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Ways of protection of wolves in Croatia

( Summary:

Study of wolves (Canis lupus) recognized the sharp population decline (to below 50 individuals) and their endangered status in Croatia. Based on our proposal wolves have been legally protected in Croatia since May 1995. Many public relation actions have been undertaken to raise the public awareness on the wolf status.

( Role of large carnivores


Biological diversity and stability in an ecosystem require natural representatives of the entire food chain. Large predators are on the highest trophic level and operate through sensitive feed-back actions with all other levels. The population sizes, health and even evolution of organisms at subordinate trophic levels depend on the presence of top carnivores. 


All European large carnivores experienced extinction or radical declines in most of their former habitat during the last 150 years due to the massive eradication efforts and habitat loss. While many of the forces that caused these species to decline still operate, the overall policy radically changed and only the present availability of habitat and source populations are limiting the reintroduction and recolonization process. The need for the protection of biodiversity was one of the most important conclusions of the World conference on environment that was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Croatia signed the "biodiversity resolution" in January 1997.

( Large carnivores in Croatia and Europe


Croatia is the westernmost European country which holds viable free-living populations of all native large terrestrial carnivores: brown bear (Ursus arctos), wolf (Canis lupus) and lynx (Lynx lynx). Croatian part of the central Dinara Mountains represent some of the largest remaining blocks of wild or semi-wild wildlife habitat where carnivores and other organisms live in natural conditions unlike elsewhere in western Europe. In the rest of Europe comparable conditions may be found only in the part of Carpatian Mountains in Romania, in the north of Russia and Finland and in the parts of Scandinavian peninsula. The Croatian populations of the three main large predators of the northern hemisphere are the closest to the western Europe which wishes to recolonize them. We have already been capturing, exporting and releasing brown bears to Austria and France, and similar actions are planned for northern Italy and Switzerland. It is very likely that the same needs will arise for wolves, though the natural dispersion through the corridor over Slovenia and Alps is more desired. Of course, natural dispersion will be possible only if the Croatian carnivore populations will grow and remain long-term stabile. The interest of Europe for the protection of bears, wolves and lynxes in Croatia is undoubted.

( History of wolves in Croatia


In 1894 it was recorded for the last time that at least one wolf was killed in each district of that days Croatia. This means that the whole continental Croatia was then inhabited by this species. First they gradually disappeared form the lowland northern parts of Croatia. Today wolves live only in Lika and Gorski kotar, and occasionally appear in Banija, Kordun, Hrvatsko primorje, Dalmatinska zagora and northern part of Istra.

( Population trend


Scientifically based estimations of wolf population size in Croatia have never been performed. However, based on the size of the available habitat and the numbers of killed wolves, it may be assumed that their population may have been in the range of 600 to 1000 individuals in their high period from 1954 to 1972. Hunting data are the best illustrator of the changes in the wolf population size. According to the statistical data for the that time Croatia and Slavonia 1,324 wolves were killed in the period 1891-1921, i.e. a mean of 42 per year with a peak of 120 in 1892. Another documented period is 1954-1972 when a total of 5,206 wolves were killed or a mean of 274 per year. In 1960-1961 this number dropped to 50, and in 1980-1981 to 32. In Gorski kotar alone the mean numbers of wolves shot or killed by other means per year dropped from 15 to 9 and to 1 in the periods 1945-1976, 1977-1986, and 1987-1993, respectively. The number of sightings of wolves or their tracks decreased in particular in Gorski kotar. In winter 1992/93 only 3 packs with 5, 3 and 6 animals were recorded. One of this packs (with 5 wolves) is likely traveling to Slovenia and is counted there too. The reproduction data in the recent years are showing a disturbing trend too. In springs of 1990 and 1993 only one litter each year was recorded in Gorski kotar.

