“Writing” a Wrong
By Bernard J. Schmader – Retired Wildlife Conservation Officer
On November 11, 2010 at about 10:30 PM Pennsylvania Wildlife Conservation Officer David L. Grove was deliberately shot and killed while attempting to take two deer poaching suspects into custody in Freedom Township, Adams County, Pennsylvania.

Over my tenure as a Pennsylvania game warden many fish and wildlife officers have been assaulted, or threatened with assault, by a variety of objects including guns, clubs, knives, hands and motor vehicles.  If one looks at the statistics maintained by government and independent organizations, fish and wildlife officers are physically assaulted and assaulted with a variety of deadly weapons, on average, more than any other law-enforcement group. One just doesn’t hear of such episodes compared to assaults on police officers because there is only one fish and wildlife officer for every one hundred police officers.  As a game protector I have had state and local police officers, FBI agents and others say to me that “they would not want my job under any circumstances because nearly everyone a game warden confronts is armed.”

If other enforcement officers approach an armed suspect, they do so with guns drawn and, if at all possible, back-up in place.  Whereas, should a waterways or wildlife conservation officer, fish or game warden, do the same he or she would likely be criticized or reprimanded for acting too officiously given our mission of enforcing what is seen by the public, the courts, and, sometimes, by agency administrators as infractions of a lower class committed by “normally’ honest, law-abiding citizens who are armed on most occasions.
Why are fish and game wardens (waterways and wildlife conservation officers here in Pennsylvania) across the country not seen as the equal to police officers in the public eye?  Why are conservation officers, fish and game wardens, discriminated against and disparaged by some legislators and a portion of the general public?  Why are waterways and wildlife conservation officers despite their extensive training (training which often exceeds that of other law-enforcement specialists) lower on the “professional scale” and ultimately on the pay scale compared to state police officers for example?

Is it because conservation officers are assumed to be out hunting or fishing all the time; and merely concern themselves with these recreational pursuits?  Or, is it the misconception that they only deal with garbage-raiding critters, littering and making sure consumptive users of our natural resources are properly licensed, while the “true” law-enforcement officer is concerned with protecting people, private property and catching “real” criminals?  These are fallacies that have prevailed for over a century.  It is high time that this skewed public perception change and that fish and game wardens, waterways and wildlife conservation officers, regardless of their designation receive the same support, esteem and appreciation granted other law-enforcement professionals.  Fish and game wardens, waterways and wildlife conservation officers, over the last century have earned and certainly deserve the people’s respect; and, they are owed every consideration from the public, the courts and our political leaders.

Although historically fish and wildlife crimes were/are considered minor transgressions or misdemeanor offences, the effort to impose these summary statutes can very rapidly escalate into serious life and death matters.  In fact, many deadly situations encountered by other law-enforcement officers arise during what could be considered “routine” contacts with the public in general. And, if a uniformed police officer or uniformed conservation officer must suddenly confront a violent offender regardless of the offense committed no one including the perpetrator really cares what shoulder patch that officer is wearing when the violence starts.  Is a game warden’s life less precious than that of other enforcement agents?  Are they less deserving because they have devoted their lives to safeguarding our fish and wildlife resources and the public’s interest in this precious legacy?  Most fish and wildlife officers accept these conditions when they sign on; but, their acceptance of this state of affairs in no way lessens the true value of the duties they perform -- duties that not only require knowledge of legal procedure and the laws or regulations being enforced, but require a unique understanding of a suspect’s motivations as well as his or her rights under the Constitution. Consequently, the wildlife officer must develop exceptional skills in routinely dealing with armed citizens while maintaining a low profile of readiness including subtle techniques to enhance the fish or wildlife officer’s chances should a situation suddenly turn violent.       

Here in our state, many individuals and some politicians, apparently, do not value the work fish and wildlife officers do, nor do they display much familiarity or empathy concerning the personal risks that waterways and wildlife conservation officers face day and night in their efforts to provide meaningful protection for Pennsylvania’s citizenry, or its fish, wildlife, and other natural resources.  For example, to my knowledge Pennsylvania’s waterways and wildlife conservation officers are the only law-enforcement people excluded from receiving certain mandated entitlements (the Heart and Lung Act for example) available under specific circumstances to other enforcement personnel.  Furthermore, Pennsylvania’s wildlife conservation officers can not retire at age fifty with a full pension as other enforcement employees can in the Commonwealth.

