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1. Species: North American Wolverine (Gulo gulo luscus) 
 

2. Status:  Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 
 

Table 1.  Current status of Gulo gulo luscus 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G4T4 Species is Apparently Secure 

At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive range and/or 
many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for some concern as a 
result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

CNHP S1 Species is Critically Imperiled 
At very high risk of extinction or elimination due to very restricted range, very 
few populations or occurrences, very steep declines, very severe threats, or other 
factors. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

State 
Endangered 

Colorado List of Threatened and Endangered Species. 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb Not Listed On August 13, 2014, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service withdrew a proposal to 
list the North American wolverine in the contiguous United States as a 
threatened species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). 

a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Gulo gulo luscus is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
Currently, wolverines are found in the North Cascades in Washington and the Northern Rocky 
Mountains in Idaho, Montana, Oregon (Wallowa Range), and Wyoming.  Individual wolverines 
have also moved into historic range in the Sierra Nevada Mountains of California and the 
Southern Rocky Mountains of Colorado, but have not established breeding populations in these 
areas (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2014a). 
 
Until recently, the last confirmed wolverine sighting in Colorado was in 1919.  Twelve survey 
efforts conducted in Colorado from 1979-1996 yielded no confirmed sightings.  Occasional 
reports of wolverine sightings were investigated, but wolverine were never officially documented.  
In spring 2009, researchers with the Greater Yellowstone Wolverine Program tracked a wolverine 
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from Grand Teton National Park south into north central Colorado.  This was the first wolverine 
confirmed in the state in 90 years (CPW 2015). 
 
A total of five wolverine sightings on the RGNF are included in the Forest NRIS database.  Two 
of these sightings occur on the Divide District (Workman Creek 1911, Jasper 1992), two on the 
Saguache District (Crestone Lake 1973, Little Sand Creek 1978), and one on the Conejos Peak 
District (La Manga Pass 1997, Table 2).  Two additional sightings on the San Juan Forest are also 
listed in the database since they occur adjacent to the Forest boundary (west side of Wolf Crk. 
Pass 1979, E. Fork Navajo River 1997).  These sightings, if reliable, indicate that a small but 
persistent number of individual wolverines may remain on the Forest or within the South San 
Juan Mountains.  However, this has not been verified.  A good description of the 1997 individual 
observed by four San Juan Forest employees near La Manga Pass is available in the files at the 
Rio Grande National Forest Headquarters in Monte Vista.   This documentation represents the 
last possible wolverine observation to occur on the Forest. 
 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 1 
Year Last Observed 1997 

 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components]:  
 
In Colorado, nearly all historical and recent reports of wolverines are from higher elevation, 
alpine areas that occur in an island-like fashion.  Wolverines require large areas of suitable, high-
elevation habitat.  They are solitary, territorial animals and have large home ranges.  In the 
Yellowstone Region, female home ranges average over 150 square miles and males nearly 500 
square miles.  Wolverines can travel large distances over extremely rough terrain and deep snow.  
Individual wolverines may move over 18 miles in one night (CPW 2012). 
 
Diets consist of small rodents, rabbits, porcupines, marmots, other small mammals and 
occasionally large game, but most ungulate remains in their diet are likely from carrion.  
Breeding occurs during the warmer months.  Embryos implant in January.  Two to four young are 
born in late March or early April (CPW 2015).  Female wolverines use natal (birthing) dens that 
are excavated in snow. Persistent, stable snow greater than 5 feet deep appears to be a 
requirement for natal denning, because it provides security for offspring and buffers cold winter 
temperatures (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2014a). Den sites typically occur in debris piles at 
the base of an avalanche chute and buried under deep snow cover (CPW 2015).   
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12] including Threats and Risk Factors:  
  
Little is known about the behavioral responses of individual wolverines to human presence, or 
about the DPS’ ability to tolerate and adapt to repeated human disturbance. Some hypothesize 
that disturbance may reduce the wolverine’s ability to complete essential life-history activities, 
such as foraging, breeding, maternal care, routine travel, and dispersal (Packila et al. 2007 cited in 
USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2014b). However, wolverines have been documented to persist 
and reproduce in areas with high levels of human use and disturbance including developed alpine 
ski areas and areas with motorized use of snowmobiles (Heinenmeyer 2012 cited in USDI Fish 
and Wildlife Service 2014b). This suggests that wolverines can survive and reproduce in areas 
that experience human use and disturbance. How or whether effects of disturbance extend from 
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individuals to characteristics of subpopulations and populations, such as vital rates (e.g., 
reproduction, survival, emigration, and immigration) and gene flow, and ultimately to wolverine 
population or metapopulation persistence, remains unknown at this time (USDI Fish and Wildlife 
Service 2014b). 
 
McKelvey et al. (2010b cited in USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2011) is the most sophisticated 
analysis so far available of climate change effects to wolverines. This report is based on data from 
global climate models including both temperature and precipitation downscaled to reflect the 
regional climate patterns and topography found within the range of wolverines in the contiguous 
United States. Based on this report, wolverine habitat is projected to decrease in area and become 
more fragmented within the foreseeable future as a result of climate changes. These impacts are 
expected to have direct and indirect effects to wolverine populations in the contiguous United 
States including reducing the number of wolverines that can be supported by available habitat and 
reducing the ability of wolverines to travel between patches of suitable habitat. This reduction in 
connectivity is likely to affect metapopulation dynamics making it more difficult for 
subpopulations to recolonize areas where wolverines have been extirpated and to bolster the 
genetics or demographics of adjacent subpopulations (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2011). 
 
Wolverine home ranges generally do not occur near human settlements, and this separation is 
likely due both to differential habitat selection by wolverines and humans and to some extent, 
disturbance-related effects (May et al. 2006, pp. 289-292; Copeland et al. 2007, p. 2211, cited in 
USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2011). Wolverine dispersal may also be affected locally by 
development and transportation corridors. Wolverines prefer to travel in habitat that is most 
similar to habitat they use for home-range establishment, i.e., alpine habitats that maintain snow 
cover well into the spring).  
 
Effects to wolverines from land management actions such as grazing, timber harvest, and 
prescribed fire are largely unknown. Intensive management activities such as timber harvest and 
prescribed fire do occur in wolverine habitat; however, for the most part, wolverine habitat tends 
to be located at high elevations and in rugged topography that is unsuitable for intensive timber 
management. Much of wolverine habitat is managed by the U.S. Forest Service or other Federal 
agencies and is protected from some practices or activities such as residential development. In 
addition, much of wolverine habitat within the contiguous United States is already in a 
management status such as wilderness or national park that provides some protection from 
management, industrial, and recreational activities. Wolverines are not thought to be dependent 
on specific vegetation or habitat features that might be manipulated by land management 
activities. The US Fish and Wildlife Service concluded that land management activities as 
discussed above do not constitute a threat to the wolverine DPS (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 
2011). 
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8. Map of Known Occurrences and Modeled Suitable Habitat 

Potential denning habitat modeled for North American wolverine consists of rock outcrops and 
conifer stands within 500 feet of rock outcrops occurring above 11,000 feet elevation that contain 
represent potential structure and debris suitable for denning. Area modeled as potentially suitable 
for denning totals approximately 72,000 acres (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. North American Wolverine Modeled Habitat and Reported Occurrences. 


