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Letters

but our research demonstrates that 
trespass is common (Mech 1994).

The prospects for public tolerance 
of such costly and intensive manage-
ment seems dim anytime soon.

L. DAVID MECH

WARREN BALLARD

ED BANGS

BOB REAM
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Fences are More than an Issue of 
Aesthetics
Licht and colleagues (BioScience 60: 
147–153) identify South Africa’s pio-
neering efforts to reintroduce top 
predators to small, fenced protected 
areas as a conservation model Amer-
ica might be wise to follow. However, 
South African success at large pred-
ator reintroduction is largely the 
result of ubiquitous fencing that 
generally prevents predator conflict 
with people and livestock (see Gusset 
et al. 2008).

The consequences of applying a 
similar paradigm in America are not 
only aesthetic, as implied by Licht, 
but could also compromise the long-
term success of biodiversity conserva-
tion. A recent review of fencing for 
conservation concluded that fencing 
is an acknowledgment that we are 
failing to coexist with and success-
fully conserve biodiversity, and that 

Looking to the Past for the Future: 
Using Wolves to Restore Ecosystems 
(Response To Belant, Mech, and 
Trimble)
Several authors have highlighted their 
issues with our suggestion that small 
groups of wolves could facilitate eco-
system restoration in select areas (Licht 
et al. 2010). They expressed concerns, 
based on their experiences, about the 
complexities and uncertainties sur-
rounding the proposal—concerns that 
we acknowledge. However, their focus 
on issues that have been addressed 
with large carnivore reintroduction 
elsewhere, in addition to their failure 
to consider the potential value of non-
traditional restoration opportunities, 
unintentionally reinforces our broader 
contention that new thinking about 
the role of wolves in ecosystem conser-
vation is needed.

Trimble and van Aarde and Belant 
and Adams note that fencing for con-
servation creates a host of problems. 
We concur that there are logistical, 
ecological, and aesthetic challenges, 
and that such an approach should be 
considered only after other options 
have been dismissed. However, the 
model is successfully and routinely 
used in other countries to restore large 
predators, species richness, and ecosys-
tem processes. Decades of experience 
in places such as South Africa have 
exposed some issues, but they have also 
demonstrated substantial economic 
and ecologic benefits. Furthermore, 
many of the potential negative aspects 
of fencing that Trimble and van Aarde 
listed would also apply to island situ-
ations; although wolves at Isle Royale 
do not become entangled in boundary 
fences, they do regularly drown or fall 
through thin ice in Lake Superior. Yet 
after 60 years, wolf establishment at 
Isle Royale stands unchallenged as a 
conservation success story.

Based on previous experience with 
wolf conservation, Mech and col-
leagues raise many similar concerns 
about the feasibility of ideas pre-
sented in our research, citing exces-
sive cost, high likelihood of escape, 
and increased conflict in surrounding 
areas. These constraints are largely 

the costs—economic and ecological—
generally far exceed the benefits (Hay-
ward and Kerley 2009). Ecological 
costs include fence-line mortalities, 
influences on natural behavior, 
impingement on natural mechanisms 
of population control, restriction of 
animal movements in response to 
environmental changes (e.g., fires, 
climate change, drought), limitation 
of migration and genetic flow, and 
impediment to recolonization and 
source–sink population dynamics. 

Licht and colleagues stated that there 
are relatively few concerns in South 
Africa about the fence around Kruger 
National Park. This is incorrect—there 
are serious ecological concerns includ-
ing extinction debt and species persis-
tence of many iconic herbivores, even 
though the park covers nearly 20,000 
square kilometers (Nicholls et al. 1996, 
Ogutu and Owen-Smith 2003). Fences 
around smaller protected areas can be 
even more problematic.
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