In certain circles, mentioning
wolves is like shouting “fire” in a
crowded theater. But the disso-
nance surrounding these animals
doesn’tscare Boone and Crockett
Fellow Alejandra Zubiria Perez
(Ale, pronounced Allie, to her
friends), aresearch assistant and
doctoral student at Michigan State
University. Instead, she’s drawn
to large carnivores, contentious
species, and research surround-
ing human-wildlife conflict.
Through a series of intercon-
nected studies, Zubiria Perez’s Ph.D.
research aims to identify mortality
drivers of gray wolves (what kills
them) in the Great Lakes region.
Using that data, she is researching
how mortality influences popula-
tion and pack dynamics. The work
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will provide sound science for state
and federal decision-making about
wolf management.

For the first chapter of her
dissertation, published in Scientif-
ic Reports, Zubiria Perez and co-au-
thors explored how legal wolf
harvest impacted reproduction
and pack persistence—did the pack
stay together or dishand? Working
in collaboration with the Wiscon-
sin Department of Natural Re-
sources and the United States De-
partment of Agriculture Wildlife
Services program, Zubiria Perez
examined data from howl surveys
and Wisconsin’s wolf monitoring
program. This included informa-
tion from legal wolf hunting sea-
sons in the state from 2012 to 2014
when wolves in the Great Lakes
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region were briefly removed from
protection under the Endangered
Species Act (ESA). Currently, Great
Lakes wolves are listed on and
federally protected under the ESA,
which does not allow harvest of
the animals.

Zubiria Perez and her co-
authors found that pack persistence
and reproduction rates were large-
ly stable regardless of harvest.
But that’s likely influenced by sev-
eral factors.

First, harvest in Wisconsin
occurred during a season that
doesn’t impact breeding or
pup-rearing. Mortality was also
spread across the state, helping to
dilute the effects on individual
packs. Zubiria Perez says Wiscon-
sin also has a pretty stable wolf




Opposite: Zubiria Perez backpacking in

Strathcona Provincial Park, British Columbia.

population connected to other pop-
ulations in Michigan and Minne-
sota. “These relationships with
how wildlife responds to various
human influences is all so com-
plex,” she says. “We’re really trying
to help inform management deci-
sions, but I like to think it’s one
piece of the puzzle.”
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Zubiria Perez’s passion for science
began as a curious kid growing up
in Mexico City, watching Animal
Planet television shows. “I didn’t
interact with wildlife growing up
at all, but the little information I
had on wildlife really interested
me,” she says.

She originally planned to
become a veterinarian but quickly
realized she wanted to focus on
research with broader implications
for management. “We (humans)
have a huge impact on the land-
scape, and I really wanted to help
shed some light on things we can
maybe change to improve our re-
lationship with our ecosystem and
wildlife within it,” she says.

Zubiria Perez earned a B.S.
in biology from the University of
British Columbia, where she dipped
her toes into research for the first
time in alab studying behavior and
cognition in zebrafish, a small fish
often used for genetic research. Her
master’s work at the University of
Victoria focused on understanding

grizzly bear behavior and move-
ment to inform the relocation of
problem grizzly bears. Now, as a
doctoral student at Michigan State,
she’s studying wolves. “Wolves
have always been my top species,”
she says. “They’re complex in their
ecology and in their relationships
with humans.”

Zubiria Perez’s doctoral work
is supported by the Great Lakes Fish
and Wildlife Restoration Act and
the Boone and Crockett Club’s Uni-
versity Programs, which funds
wildlife conservation research for
students around the
United States. One major
benefit of funding from
the Boone and Crockett
Club allows her to focus
exclusively on her re-
search and fully dedi-
cate herselfto her work,
she says. She also values
the opportunity to join
a community of re-
searchers with different
backgrounds and spe-
cialties, allowing her to
broaden her perspec-
tive.

