
Before - less food for 
scavengers such as 
brown bears 
(Ursus arctos)

Before - In the absence of 
wolves, small predators 
like coyote (Canis latrans) 
dominated the park, 
becoming the 
apex predator

Before - Elk (Cervus 
canadensis) numbers 
increased dramatically

Before - Beaver 
dams create 
habitat. Less 
beaver dams 
meant less habitat 
for insects, birds, 
fish and 
amphibiansamphibians

Before - More Elk meant 
trees like aspen and 
willow were overgrazed. 

Simplified plant 
community

Before - The loss of aspen 
and willow mean’t 
beavers (Castor canadensis)  
had less resources to build 
dams. Beaver numbers 
declined 
dramatically

Before - Coyote drove down 
pronghorn (Antilocapra amer-
icana) and small mammal 
numbers

After - When the wolves returned, 
scavengers once again benefited 
from the leftovers of wolf kills

After - Wolves 
once again 
became the apex
predator

After - Beavers are keystone species. 
Their dams create ponds and 

peripheral habitat which supports 
increased biodiversity. When beaver 
numbers increased, the number and 

diversity of insect, bird, fish and 
amphibian species increased

After - More trees 
lead to an 
increase in 
beaver numbers

After - Coyote numbers 
deacresed because they 
were in direct competion 
with the wolves. 
Pronghorn and small 
mammal numbers increased

After - Elk altered their 
behaviour in environments 
that now contained 
wolves - leading to  
reduced browsing 
of trees

After - Less Elk 
browsing lead to 
regeneration and a 
more biodiverse 
plant community
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The reintroduction of gray wolves (Canis lupus) into Yellowstone National Park in the USA is a classic example of a  
terrestrial trophic cascade. Although the national park was created in 1872, this did not protect the resident wolves.  

Government predator control policy ultimately led to their extermination by 1926.

The wolves absence had a huge impact on the park’s ecology. Elk populations began to rise and subsequent  
overgrazing had a knock-on effect on other organisms. In 1973, gray wolves were protected under the Endangered 

Species Act. This paved the way to their reintroduction into Yellowstone in 1995.
 

See how the park’s ecology changed before and after reintroduction.

an example from Yellowstone
trophic cascades 


