Homecomings Mean

Big Changes in Yellowstone
Wolves Mean More Willows, and More Willows

Mean More Wildlife!

by Kirsten Galloway

o you know what wolves and
D willows have in common?

In Yellowstone National Park,
some scientists think that wolves
and willows are the reason more
animal species are returning to
America’s oldest national park after
years of being gone.

In 1995, wolves were reintroduced
to Yellowstone. Since then, biologists
and wolf watchers have noticed
some big changes. Before the wolves
returned, giant elk hung out in the
low-lying streambeds, munching away
on tasty willow plants. But now the
elk are heading to the rockier hillside,
leaving the willows for other species,
like beavers and birds. This may be
because the elk are anxious to be un-
observed by the watchful eyes of the
hunting wolf. Or it could be because
of other changing factors like less snow,
which allows elk to frequent the slopes.

Willows make a good meal for
beavers, which build their dams
close by. The dams create pools of
water that serve as habitat for otters,
muskrats and bird species. Willows
are also wonderful places for birds
like yellow warblers and willow
flycatchers to nest.

While there is still much un-
known about the results of reintro-
duction of wolves to the area, the
impact on wildlife may be very posi-
tive. Scientists continue to watch
carefully the changes taking place
and hope to see balance returned to
this beautiful wildlife setting.

You can read more about the
reintroduction of wolves in
Yellowstone and the amazing
impact it has had on the ecosystem
at http://www.nps.gov/yell/nat
ure/animals/wolf/wolfrest. html. =
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Willows make a
good meal for
beavers, which
build dams nearby,
creating pools of
water that serve as
habitat for otters,
muskrats and bird
species—and as
places for wolves
to swim.
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