As a result, it would appear the fish or game warden, waterways or wildlife conservation officer and the job he or she does, is not considered as professional, as important or as deserving compared to the efforts of other enforcement personnel. This erroneous discernment of game wardens, game rangers, conservation officers, environmental police, call them what you will is, however, as unwarranted as it is universal.

What is the reason for this disparity?  Could it be the history of wildlife protection in our country? Many people initially felt that the fish and wildlife resources were theirs for the taking; and thus, resented and derided the imposition of laws and regulations concerning the utilization of our nation’s fish and wildlife along with the fish and game wardens hired to enforce such unpopular edicts.  Perhaps it stems from the fact that the public, the courts and political leaders have historically considered wildlife crimes as “de minimis” infractions with little or no real consequence.  Some of it could also stem from the fact that fish and wildlife officers are not commonly portrayed as superhuman cops who pursue desperate criminals in blockbuster movies or are viewed nightly on television where these fictional police are depicted solving incredibly complicated crimes at every turn and at great personal risk.  No matter the rationale for such inequality regarding fish and game wardens, waterways and wildlife conservation officers, all are bogus and unjustified.
Since being commissioned as a game protector with the Pennsylvania Game Commission in 1970, few years have passed in which the fish and wildlife law-enforcement community has not been deeply saddened by brutal and senseless attacks on these dedicated enforcement officers.  Those in the fish and wildlife law-enforcement business here in Pennsylvania have often reflected upon the fact that even though we have lost colleagues from natural causes while performing official duties, Pennsylvania’s fish and game wardens, waterways and wildlife conservation officers, have been relatively lucky since 1922 regarding outright murder of one of our own while on duty despite often working alone in remote areas at all times of the day and night.  However, it seemed inevitable given national statistics that our luck would one day run out.  That day was November 11, 2010 with the murder of Wildlife Conservation Officer David L. Grove.
Having been affiliated with the North American Wildlife Enforcement Officers Association (NAWEOA) for nearly twenty years, we have witnessed the annual count of fish and game wardens whose lives were lost in the line of duty from all over the continent.  Some died of natural causes while performing official tasks.  Many lost their lives in car crashes, drownings, plane or helicopter crashes, boat or recreational vehicle mishaps and countless game wardens have been seriously injured by some means while actively protecting wildlife.  Here in Pennsylvania early colleagues like Game Protector L. Seely Houk was shot and killed in the line of duty in March of 1906 as was Game Protector Joseph McHugh in November 1915. Pennsylvania Fish Warden William Shoemaker died in September 1922 after being shot in the line of duty a month earlier.  It has been extremely fortunate that between August 1922 and November 2010 no Pennsylvania Game or Fish Wardens had been mortally wounded on duty although at least one I know of was deliberately shot at and injured by a fleeing violator.
But, far too many of our brother and sister fish and game wardens from throughout the United States have been murdered in cold blood or died at the hand of poachers or fish and game-law violators just like Pennsylvania Wildlife Conservation Officer David L. Grove. 
During my tenure as a game protector, now called wildlife conservation officer, many wildlife officer murders have occurred outside Pennsylvania.  It happened twice in 1971 when North Carolina Wildlife Officer Dewey H. McCall was shot and killed September 5 and later that same month Wisconsin Conservation Warden Neil L. Lafave was shot to death by a violator.  Michigan lost Conservation Officer Gerald F. Welling on September 10, 1972 when he was run over by bear poachers.  On November 5 that same year Florida Wildlife Officer Charles Chabin was shot and killed while attempting to arrest poachers at night.  It happened again in 1973 to Texas Game Warden Ronnie Germany who was killed by a poacher; and, yet again, on January 4, 1974 when Montana Game Warden Eugene Sara was shot and killed while assisting with a domestic disturbance call.

