
 

Red Wolves Under Threat 
The beautiful and extremely rare red wolves are facing threats on many fronts, including the Trump administration. 
Red wolves are already in a precarious situation, with the wild population being limited to just eastern North Carolina. 
Even though there are fewer than 45 left, they face numerous threats, including trapping and shooting by poachers, 
hybridization with coyotes, and a hostile state government along with members of Congress who are working to end 
the red wolf recovery program and declare the species extinct. 
 
The Center of Biological Diversity’s Call of the Wild campaign is fighting to help save these beautiful animals, which 
once occupied much of the southeastern United States. But to do that, we need to show that support for red wolf 
recovery is widespread and strong. That’s where we need you. Here is what you need to know to help to save these 
endangered creatures. 
 

Key Facts 
1. Red wolves historically occupied the southeastern U.S. as far west as Texas, and had a range that is now 

believed to have covered much of the eastern U.S., including the mid-Atlantic region up to New York. 
2. The primary threats facing red wolves today include poachers, traffic collisions and interbreeding with coyotes. 
3. Red wolves are capable of preying on livestock, but their chief prey are deer, rabbits, raccoons and rodents, 

including invasive nutria. 
4. Red wolves are shy and seek to avoid humans. 
5. Red wolves desperately need federal protection, as the only wild population numbers fewer than 45, and state 

wildlife managers have revealed that they wish to give up on recovery. 
 

Background 
Red wolves once inhabited most of the eastern U.S., with a stronghold in the southeastern region. The arrival of 
European settlers eventually led to mass extermination efforts, which resulted in coyotes taking over territory formerly 
occupied by red wolves. To make matters worse, the diminished red wolf population was then left to breed with 
coyotes, weakening the genetic integrity of the wild red wolf population. In the late 1970s, 40 animals were captured to 
start a last-ditch attempt to save the species, resulting in the red wolf being declared extinct in the wild in 1980. Of 
these 40 captured animals, only 14 were considered to be pure red wolves and were selected for the captive-breeding 
program. 
 



In 1987, the first red wolves were released in Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge in North Carolina. Aggressive 
management, including sterilization of incoming coyotes and releases of more captive-bred wolves, helped increase 
the population to more than 130 animals in 2006. Since then, however, a lack of political will combined with loud 
complaints from a vocal minority to suppress recovery efforts have sent the numbers plummeting. North Carolina Fish 
and Wildlife have all but abandoned the animals, refusing to release new wolves to bolster the population, forgoing the 
efforts to suppress encroaching coyotes, and passively standing by while poachers continue to pick off these few 
remaining precious animals. 
 
To make matters worse, in 2018 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed a new plan for the remaining red wolves, 
which amounts to certain doom for the species: Reducing the protected habitat by more than 90 percent and allowing 
any wolf that wandered outside of this limited space to be shot and killed for any reason, or for no reason at all. During 
the public comment period, more than 108,000 comments were submitted. Of those, only 49 (with 13 coming from a 
single real estate developer) spoke out against wolf recovery, or in favor of the Fish and Wildlife Service’s plan. While 
the plan was halted by a federal judge who found that Fish and Wildlife were negligent in its efforts to recover the 
wolves, the animals’ fate now hangs in the balance as an alternative plan is written. 
 

 
 
Red wolf recovery is hanging by a thread, limited to one patch of what was once a vast range, and is in desperate 
need of help. Red wolves are recognized as an apex predator, serving to control deer and invasive rodent populations, 
and in the process help maintain ecological balance wherever they are present. 
 
The Center for Biological Diversity continues to work on behalf of red wolves, most recently filing a lawsuit against the 
Trump administration for failing to comply with a 2016 request for emails related to the management plan for the 
wolves. We will persist in defending them, through science and the law, and with your help. 
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