All presented facts make us to believe that today in Gorski kotar live no more than 15 wolves, and probably in the war thorn Lika there is no more than 15 too. We estimate that the wolf population in the whole Croatia is below 50 individuals. The experience from other similar species and situations is warning that so low number may be followed by the soon extinction.

Wolf populations in the mountainous parts of Croatia were not endangered until early 1980-s. The causes of the recent quick drop of wolf numbers are the overhunting and the changes in habitat quality and prey availability. The total available habitat is decreasing and its boundaries are becoming more pronounced due to the increased human pressure in the marginal areas. The deterioration of the core wolf habitat is mostly due to the construction of new forest roads and forest exploitation. Some people believe that the reintroduction of lynx decreased the availability of roe deer for wolves, while the hare population is anyhow decreasing for a long time. Additional loss of food source for wolves was caused  by the change of numbers, species and ways of keeping of domestic animals, i.e. drop of the extensive sheep herding. The rabies breakout which peaked among foxes in 1980-s can not be blamed for the wolf population decrease as only two rabid wolves (versus over 10,000 foxes) were recorded in Croatia.


Following the Mediterranean monk seal, the wolf is today the most rare mammal in Croatia. The low population size requires an urgent and effective protection. The danger of extinction is very high. Any population with so few individuals is unable to sustain additional man caused losses. Depending on circumstances it may vanish even with the full legal protection. Wolves, as well as other predators, represent an important role in the natural food chain. Wolves act as a selective force for the populations of their prey, in particular for roe deer, red deer and wild boar.

( European efforts to help wolves


Wolves were exterminated from most of the countries of the western Europe. Their remnant populations are carefully protected and intensively studied. The reintroduction to suitable habitats is desired and actions are already under the way. The most desired is natural recolonization from the remaining populations and the ways to stimulate it are searched.

International Union for the Protection of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) acts through its Species Survival Commissions (SSC). The IUCN Wolf Specialist Group made a special resolution to help wolf protection in Croatia based on the "Manifesto on Wolf Conservation". In April 1992 the "European Wolf Network" was established in the German town Oberammergau. This organization have issued the book with the descriptions of all remaining wolf populations in Europe and the recommendations for their protection. Among other facts this document reveals that Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina are the only countries in Europe where wolf numbers are decreasing while they were still legally unprotected at that time. In the neighboring Slovenia wolves were protected by the hunting season since 1976, by exclusion of hunting since 1990, and since 14 October 1993 they are fully protected species.

( Public survey


The questionnaires of the limited number of citizens that live in the parts of Croatia inhabited by wolves indicate that: people are aware of the disappearing of wolves in their areas, that wolves are ranking lower and lower as pest animals (fourth position in 1986 and seventh in 1993), and that the number of people wishing to exterminate wolves is decreasing versus the growing number of that which want to protect it.

( Legal status in Croatia


All laws and other regulations since the Second World War have classified wolves as unprotected game which is allowed and stimulated to be hunted "by all ways and means of hunting", i.e. "The ordination about the extermination of wolves and the bounties for extermination" and "The ordination about the continually and seasonally protected and unprotected game". However, some ways of extermination have been abandoned with time. In Gorski kotar the poisons are no more in use since 1972 and traps (leg hold and "Russian" trap) since 1976. Also in 1976 the state, regional, and hunting clubs bounties were abandoned. Some benefit for wolves in Croatia represents its full protection in Slovenia, as well as the cancellation of bounties in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In 1993 started the wide action for the protection of wolves steered by the "Croatian Wolf Group". In 1994 wolves were removed from the list of game species in the new "Hunting law". Year 1994 was proclaimed the "Year of wolves in Croatia". Since 16 May 1995 wolves are on the list of protected animal species in Croatia.


The period of 19 months of the legal protection of wolves in Croatia is the topic of special concern. Illegal hunting actually increased (al least 12 wolves killed) and the number requests for damage compensations is swelling (over 150). The creation and implementation of wolf management plan is urgent. Only very active approach can save the wolves in Croatia for future generations.
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