Then, in May 1974 Florida, Wildlife Officer Danese (Dan) B. Crowder was gunned down while attempting to apprehend a violator.  Yet again, in October 1974 South Carolina Game Warden Charles L. McNeill was murdered by gunfire after issuing citations to three violators.  Vermont suffered in 1978 when on April 27 officer Arnold Magoon was bludgeoned to death by a poacher with a flashlight; that year in West Virginia, Conservation Officer Wesley C. Frame, Jr. lost his life when he was murdered by a man he had arrested for littering on November 10.  Alabama Conservation Officer Frank Stewart, Jr. was the third wildlife law-enforcement officer to be killed in the line of duty during 1978 when he was shot on December 24.  In mid May, 1979 California Game Warden Jean K. Jones, Jr. was gunned down while trying to apprehend a suspect.  In 1980 on February 7, Arkansas Wildlife Officer Donald L. Teague was shot and killed at Pencil Bluff; and, on November 27, North Carolina Wildlife Officer Loyd O. Mayse was killed by gunfire in the line of duty.
Idaho Game Wardens Bill Pogue and Conley Elms both lost their lives in a remote area of Idaho during January, 1981 when they were shot by a poacher while responding to a citizen’s complaint of illegal trapping.  Alabama Conservation Officer Cecil C. Chatman was next to die in the line of duty when on November 28, 1982 he was assaulted and killed by blunt-force trauma to the head.  Washington Game Warden Terry L. Hoffer was killed by a road hunter on November 10, 1984 while Florida Wildlife Officer Margaret (Peggy) Park was attacked, beaten with a flashlight and murdered with her own firearm while dealing with two suspects in a remote area on December 13 of that year.  Tragedy struck again during 1985 when in late January Alabama Deputy Game Warden James C. Vines was shot and killed while investigating night hunting.  In November that same year Quebec lost Conservation Officer Alain Chouinard while Mississippi Game Warden Jimmie Woods lost his life that year when a drunk he had cited earlier in the day ambushed Jimmie on his front porch in front of his family late in the day on October 21.  Kentucky Conservation Officer Robert C. Banker was shot and killed after issuing a fishing citation in March 1987 as was Florida Wildlife Officer Ray Barnes while he was attempting to apprehend a poacher on November 21.
Quebec lost Conservation Officer Luc Quindon in the late eighties when he was fatally shot with a crossbow.  Wisconsin Conservation Warden, Andy Krakow was shot and killed by a thirteen year old on June 5, 1990; that same year on the day after Christmas another Mississippi Conservation Officer Hilton H. Shoemake was murdered while attempting to take a night hunting poacher into custody.  In November 1998 Connecticut Conservation Officer James V. Spignesi, Jr. was shot and killed in the line of duty while investigating late hunting activity.  Hawaii lost National Park Ranger Steve Makuakane-Jarrell in December 1999.  Texas Game Warden Michael Pauling was shot and killed on August 2, 2001 trying to assist a woman engaged in a violent roadside domestic situation; and Texas Game Warden Justin Hurst was gunned down in a shootout with a suspected poacher in March of 2007.

According to the National Employment Matrix, there were 8000 working fish and game wardens in North America in 2006. These fish and wildlife officers were responsible for patrolling and protecting every wild resource on every inch of the entire continent’s land and water area. This is a staggering enforcement duty here in North America.  At the same time consider that 800,000 commissioned police officers (patrolman, detectives, criminal investigators, etc) were working just in the United States in 2006 while their responsibility lay mainly on our highways and within cities and municipalities throughout the land.  Likewise, according to the same source, the total number of personnel for all categories of police officers are projected to increase substantially by 2016; whereas, there is no projected increase in the total number of active game wardens for that same period.
Again, the fish and wildlife law-enforcement profession and the resources they safeguard are being short-changed.  The natural resources found in any country, state, county, farm or woodlot is the asset upon which much of the value of that land is ascertained.  Just like the possessions in our homes and the assets in our banks, our fish, wildlife and other natural resources are enormously valuable and in this country many are held in trust by state, federal, and tribal governments on behalf of current and future generations.  Is not the safeguarding of these priceless and vital resource commodities an important and necessary service that benefits every individual and community?  What would be the result if there were no fish, wildlife, forests or waters?  What if there were no fish or game wardens, conservation officers or whatever we chose to call them, willing to lay their lives on the line to enforce the necessary rules and regulations governing the taking and utilization of these priceless public and private possessions?
Are conservation officers more deserving than other enforcement agents?  No, fish and game wardens, waterways and wildlife conservation officers, are not any more deserving than other law-enforcement personnel; but, neither are they less deserving.  Likewise, conservation officers are not the only public servants that, daily, place their lives on the line to protect the citizens of our communities and their personal and shared public properties; but, according to statistics and on a per-capita basis, conservation officers face violent assault while safeguarding the public’s vital interests more than any other segment of the law-enforcement community.  Fish and game wardens may not be perceived as dedicated, essential, worthy public employees; but, I submit, they are all these things along with some of the most courageous and honorable individuals currently in civil service.
Please let your local conservation officer, fish or game warden, know that his or her service is valued and appreciated.  Moreover, let your politicians know that a conservation officer (fish or game warden) is as deserving as any other enforcement agent; and, accordingly, conservation officers should be afforded benefits and payment commensurate with that currently enjoyed by other, less risky, enforcement occupations.   We all are needed to help right this wrong!
