho Department of Fish and Game has
classified the wolverine as a Species of Special Concern. In addition,
Region 1 of the U.S. Forest Service, which Includes northern | daho, and
the U.S. Bureau of Land Management In ldaho have designated the
wolverine as a Sensitive Species. The U.S. Fish and Wildl Ife Service,
under the authority of the Endangered Specles Act, has |lsted the
wolverine as a Category 2 candidate for féderal IIsting as a threatened
or endangered specles. In order to better determine the status and
distribution of the wolverine In Idaho, | mailed a questionnalre to
_wIIdl Ife blologists and registered trappers throughout Idaho in 1985,

The purpose of this paper Is to report the resul+s of the 1985 survey.

METHODS

In May 1985, a questionnalire on wolverine sightings was mailed to
29 Individuals. The mailing list for the survey Included all Idaho
Department of Fish and Game biol oglsts, conservation officers, and !and
managers; wildlife blologists In ldaho employed by the U.S. Forest
Service, U.S. Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Bureau of Rec| amation,
and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; academicians and graduate
students in biology, zoology, and wildlife departments at Idaho
universities and colleges; Nongame Citizens Advisory Committees;
National Audubon chap'l'ersv In ldaho; and state park managers.
Concurrently, a similar questionnaire was malled +o 1,500 +trappers

| Icensed by the Idaho Department of Fish and Game.
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The questionnaire sent to biologlsts (Appendix 1) asked the respondents
to provide information on +the date, location (place name, county,
lat/long or townshlp~range-section), habitat type, and type of
wolverine observation (animal, tracks, scat) they had made, If any, In
the last 25 years. Biologists were also asked to provide the name,
address, and phone number of other people they knew who had Information

on wolverine sightings In the state.

Each |lcensed trapper was sent a cover |etter explalning the purpose of
the wolverine survey (Appendix 2) along wlth an addressed and
postage~pald postcard for them to return to me with Information on
wolverine sightings. The postcard provided them with space to |Ist
thelr name, address, and telephone number; thelr general trapping area;
a "yes" or "no" on whether they had trapped or seen wolverines or
wolverine sign in the last 25 years; and the date and area where

wolverines or sign had been observed.

Fol low-up telephone calls were made to all indlviduals (biologists and
trappers) that responded positively to the wolverine survey, Confirmed
wolverine reports consisted of elther a photograph or a carcass. For
those reports that were not confirmed (i.e., sightings of wolverines or
tracks), respondents were asked for a description of the animal, their
level of confldence that they had seen a wolverine or +racks of a
wolverine, whether they had previously seen a wolverine, the distance
and amount of time of their observation, and thelir amount of experience
as a blologist or trapper. |If the observer lacked credibil ity, lacked
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‘conf idence In his/her observation, poorly described the animal, or saw
it for a short time span and/or at a great distance, | dlId not Include
the wolverine observation in this report. Sightings of wolverine or

wolverine tracks Included here are referred to as probable reports.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

One hundred elghfy-flvé Individuals of the 29 biologists who were
mailed the questionnaire responded to the survey for a return rate of
62.5%. Thirty-seven of the 185 responses (20%) reported observations
of wolverine or wolverine sign. Twenty-one questionnalres were
recelved from individuals who were not included In the original
mall Ing. Of those 21, 11 Individuals submitted positive wolverine
reports. Of the 1,500 trappers surveyed, 427 individuals responded for
a return rate of 28.5%. Thirty-five +trappers (8.2%) reported
observations of wolverine or wolverine sign. Thirty-five positive
reports returned by bliologists or trappers were not Included In this
report due to Insufficient Information or lack of credibil ity in the

report,

Results of the 1985 survey Indicated that there have been only
10 confirmed reports of wolverine In Idaho between 1960 and 1986
(Table 1), Eight of these 10 reports occurred north of the Lochsa
River, and all but two reports were from national forest lands. Prior

to 1975 there were no confirmed reports In central or southern Idaho.
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Between 1960 and February 1987 | documented 89 probable reports of
wolverine or wolverine tracks (Table 2). Nine of these reports
(10%) occurred from 1960-1969, 28 (32%) from 1970-1979, and
52 (58%) from 1980-1987. Thirty reports (34%) were slghtings of
tracks, whereas 59 reports (66%) constituted sightings of animals.
Twenty-one percent of +the probable reports were¥ from Bonner and
Boundary counties (Table 3), Eighteen percent of the reports occurred
In Clearwater and Idaho countles, and another 22% came from a cluster

of south-central counties (Custer, Elmore, Blaine, Camas, and Boise).

At least three areas In Idaho appear to contaln wolverines. These are
areas where there are confirmed reports of wolverines as well as a
number of probable reports. These areas are the Selkirk Mountains
north of Priest Lake, the Lochsa and Kelly Creek drainages, and the
Sawtooth - Smoky Mountalns (Figure 1). It Is likely that wolverines
also occur in Fremont County adjacent to Yellowstone National Park
and in the upper St. Joe and Coeur d'Alene Rivers drainages. The
Selway-Bitterroot and Frank Church River of No Return Wildernesses are
conspicuously absent of any conflrmed reports and contaln only a few
probable reports. The lack of wolverine reports in these areas may be
due to thelir roadless nature and lower density of people, particularly
biologists and trappers. If we assume that wolverines do occur In
these areas, then the present day distribution of wolverine In Idaho is
In the mountainous portions of the state from the South Fork of the

Bolse River north to the Canadian border.
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Table 3.

Distribution of probabie wolverine reports by county.

