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The Missing Voice in the M-44 Debate: Sheep Producers

Ted Williams’ recent column opposing the use of M-44 predator management devices presents a
familiar challenge in wildlife policy debates: critics are quick to eliminate existing tools but often
offer no practical alternatives for the farmers and ranchers who bear the consequences of
livestock losses due to predators.

For many ranchers across the West, predator losses are not hypothetical. Coyotes, wolves, bears
and other predators kill or injure thousands of sheep and lambs each year, causing significant
economic losses and animal suffering. Ranchers already face rising labor costs, transportation
expenses, regulatory burdens and increasing competition from imports. Predator losses can be
the difference between staying in business and closing the gate for good.

Williams points to livestock guardian dogs as an alternative. Guardian dogs are a beneficial tool for
protecting livestock. Sheep producers have used guardian dogs for decades, however, if guardian
dogs were a foolproof solution, the predator problem would have been solved long ago.

As Executive Director of the American Sheep Industry Association, | regularly hear from producers
who face severe predator pressure and believe they need access to effective predator
management tools, including M-44s, until practical alternatives are available and proven at scale.

Most notably, Williams never appears to have spoken with a single sheep producer. Williams cited
activist organizations, wildlife advocates and researchers and a former government employee
responsible for reintroducing wolves into the Northern Rockies. The most notable voices missing
were the ranchers who are impacted most by the predator attacks. The omission matters because
the central premise of the column is that sheep producers do not want or need tools such as M-
44s. Readers could be forgiven for reaching that conclusion. It is simply not what sheep producers
across the West are telling me.

As Executive Director of the American Sheep Industry Association, | regularly hear from producers
who face severe predator pressure and believe they need access to effective predator
management tools, including M-44s, until practical alternatives are available and proven at scale.

No one disputes that M-44s should be used carefully and under strict regulation. Nor does anyone
dismiss the tragic accident involving Canyon Mansfield. Public safety matters, and predator
management programs should continuously seek safer and more effective methods.

But the question remains: what should sheep producers do today?

The reality is that no single method works everywhere. Experienced producers rely on multiple
layers of protection, including guardian animals, fencing, herders, range riders, trapping, targeted
removal and other management tools.
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The real long-term solution may lie in innovation. USDA researchers have already demonstrated
promising results using drones equipped with thermal imaging, lights and audio systems to detect
and deter predators before attacks occur. Such technologies deserve further investment and field
testing.

But promising research is not the same as a commercially available solution. Until effective non-
lethal alternatives are accessible, affordable and proven under real-world conditions,
policymakers should be cautious about removing tools that are necessary for ranchers to protect
their livestock and food production.

This challenge reflects a broader contradiction in agricultural policy. Politicians regularly speak
about strengthening domestic food production, rebuilding resilient supply chains and supporting
family farmers and ranchers. Yet producers are often asked to absorb higher costs, more
restrictions and fewer management options while struggling to remain economically viable. If
America wants a strong domestic food system, it must ensure all farmers and ranchers have
practical tools to address real-world challenges.

Everyone wants safer and more effective methods for protecting livestock with fewer conflicts with
predators. Involve sheep producers to develop a better alternative, and they will gladly use it. Until
then, the path forward is not to eliminate the available tools and hope alternatives emerge later. It
is to invest in innovation while ensuring producers retain the ability to protect their animals, their
livelihoods and the future of domestic food production and its affordability.

Mike Michener is Executive Director of the American Sheep Industry Association (ASI) - the national
organization representing the interests of U.S. sheep producers.
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