“The more I do
science, the more I re-
alize how little we
know, even with the
species that are ex-
tremely charismatic
and get tons of media
attention,” she says.
“Everyone knows what
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PROGRAMS

The mission of the Boone
and Crockett Club University
Programs is the development

of a diverse community
of high-impact wildlife
conservation leaders.

Collecting carnivore scat samples in
Isle Royale National Park.
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Transporting deer roadkill for bait to
assist the Michigan Department of Natural
Resources in wolf trapping for research:
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awolfis and has an opinion about
wolves and wolf management. [But]
there is still so much about them
that we don’t know.”

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Zubiria Perez’s research will be
critical in helping states understand
how to set harvest management
regulations and how to distribute
that harvest during years when
wolves can be harvested in the west-
ern Great Lakes states, says Jerrold
Belant, Zubiria Perez’s advisor and
Boone and Crockett Chair in Wild-
life Conservation at Michigan State.

Researchlike Zubiria Perez’s
helps us separate science from val-
ues so we can debate these aspects
of wolf management independent-
ly, Belant adds. While both have
their place, we need to understand
which is being discussed and
when. Zubiria Perez hopes her sci-
ence can help provide the informa-
tion managers need while shed-
ding more clarity on gray wolves
as a whole.

Strong science doesn’t hap-
pen in a vacuum, and Zubiria
Perez’s research is just one part
of a larger collaborative effort.
Her current project explores a
massive collection of wolf telem-
etry data collected by federal,
state, and tribal partners in Min-
nesota, Wisconsin, and Michi-
gan—all working together on
questions about wolf ecology no
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Watching out for wolves in Lamar Valley, Yellowstone, Wyoming.

individual could answer alone
through data sharing, says Belant.
Known as the Great Lakes Wolf
Collaborative, Belant and Zubiria
Perez say it’s the largest database
of wolflocation and mortality data
ever compiled.

Zubiria Perez’s inquisitive-
ness, creativity, and diligence make
her a great scientist, Belant says.
He adds that when you’re working
with data as complex as what
Zubiria Perez is working with, mis-
takes are all too easy to make. She
does a great job ensuring the integ-
rity of the data—checking, dou-
ble-checking, and then checking
again. She has a sharp mind and
learns rapidly.

“Boone and Crockett has
beeninstrumental in ensuring that
we integrate sustainable use con-
servationin all the research we do
and helps ensure the studies we
do—like Ale’s—have direct contri-
bution to people and management,”
says Belant.

Wildlife biologist Kelsey Ber-
nard first met Zubiria Perez when
the two worked together on the Isle
Royale Wolf Project, collecting scat
and hiking to wolf kill sites in the
national park’s backcountry.

Bernard recalls a scorching
hot day on that Lake Superior is-
land, three daysinto a backpacking
trip when she and Zubiria Perez
trekked into a particularly rough
field location.

“This site will forever be
burned into our memories because
it was one of the most brutal to
reach,” Bernard says. “Despite the
difficulty, Ale made sure to follow
protocol to the letter, thoroughly
scouring the site. What stood out
most was her attitude. Through it
all, she kept spirits high, never let-
ting the situation get the better of
us. It was a perfect example of how
she maintains high scientific stan-
dards with a positive, team-orient-
ed outlook, making even the tough-
est moments enjoyable.”

After graduation in May,
Zubiria Perez hopes to continue
research on human-wildlife inter-
actions. She’s particularly interest-
ed in how wildlife responds to
anthropogenic landscape changes
and in exploring non-invasive wild-
life research techniques.

“What makes Ale an excep-
tional scientist is her unwavering
dedication and passion for the field.
Her curiosity continually drives
her to push the boundaries of
knowledge in her field. Ale excels
at collaborating with diverse
groups, allowing her to approach
scientific challenges with a holistic
and well-rounded perspective,”
says Bernard. “She’s genuinely pas-
sionate about her work and in mak-
ing a difference, not just in her
research, butin breaking barriers
and being an incredible role model
for other women in this field.”



