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Abstract
The {olverire was once thought to be €xtincr in Idaho, but reports of its occurrence persisr. In order to bette. determine the
status and distribution of this rare species, questionnaiies vere sent to biologists and trappers state{ide in 1985. Responses
to the queslioDnaires resulted in l0 confirmed and 89 probable reports ofwolve.ines in Idaho bet{een 1960 and 1987. At least
thr€€ areas in rhe state (Selkirk Mountains, Lochsa and Kelly Cre€l drainages, Sawrooth and Srnoky Mounrains) appear to
contain {olverine populalions. Thes€ a.eas can be characterized as.emote, mounlainous habitat {ith little hunan disturbance.
The presenrday distribution of the rolverine in Idaho is probably in the mountainous portions of !h€ state from $e Sourh
Fork of the Boise River norlh to the Canadian border. Although this survey has provided insights into tbe current disrribution
of the volverine in Idaho, detailed analysis on population status and ecology are need€d.

Introduction

Wolverine (Culo guLo\ numbers declined stead-
ily in the contiguous United States (Wilson 1982)
after the late 1800s. Today, they are uncommon
in the lower 48 states and likely only occur in
Oregon, Washington, California, Idaho, Mon-
tana, and Wyoming. Davis (1939) believed the
wolverine to be extinct in Idaho by the 1930s.
Pengelly (1951) summarized seven records of
wolverine in Idaho from 1930 to 1949. These
records were primarily from the northern Idaho
counties of Bonner, Boundary, Kootenai, and
Shoshone. The next verif ied records of wolver-
ines in the state were two kil ls, one in northern
Idaho in 1953 and one in southern Idaho in
1954.

Larrison and Johnson (1981) considered the
wolverine to be rare and restricted in distribu-
tion to areas north of the Salmon River Moun-
tains and to the mountains of southeastern Idaho.
Because of its restricted distribution and ap-
parent rarity in Idaho, the Idaho Department of
Fish and Game has classified the wolverine as
a protected species since 1965. In addition,
Region I of the U.S. Forest Service, which in-
cludes northern Idaho, and the U.S. Bureau of
Land Managernent in Idaho have designated the
wolverine as a Sensitive Species. The U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, under the authority of the
Endangered Species Act, has listed the wolverine
as a candidate for federal l isting as a threatened
or endangered species (U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Se*ice l9B5). To better determine the status

and distribution of the wolverine in Idaho, I
mailed questionnaires to wildlife biologists and
registered trappers throughout ldaho in 1985.
The purpose of this paper is to report the results
of the l9B5 survey.

Methods

During May 1985, questionnaires on wolverine
sightings were mailed to all Idaho Department
of Fish and Game biologists, conservation of-
ficers, and land managers; wildlife biologists in
Idaho employed by the U.S. Forest Service, U.S.
Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice; academicians and graduate students in
biology, zoology, and wildlife departments at
Idaho universit ies and colleges; Nongame Citi
zens Advisory Committees; the National Audubon
Society chapters in Idaho; and state park man-
agers. Concurrently, similar questionnarres were
rnailed to trappers l icensed by the Idaho Depart,
ment of Fish and Came.

The questionnaire sent to biologists asked
respondents to provide information on the date,
location (place name, county, latitude/longitude
or township-range-section), habitat type, and type
of observation (animal, tracks, scat) they had
made, if any, during 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
sIate.
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Each licensed trapper was sent a cover letter ex-
plaining the purpose of the wolyerine suney
along with an addressed and postage-paid
pos lcard  fo r  them to  re tu rn  w i th  in fo rmat ion  on
wolverine sightings. The postcard provided them
with space to l ist their name, address, and
te lephone number :  the i r  genera l  t rapp ing  area ;
a "yes" or "no" on whether they had trapped
ot seen wolverines or wolverine sign during the
Iast 25 years; and the date and area r,rhere
wolverines or sign had been observed.

Follow-up telephone calls were made to all in-
dividuals (biologists and trappers) that responded
positively to the wolverine survey, Confirmed wol-
vedne reports consisted of either a photograph
or a carcass. For those reports that were not con-
firmed (i.e., sightings of wolverines or tracks),
respondents were asked for a description of the
animal, thei leyel of confidence that they had
seen a wolve oe or tracks of a wolverine, whether
they had previously seen a $olverine, the distance
and amount of t ime of their observation, and
their amount of experience as a biologist or trap-
per. If the observer lacked confidence in his/her
observation, poorly described the animal, or saw
it for a short time span and/or at a gteat distance,
I did not include the wolverine observation in this
report. Sightings of wolverines or wolverine
tracks included in this paper are referred to as
probable reports.

Results and Discussion

0ne hundred eighty-five of the 296 biologists who
were mailed the questionnaire responded to the
survey for a return rate of 62.5 percent (Table
l). Thirty-seven of these 185 reponses reported
observa l ions  o f  rno lver ines  or  *o l re r ine  s ign .
Thirty-five of 427 responding trappers reported
observa t ions  o f  wo l re r ines  or  wo lver ine  s ign .
Some positive responses from biologists and trap-
pers included information on more than one
wolver ine  repor t .  Th i r ty . f i ve  pos i t i ve  repor ts
re lu rned b1  b io log is ts  o r  t rappers  werF no t  in -
cluded in this report due to insufficient informa-
tion or lack of credibil i ty in the report.

The survey resulted in only l0 confirmed
reports of wolverine in Idaho betveen 1960 and
1986 (Table l, Figure 1). ' Eight of these l0

'lnformation on rhe obsener's name, affiliation, date ofobser,
vation, and exact location of obseryation for confirmed and
probabie .eports is available fron the author on request.
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reports came from northern Idaho north of the
Lochsa River, and all but two reports rdere from
national forest lands. Five of the reports occurred
between 1960 and 19?5 while the other half oc-
curred between 1976 and 1986.

