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The USDA ignored the petition. Two 
months later, on July 31, there was another 
crash, in which two state wildlife control 
officials in South Dakota were injured. On 
September 12 two more WS agents were hos-
pitalized after their helicopter suffered me-
chanical problems and crashed into a field 
outside Fort Stockton, Texas. A few weeks 
later, I had a conversation with a drunk WS 
agent in a bar in Moab, Utah. (He didn’t know 
I was a reporter.) We talked about his job 
shooting coyotes from the air. “No one wants 
you to see this shit,” he told me. “It’s a killing 
floor.” I wondered whether he was referring 
to the animals or his colleagues. 

among the first to blow the whis-
tle on predator control programs was a for-
mer predator control agent named Rex 
Shaddox. Now in his late 50s, Shaddox 
doesn’t like to talk about his years as a gov-
ernment trapper in Texas, or how he helped 
expose a ring of criminal agents operating in 
Wyoming in 1990, but a subsequent investi-
gation found that a state predator control 
agent had been stockpiling sodium mono-
fluoroacetate, one of the most lethal poi-
sons around, plus at least two other deadly 
poisons, for sale on the black market. His 
customer base included a half-dozen of  Wy-
oming’s biggest sheep ranchers (including 
Richard Strom, onetime president of the 
Wyoming Wool Growers Association) who 
were allied with a radical white supremacist 
militia, Posse Comitatus. The ranchers used 
poison on coyotes and bald eagles and were 
not happy when the supply was cut off. Shad-
dox had to leave Wyoming. 

“He feared for his life and went under-
ground,” says Brooks Fahy, founder of the 
nonprofit group Predator Defense and a long-
time critic of  WS. “Rex expected to be poi-
soned.” The ranchers were fined (and some 
put on probation), but despite 7,000 pages of 

evidence transcribed from 344 tape and body-
wire recordings that implicated at least one 
highly placed agent in Wildlife Services, no 
WS officials were charged. 

Fahy, 53, has spent close to two decades 
talking to WS agents, sussing out the workings 
of the agency, and says this episode, though 
some years past, is relevant because it speaks 
to how WS thinks and acts, and how it remains 
unaccountable. “The trappers take great sat-
isfaction in killing animals, dispensing poisons 
and weapons and traps,” Fahy told me. “The 
jobs are passed down from father to son. There’s 
a lot of nepotism in Wildlife Services.” 

Fahy said that WS agents have told him, 
off the record, that they have killed “hundreds 
and hundreds of dogs.” They remove the 
collars and toss the corpses in the bushes, 
Fahy claims they told him, adding that ranch-
ers follow the rule of the “three S’s”: shoot, 
shovel, and shut up. “You hear from many 
people in the areas where WS operates, ‘Yeah, 
my dog disappeared,’ ” says Fahy. “Well, this 
might be why.” 

In 1998 Fahy led an effort to reduce fund-
ing to WS by $10 million, specifically tar-
geting its lethal predator-control programs. 
He helped draft the legislation, and DeFazio 
championed it in the House, where the 
amendment passed by a vote of 229 to 193. 
Major ranching interests, led by New Mexico 
sheep rancher and House Republican Joe 
Skeen, quickly expressed their displeasure. 
Within 24 hours the House took the unusual 
action of revoting the entire amendment, 
and in a stunning reversal 38 lawmakers 
switched sides. The tally was now 232 mem-
bers opposed. The funding would not be cut. 
Representative Skeen, whose own ranch was 
serviced 99 times by WS agents between 1991 
and 1996, was no doubt pleased.

“The Farm Bureau went absolutely ber-
serk,” DeFazio recalls now. “Phone calls and 
faxes flooded Congress, and that’s what 

forced a revote — an incredibly rare event. 
I’ve seen it happen perhaps a half-dozen 
times in 21 years in Congress.” The Farm 
Bureau, he says, “pulled out all the old ca-
nards and fears. They said that children were 
going to be eaten by cougars. Disease was 
going to be spread by cattle. The sky was 
going to fall. Of course, it wasn’t going to 
fall, and none of this was true.”

DeFazio remains critical of Wildlife 
Services, noting that coyote kills by WS 
have had the ironic effect of increasing 
coyote populations. (Research by Colorado 
biologist Bob Crabtree, among others, has 
shown that when the dominant coyotes 
who tend to kill livestock are slaughtered, 
it causes the survivors to hunt more. They 
may also adapt by dispersing and having 
larger litters.) 

In defense of WS’s work, spokespeople 
in the agency and from assorted ranching 
associations argue that predator control is 
key to the survival of embattled family ranch-
ers, who suffer from the competitive effects 
of globalization and have turned to selling 
off land amid escalating real estate values. 
But in many cases WS agents are helping 
the very sorts of hobby ranchers who are 
inflating land prices. One particular ben-
eficiary, according to a 1999 San Jose Mercury 
News report, is former ABC news anchor 
Sam Donaldson, whose New Mexico ranch 
hosted WS agents on 412 visits from 1991 
to 1996. (His ranch yielded 78 coyotes, three 
bobcats, and two foxes.) In 1994 WS trap-
pers killed an endangered female wolf on 
land belonging to Senator Max Baucus, the 
Montana Democrat and frequent critic of 
the Endangered Species Act. In the wake of 
the public records requests that elicited the 
documents cited in the Mercury News report, 
the American Farm Bureau sued to prevent 
Wildlife Services from disclosing the names 
of those who benefit from its work. 

What worries critics of WS most today 
is the agency’s continued failure to secure 
its deadly arsenal. An audit of WS from 2001 
to 2004 revealed that it lost track of poison 
stocks, among them sodium cyanide. “Ran-
dom people had access to the stuff,” says 
Sinapu’s Keefover-Ring. “They didn’t know 
where the poisons were. There was simply 
no database for tracking the stuff.”

n From far left: An M-44 sodium cyanide trap; 
posters warning of the use of lethal toxins; USFW 

biologist Sam Pollack and his dog Jenna, who  
died from the poison; a dead coyote on an Oregon 

ranch; a WS helicopter after a fatal crash
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