
69www.wildlife.org© The Wildlife Society

T h e  W i l d l i f e  S o c i e T y

field notes

Pup Patrol

Every spring, Lacy Robinson treks through Idaho forests 
searching for tight underground spaces in which to crawl. A
wildlife biologist with the Idaho Department of Fish and Game, 
she is accompanied by a small team of biologists and veteri-
narians. Their mission: capture and tag wolf pups with a new, 
expandable collar. “Working with wolves is a challenge, but it 
can be rewarding when you can improve the system and con-
tribute to management,” Robinson says. 

Since the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service removed gray wolf (Ca-
nis lupus) populations in the Northern Rocky Mountain region 
from the Endangered Species List in 2011, it’s imperative that 
state biologists get an accurate count of breeding pairs. A breed-
ing pair is comprised of two adult wolves and two pups that 
survive to December 31 of the year they are born. If the state 
falls below 15 breeding pairs for three consecutive years or 10 
pairs in one year, it will trigger a status review by FWS. “It’s easy 
to count pups in the spring, but much more difficult at the end 
of the year to tell how many pups survived because they look 
exactly the same as adults,” she says. 

Robinson first realized she could success-
fully track wolf pups in 2012 after tagging 
their ears. Still, the method wasn’t ideal. “I 
still have no idea what happened to three 
pups from that season,” she says. “But that 
was the first step in understanding that we 
could get a hold of them and mark them.”

Inspired by the expandable collars used to 
track fawns, the gray wolf team, in collabo-
ration with Advanced Telemetry Systems, 
developed lightweight collars that expand 
as the pups grow. The collars fall off around 
nine months. “I was pretty sure the pups 
would pull them off and start chewing on 
them,” Robinson says, “which is why we also 
marked them with abdominal transmitters.” 

Although the collars have been ready to 
go since the spring of 2013, finding pups 
presents a different challenge. With only 
a two-to three-week window in the month 
of May to catch juvenile wolves, biologists 
walk trails scanning the forest floor for 
scat. Once they find what they’re looking 
for, they start searching for dens, which are 
usually underneath boulders or tipped over 
trees. “You pretty much have one chance, 

because if adult wolves see you, they’ll take the pups and move 
somewhere else,” she says. 

Once the adult wolves are out of sight, Robinson puts on her 
headlamp and squeezes down into these narrow dens. One by 
one, she removes the pups and hands them to other biologists 
and veterinarians who will collar them, implant the transmitter, 
tag ears, take DNA samples, and weigh, sex, and photograph 
the pups before reinstalling them in the den. From start to 
finish, the whole process takes a couple of hours over one day, 
with biologists managing to collar six to eight pups at a cost 
of $600 per pup, which accounts for expenses such as cost of 
gas, researchers’ salaries, and materials. Other methods such 
as radio collaring tend to take an entire summer, and in a good 
season biologists may only net three or four adult wolves, which 
can cost as much as $6,000 per animal. Overall, Robinson’s 
method is more efficient and cost effective.

Since the department implemented the new method, wildlife 
biologists have a more complete picture of wolf pup mortality. 
Of the 15 wolf pups Robinson tagged last year, five survived, 

hunters and trappers killed seven, and three 
died of natural causes. This information has 
been useful for population management, ac-
cording to Robinson. 

Another method she’s working on is geneti-
cally identifying individual wolves based on 
scat samples. From the genetic analysis, she 
can determine how many wolves are in a pack. 
“One of the challenges of working with scats is 
you can’t get age,” she says. “I’m trying to do 
a study on scat sizes to determine age, which 
will help us determine who is in the family 
group.” Her goal is to compare genotypes to 
harvested individuals that the department 
receives in the autumn, so she can determine 
how many pups survived the season.

The collaring was so successful that the 
department is expanding wolf pup collaring 
throughout the state. “We’re very excited,” 
says Jim Hayden, Idaho Fish and Game’s 
staff biologist for wolves, bears, and lions. 
“Our goal is to collar more than 100 animals 
in 14 to 15 packs,” he says. Robinson hopes 
that this large-scale effort will lead to the 
researchers applying the methods in other 
states. Biologists in Montana have already 
expressed interest. 
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A biologist holds up a newly collared gray 
wolf pup in an idaho forest. The lightweight 
collars, which stay on for nine months and 
expand as the pups grow, help wildlife 
professionals track pup survival.