I documented 89 probable reports of wol-
verines or wolverine tracks between 1960 and
February 1987 (Table l, Figure l). Nine of these
reports (10%) occurred from 1960-1969, 28 (32%)
from 1970-1979, and 52 (58%) from 1980-1987.
Twenty-one percent of the probable reports were
f rom Bonnpr  and Boundary  count ies  in  ex l reme
northern Idaho. Eighteen percent of the reports
occuned in the north-central counties of Clear-
lvater and Idaho, and another 22 percent came
from a cluster of south-central counties (Custer,
E Imorp .  B la ine .  Camas.  and Bo ise) .

At least three areas in ldaho, from which con-
firmed and probable reports were received, ap-
pear to contain wolverines. These areas are the
Selkirk Mountains adjacent to and north of Priest
Lake, the Lochsa and Kelly Creek drainages, and
the headwaters of the South Fork and Middle
Forhs of the Boise River (i.e., Sawtooth-Smoky
Mountains) (Figure l). Several confirmed reports
also occurred in the Purcell Mountains north of
the Kootenai River, but all ofthese reports were
prior to 1965. Because the longevity ofwolverines
in the wild is 8-10 years (Wilson 1982), these
reports were not indicative of present-day oc-
cupancy by wolverines.

Concentrations of probable reports indicated
that wolverines also l ikely occur in Fremont
County adjacent to Yellowstone National Park
and in the upper St. Joe and Coeur d'Alene River
drainages. The Selway and Salmon River drain-
ages in central Idaho were conspicuously absent
of any confirmed reports and contained only a
few probable reports. The lack of wolverine
reports in these areas may reflect their roadless
nature and low density of people, particularly
biologists and trappers. If we assume that wol-
verines do occur in these areas, then the presenl-
day distribution of wolverines in Idaho is in the
mountainous poftions of the state from the South
Fork of the Boise River north to the Canadian
border.

In a study of wolverines in western Montana,
Hornocker and Hash (198t) concluded that wil-
dcrnesr  o r  remote  r "ount ry  where  human ac t iv i l y
was minimal appeared essential to maintaining
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Figure t. Disrribution of wolverine reporls in Idaho, 1960-1987. See lexr for definilion of confirned and probable reports.
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TABLE I . Sumnary of q u estionnaires mailed, response rates, and resulting numbers of confirm€d and probable wolverine repo.rs.
See lerr  fo.  deLai l

Number of  Nunber of  Number of
Quesiionnanes Quesrionnai.es Posilrye

Mai led Returned (%) Respoms (%)

Contirmed
Volver ine

Reporls

Nulnber of  Prohable
Wolverine Reports

Category Total Sightings

Biologists

Trappers

Total

296 +

I,500

I,?96

t3s (62.5%)

42? (28.s%)

612 (34.t%)

s7 (2070)

3s (8.2 %)

72 (rt.gya)

5?+  +

32

89

6

4

t0

l 6

l 6

32

t 6

+ Twentv'one responses were received fron indiriduals nor included in the original (n=296) mailins. Eteren ofthe 2t .esponses
were posi t ive.  Those posi t ive responses that  resul ted in probable wolver ine reporrs {e.e inc luded in th is tabte (+ +i .

a viable wolverine population. Although results
of this survey can offer no insights to the viabili.
ty of wolverine populations in Idaho, it does ap-
pear that wolverines are occupying large, moun-
tainous, essentially roadless areas in Idaho. In
the Montana study, wolverines used both
wilderness and non-wilderness areas, although
the latter areas were used primarily in winter
when human activitv was minimal. Such may also
be the case in Idaho because many of our reports
occurred during winter.

G. Koehler (pers. comm.) suggested that
volverines may be increasing in northern Idaho
due to numerous reports. Hoak et a/. (1982) made
a similar conclusion for the wolverine in western
Wvoming. Because more than half of the
wolverine rcport" compiled during this survey or"-
cuted between l9B0 and 1987, there is a tenden-
cy  to  s imi la r ly  sugges l  tha l  uo lver incs  are  in -
creasing in Idaho. However, such a conclusion
could be misleading. In analyzing the historical
abundance of wolverines in Washingon, Johnson
(1977) correctly pointed out that in earlier t imes
less access was available to remote areas and the
total number of people in the field was less. In
add i t ion ,  no  e f fo r t  to  as .emble  in fo rmat ion  on
wolverine distribution, such as in the present
survev, rvas conducted in the past. Thus, the in-
creasing number of wolverine reports in Idaho
from 1960 to l9B7 could just as easily be at-
tributed to greater access to remote areas, more
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people in the field, and no prior survey efforts,
as to increasing numbers of wolverines in the
state.

Surveys such as this one can provide insights
to the distribution of a species but are of l i tt le
aid ir estimating population size. Hornocker's
and Hash's (1981) study in wesrern Montana
showed that wolverines occupy annual home
ranges of approximately 400 km,. A recent study
of r,yolverines in Alaska documented a long
distance movement of 378 km by an adult
wolverine (Gardner et al, 1986). In addition,
longevity of wolverines in the wild is 8-10 years
with a possible maximum of l8 years (Wilson
1982). Thus, over several years a small number
of individuals could be responsible for a large
number of sightings over widespread areas in
Idaho. Results of this survey indicate where
wolverines l ikely occur in the state. What is
needed now is information on the size, status, and
ecology of wolverine populations in Idaho.
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