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In today’s society, biological invasions 
are becoming increasingly commonplace with 
more than 50,000 species here in the U.S. alone. 
Among academics and natural resource profes-
sionals, invasive species are considered one 
of—if not the—greatest conservation and man-
agement challenges of the 21st century. With the 
ecological consequences being equivalent to the 
impacts of earlier conservation issues such as 
unsustainable harvest, habitat destruction, or 
pollution, invasive species disrupt a variety of 
critical services and functions, in both our nat-
ural and human-made environments. 

The Drivers of Wild Pig Range Expansion 
and Governmental Responses
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Most wild pig issues are typically associated with ecological and economic impacts, but there 

are also a variety of social, cultural, and legal implications. In fact, the very fabric of 

the wild pig dilemma is a social problem for which we have been seeking biological solutions. 

While invasions can sometimes be a natural process of 
dispersal and range expansion, there is one particularly de-
structive invader that has arrived and expanded its range by 
other means. Ranking among the top 100 of the world’s worst 
invaders, wild pigs are a species that have become increasing-
ly familiar with many of us over the past decade or so as they 
have continued to expand their range across most areas of the 
U.S. However, many of the impacts resulting from their inva-
sion are largely the byproduct of human activity.

Wild pigs are recognized as the second most harvested 
“big game” species in North America behind whitetail deer. 
This national popularity, coupled with their high reproductive 
rates and plastic (adaptable) behavior, has secured wild pigs 
a continental distribution. This is largely the result from 
thousands of years of co-evolution between humans and pigs, 
as we have transplanted them nearly everywhere we have 
moved and colonized. That simple fact clearly demonstrates 
humans have a deep, underlying predisposition to transport 

pigs to new areas for various purposes, whether for sustenance, 
sport or profit. However, when that same process becomes 
incentivized, it significantly expedites their spread, and con-
sequently, their impacts. 

This is precisely what we have seen occur during the 
previous 10-15 years, as wild pigs have shifted from mostly a 
means of sustenance in the public eye, to a highly popular (and 
therefore valuable) big game commodity. Along with rapidly 
growing populations of both people and wild pigs, this shift 
in demand to a recreational species has generated various 
industries and services, commercializing this detrimental 
invader. Products of that event have been an increase in wild 
pig sport hunting, a competitive commercial environment, 
and an unparalleled threat to our nation’s wildlife and other 
natural resources. While our research was not the first to 
conclude this vast range expansion was anthropogenic (hu-
man-influenced) in origin, it provided support by considering 
and examining the non-ecological reasons wild pig populations 
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have become so well-estab-
lished in some areas of the 
country, and if specific regu-
latory policies were influenc-
ing those trends. 

Most wild pig issues are 
typically associated with eco-
logical and economic impacts, 
but there are also a variety of 
social, cultural, and legal im-
plications. In fact, the very 
fabric of the wild pig dilemma 
is a social problem for which 
we have been seeking biolog-
ical solutions. For instance, it 
is scientifically accepted that 
wild pigs: 1) are the most wide-
ly distributed mammal spe-
cies in the world, 2) their 
proliferation throughout the 
U.S. is the result of humans 
continuously transporting 
them to augment hunting op-
portunity, and 3) they pose a 
significant threat to our native 
species and ecosystems, many 
of which may be endangered 
or in some state of concern. 
However, there are still states 
that permit the live transport, 
import, and/or release of wild 
pigs in the U.S. Such legisla-
tive action (or inaction) has 
proven to be completely in-
compatible with the objective 
of reducing range expansion 
and thus, their economic and 
ecological impacts.

Our analysis of state 
legislative efforts rationalizes 
many of these wild pig issues 
and decisions, and helps 
states consider, develop, and 

model legislation that is better 
aligned with their overall ob-
jectives on wild pig population 
management. Moreover, we 
wanted to guide states into a 
more uniform system of poli-
cy decision making regarding 
the transportation and re-
lease of the species, among 
other factors that greatly 
contribute to their spread. 
However, not all states share 
the same objectives. Despite 
their negative impacts, some 
states have embraced the eco-
logical footprint of wild pigs 
for the various economic ben-
efits they generate, such as the 
revenues from license and tag 
sales. However, it is also in 
these areas where high popu-
lation densities are common 
and where eradication may no 
longer be a feasible or realistic 
goal, leaving their agencies to 
look for alternative means to 
compensate for damages. 
Even so, some state-level de-
cision making remains remiss 
in passing meaningful legis-
lation to preclude the intra- 
and interstate movement of 
wild pigs. This makes it diffi-
cult for neighboring states 
that may be attempting to 
manage the species and are 
continuously fighting clandes-
tine, illegal transportation 
along their borders. For in-
stance, in California and Ten-
nessee, wild pig populations 
exploded when they were 
designated as a state-listed 

game species. Subsequently, 
Oregon and Kentucky contin-
ue to have reintroductions in 
some of these focal areas and 
are forced to continue allocat-
ing resources to manage the 
spillover and mitigate emerg-
ing impacts.

Where the results of 
some research have likened 
the population growth and 
range expansion of wild pigs 
to various ecological or land-
scape factors such as climate, 
habitat, and agriculture, our 
results showed that spread 
may be more tied to the social 
and cultural drivers of a region 
(e.g., wild pig hunting culture, 
management approaches). 
Although it is likely that a com-
bination of these factors con-
tribute to their spread, the 

underlying processes driving 
this accelerated expansion are 
social, cultural and sometimes 
political in origin. This  
confirmation allows key poli-
cymakers to position them-
selves to limit the spread of 
wild pigs by addressing con-
troversial topics such as the 
continuous permitting of live 
transportation and release, or 
provisions that encourage 
commerce of this degenerative 
species. Finally, and most  
fundamentally, we hope to 
prompt state governments to 
abandon the primitive philos-
ophy of reactive policy regard-
ing wild pig management in 
the U.S., and adopt a more 
proactive and comprehensive 
stance at the municipal, state, 
and federal levels. n
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Wild pigs are 
recognized 
as the second 
most harvested 
“big game” 
species in North 
America behind 
whitetail deer. 


