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Genetic tests on an animal killed in 1996 near Aurora, about 35 miles east of Bangor, ini-
tially indicated it was a wolf. A state wildlife biologist says the animal “most likely” was a
wolf hybrid. According to research published Thursday in Science, red wolves and eastern
wolves aren’t truly wolves at all — they’re coyote-wolf hybrids.

TheUnited States has just
one true species ofwolf
DNA tests decode the wolf-coyote connection
BY RACHEL FELTMAN
THE WASHINGTON POST

According to research
published Thursday in Sci-
ence, red wolves and eastern
wolves aren’t truly wolves
at all — they’re coyote-wolf
hybrids. That confirms
something scientists had
long debated: Canis lupus,
the gray wolf, is actually the
only wolf species in the
United States. Neither the
red nor the eastern wolf has
any DNA that can’t be tied
to gray wolf or coyote ori-
gins. All three “species” are
actually just gray wolf de-
scendants with varying lev-
els of coyote DNA.

The red wolf is actually
mostly coyote, according to
the study, with just around
a quarter of its genes com-
ing from the gray wolf. The
eastern wolf is 25 to 50 per-
cent coyote, and even gray
wolves carry some small
traces of coyote interbreed-
ing in their DNA (in much
the same way that many
humans carry small per-
centages of Neanderthal
DNA today).

The study also found that
gray wolves and coyotes are
much more closely related
than previously assumed.
While previous research
had suggested that the two
species had diverged
around 1 million years ago,

the new genetic analysis
hints at a common ancestor
50,000 years ago.

Based on the traces of coy-
ote DNA found even in
“pure” wolves, the research-
ers suspect that these two
closely-related species have
frequently intermingled
throughout the past few cen-
turies. Gray wolves have be-
come scarce in the United
States — many populations
have disappeared entirely —
which made the remaining
wolves more and more likely
to pair up with coyotes as
time went on. And as these
hybrid creatures interbred
with one another instead of
with pure wolves, their coy-
ote-like genes and character-
istics became more promi-
nent, giving them the ap-
pearance of an entirely new
species.

The findings could have
disastrous implications for
the canines. The red wolf is
currently protected by the
Endangered Species Act,
but the ESA doesn’t protect
hybrids.

“People think that spe-
cies should be genetically
pure, that there should be
tidy categories for ‘wolf’
and ‘coyote.’ That’s not
what we found,” lead au-
thor Bridgett vonHoldt, an
evolutionary biologist at
Princeton University, told
Science Magazine. Instead

of leaving the red wolf to its
own devices, she and her
colleagues say, conserva-
tionists should rethink their
treatment of hybrids. They
believe the eastern wolf
should be protected as well,
coyote genes be darned.

“Our findings demon-
strate how a strict designa-
tion of a species under the
ESA that does not consider
genetic admixture can
threaten the protection of
endangered species,” von-
Holdt said in a statement.
“We argue for a more bal-
anced approach that focus-
es on the ecological context
of genetic admixture and
allows for evolutionary pro-
cesses to potentially restore
historical patterns of genet-
ic variation.”

On the other hand, the
study could actually help
gray wolves maintain their
ESA protection: Because
the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service listed east-
ern wolves as having a
range that overlapped with
gray wolves, the latter’s
protection was at risk of
being thrown away on a
technicality. For now, the
FWS has reportedly de-
clined to comment on the
new findings — so there’s
no way of knowing which
way the wind will blow for
gray wolves and their hy-
brid cousins.

USDA confirms unapproved
GMOwheat found inWash. state
Variety was tested in limited field trials from 1998 to 2000

BY KARL PLUME
REUTERS

Genetically modified
wheat developed by Mon-
santo Co., and never ap-
proved by federal regula-
tors, has been found grow-
ing in a Washington state
farm field, the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture
said on Friday.

The discovery of 22 un-
approved genetically
modified wheat plants
has prompted an investi-
gation by federal and
state investigators — the
third such discovery in
three years.

A farmer found the GMO
wheat in a field that has not
been planted since 2015. The
plants had been identified
as being one of Monsanto’s
experimental varieties “a
few weeks ago,” a spokes-
man from the Washington
State Department of Agri-
culture said.

The USDA is testing
grain harvested from the
farmer’s other wheat
fields as a precaution, the
agency said. Officials also
reached out to at least one
trade group earlier this
week, and alerted import-
ers on Thursday.

The grain has not been
traced in commercial sup-
plies, USDA said in a
statement.

There are currently no
commercially approved
genetically modified
wheat varieties and inci-
dences of rogue plants are
rare. The first case was in
2013 in Oregon, which
prompted buyers includ-
ing South Korea and
Japan to stop buying U.S.

wheat. More unapproved
wheat was found in Mon-
tana in 2014.

The U.S. Food and Drug
Administration believes
there is no threat to the
food supply due to the
small number of plants
found and based on what
is known about the GMO
variety.

South Korea, the fifth
largest market for U.S.
wheat, said earlier on Fri-
day that the country will
step up quarantine mea-
sures for U.S. milling and
feed wheat shipments.

The discovery comes as
the latest blow for the U.S.
wheat market as prices
hover near multi-year
lows amid record-large
stocks and stiff competi-
tion in global markets
from low cost suppliers.

Monsanto helped to de-
velop a test for MON 71700,
the strain found in Wash-
ington state, which would
be available to U.S. trad-

ing partners, the USDA
said.

The variety was tested
in limited field trials in
the Pacific Northwest
from 1998 to 2000, but was
never commercialized,
said Monsanto spokes-
woman Christi Dixon.

The wheat found in
Washington state is a
slightly different strain
than the one discovered in
2013, although both were
developed to withstand
applications of glypho-
sate, the key ingredient in
Monsanto’s popular
Roundup herbicide.
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