County

Number of Reports

Bonner
Boundary
Shoshone
Kootenai
Cl earwater
| daho
Vall ey
Adams
Custer
Elmore
Bl alne
Camas
Bolse
Lemhi

Cl ark
Fremont
Madison
Bonneville
Caribou
Bannock
Total

Percent

— -
—_MNO -

®
QL—aaquwNNNmm—m

9
12
10

—eh ek e G WWNNNON—2ONNOVN

C9ADO19CB




In a study of wolverines In western Montana, Hornocker and Hash (1981)
concluded that wllderness or remote country where human actlvity was
minimal appeared essential to maintaining a viable wolverine
population. Although results of this survey can offer no Insights to
the existence or vlablllty of wolverine populations In Idaho, It does

appear that wolverines In |daho are occupying large, mountalnous,

‘essentlally roadless areas In the state (l.e., Smoky Mountalns,

Sawtooth Mountalns, Kelly Creek, and Selkirk Crest). In the Montana
study, wolverines used both wilderness and nonw!|derness areas,
al though the latter areas were used primarily in winter when human
activity was minimal. Such may be the case In ldaho, too, since many

of our reports were made during winter.

Koehler and Hornocker (1979) suggested that wolverines may be
increasing In northern I|daho due to numerous reports. Hoak et al.
(1982) made a similar conclusion for the wolverine in western Wyoming.
Because over one-haif of the wolverine reports compiled during this
survey occurred during 1980 and 1987, there is a tendency to similarly
suggest that wolverines are Increasing in Idaho. However, such a
conclusion could be misleading. In analyzing the historical abundance
of wolverines In Washington, Johnson (1977) correctly pointed out that
in earller times less access was avallable to remote areas and the
total number of people in the fleld was less. In addition, no effort
to assemble Information on wolverine distribution, such as In the
present survey, was ever conducted in the past. Thus, the Increasing
number of wolverine reports in ldaho from 1960 to 1987 could just as

-16~-
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easily be attributed to greater access to remote areas, more people In
the fleld, and no prior survey efforts, as i+ could be attributed to

Increasing wol verine numbers In the state.

Surveys such as this one can provide insights to the distribution of a
species but are of Ilittle aid In estimating population size.
Hornocker's and Hash's (1981) study In western Montana showed that
wolverines occupy large annual home ranges of approximately 400 kmé. A
recent study of wolverines In Alaska documented a long distance
movement of 378 km by an adult wolverine (Gardner et al. 1986). Thus,
a small number of Individuals could be responsible for a large number
of sightings over widespread areas In ldaho. Results of this survey
Indicate where wolverines |lkely occur In the state. What Is needed
now Is information on the size, status, and ecology of wolverine

popul ations in Idaho.
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ALPPENDIX 1

Return this form to: Kerry Paul Reese
Fish and Wildlife Resources
University of Idaho

Moscow, ID 83843

208-885-~6435

Wolverine Questionnaire

In addition to the 27 bird species, we are also interested in

wolverines in Idaho. We would appreciate your answering the questions
below regarding this species.

l. Name
2. Address

3. Phone

1. Have you seen wolverines or their sign in Idaho since 19607
(Check those that apply).

Animal Tracks Scat Not observed

2. Location of your observation (be as specific as possible):

Date Place and County Lat./Iong. or T/R/S

3. In what type of habitat was your observation made?

4. Do you know other people who have sighted wolverines or observed
wolverine sign? Yes No.

ame Address Phone

In the future, please send any information on wolverine observations
to:
IDAHO NATURAL HERITAGE PROGRAM
c/o IDAHO DEPT. FISH & GAME
4696 Overland Road, Suite 518
Boise, IDAHO 83705
208-~334~3402
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APPENDIX 2

Idaho Natural Heritage Program

4696 Overland Road, Suite 518
Boise, Idaho 83705
(208) 334-3402

September 23, 1985

Dear Licensed Trapper,

The nongame program of the Idaho Department of Fish and
Game is presently conducting a survey to determine the distribution
and status of wolverines in Idaho. This letter requests your assistance
in this project.

Presently, there appears to be a small number of wolverines
scattered throughout Idaho, primarily in the rugged roadless areas
of the central and northern parts of the state. Wolverines are
uncommon animals in Idaho, but recent reports suggest they may be
more common in the state than once thought. The purpose of our
survey is to gain a better understanding of the past and present
distribution of wolverines in Idaho.

Please indicate on the enclosed postcard the following
information: 1) your name, address, and phone #, 2) your general
trapping area, 3) whether you have accidentally trapped, seen
or seen sign of wolverines in the past 25 years in Idaho, and
4) the date as best as you can remember and the area (be as
specific as possible) where wolverines or their sign were seen.

If you have not trapped or seen any wolverines, please
indicate so on the postage-paid postcard and return it to me.

In addition, if you know of any people who have seen wolverines,
I would appreciate you giving me their name(s) so I can contact
them by phone.

If you have any questions or concerns about this survey,
please feel free to contact me. Your cooperation in this
survey is very much appreciated. I assure you that the information
you provide will be helpful in the future management of this
rare, native carnivore. Thanks for your help.

Sincerely,

Leay R Ynoreo

Craig Groves
Nongame Biologist
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Figure 1. Distribution of wolverine reports In ldaho, 1960~1987.
text for definitlon of confirmed and probable reports.
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Submitted by:

State” Nongame Manager
Threatened and Endangered Species Coordinator

Approved by:

Idaho Department o

Tom Relnecker,'Chlef
Bureau of Wiidlife
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