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- Battle finding comfort,
success with Bobcats
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Activists decry bison ‘hunt’ north of Yellowstone National Park

BRETT FRENCH
Billings Gazette

pressure on Yellowstone officials
to capture bison and ship them to
slaughter houses for butchering,

In 18 years of working to pro- amanagement action that'slong
tect Yellowstone National Park drawn criticism for being inhu-
bison, advocate Stephany Seay ‘mane.
said shehas neverseensucha Seay and otherbison advo-
slaughter. cates’ concern comes as the U.S,

Tribal hunters have shot just Fish & Wildlife Service is study-

over 400 bison, while state hunt-

ingwhether to protect Yellow-

ers havekilled 55 so far this win- stone’s bison under the Endan-
ter. The majority were killed in 4 gered Species Act. The large,

~ the Gardiner Basin on Custer - o shaggy animals — which have
Gallatin National Forest land, bounced back once from nearly

just north of the park’s northern
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being exterminated by commer-

boundary. The National Park Ser- Hundreds of Yellowstone bison have migrated north this winter in search of food due to heavy early snowand cold ;. o1, o oters in the 1800s — were

temperatures that locked food under ice.

vice haskilled 13 bison wounded : designated the national mam-
by hunters that walked back killing 13elkin the region. females were killed. as well as a source of healthy, mal of the United Statesin 2016
into the park and another 37 “Itsakillingspree,’ Seay Whatbison advocates char- lean protein for economically in part because of their conser-
werelisted asunknowndeaths,  said, with bison entrailslitter- acterize as a slaughter, how- depressed reservation resi- vation.
accordingtoparkdata.Inaddi-  ingthelandscape,including - ever, isthe exercise of eighttribal  dents. Having the bison killed by

tion, tribal huntershavereported  bison fetusesleftafter pregnant  nation'slong-held treatyrights,  tribalmembersalsolessens the . MoreBISON | A8
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FIRING LINE

Seay said her nonprofit group,
Roam Free Nation, acknowledges
tribal members have every right
to huntbison, but questioned
thenature ofthe bison harvest
since the animals are often shot
atornearthe parkborder. Asa
result, theboundaryhas at times
become afiring line. In mid-fan-

.uary, one Nez Perce hunter was
grazed by another hunter’s bullet.

ThePark County Sheriff’s Office
investigated the incident, butno
charges were filed. “The state, For-
est Service and tribes continue
safety coordination efforts so the
Forest Service does notseean
imminenthealth and safety threat
that would constitute an access
closure to National Forest System
lands;’ MarnaDaley, Custer Gall-
atin National Forest public affairs
officer, wrote in an email.

“He gotlucky the bullet wasn't
two inches over] said Nathan Var-
ley, alongtime Gardiner resident
and businessman. “If the Forest
Serviceneeded a caseto close the
huntarea, that would beit”

Bonnie Lynn, wholives and
operates a cabin rental busi-
ness near Beattie Gulch, said the
entire ecosystemis beingnega-
tively affected by the hunting as
raptors and scavengers dine on
thescattered internal organs, pos-
siblvingestingnoisonouslead

in November instead of January,
and hasremained fairly steady.
Depending on the weather, hunts
inthe pasthave continued into
March. Lynn blamed cold weather
and heavy snow for pushing bison
outofthe park this winter as they
seek a source offood.

AsofJan. 30, more than 450
bison were north of the park
boundaryin the Gardiner Basin
with another 700 spread out in the
roughly 8 miles between Mam-
moth Hot Springs and the park’s
border, according to data from the
National Park Service.

Thiswinter’s bison migration
isthelargestseenin morethana
decade, said park superintendent
Cam Sholly. i )

As of October, Yellowstone offi-
cials estimated the bison popula-
tion at more than 6,000 animals,
up 27% from 2020. Year to date,
includingbison beingheld in the
parks Stephens Creek capture
facility for possible entrance into
aquarantine and tribal transfer
program, more than 1,000 bison
have been removed from the pop-
ulation. The Park Servicerec-
ommends against theremoval
of more than 1,500 animals.
Depending on the final hunter
harvest numbers, the Park Service
may release some of the captured
animals,

TRANSITION
Large numbers of Yellowstone

inEastern Montana for the final
round of testing before they can
beshipped to participating tribes.
Sofar, almost 300 bison have
been transferred through the pro-
gram, with thelatest shipment of
another 112 head this winter.

- DISEASE

Thebison are quarantined
and limited to the tolerance zone
out of fear of spreading brucello-
sis. The disease can cause preg-
nant cattle to abort. The main way
thedisease can be transferred is
throughapregnant animal’s con-
tact with birthing fluids from an
infected female. Yet male bison
are also subject to quarantine and
arekilled by the Department of
Livestockiftheywander pastthe
tolerance zone.

Brucellosis outbreaksin cat-
tleherds are costly for ranchers,
requiring quarantine, testingand
removal ofinfected animals. Adja-
centherds must also be tested.
Failure to follow the procedures
canresultintheloss of the state’s
disease-free status, which makes
interstate movement of cattle dif-
ficult and restrictive.

Thebison quarantine program
is constrained by the number of
animals that canbe held near Gar-
diner, about 250. The quarantine
facility on the Fort Peck Reserva-
tion could handle more bison, but
the state of Montana won't allow
the bison to be shipped there until

Service to protect cattle ranchers
frombisoninfecting herds with
brucellosis. Bison are the only
wildlifein Montana under the
control ofthe Department of Live-
stock.

Thebison advocacy group Buf-
faloField Campaign, based out-
side West Yellowstone, has touted
apossiblelegal argument to chal-
lenge Montana’s treatment of
bison.

BFChas posted online and writ-
tenin its newsletter its beliefthat
‘once acourt determines that
anIndian tribe has retained the
right to hunt and fish at sites off
theirreservation, the protection
of federal recognition attaches
in such away that Indian Amer-
icans acquire rights superiorto
non-Indian Americans ... More-
over, courts hold that off-reser-
vation huntingand fishing rights
obligate the state to ensure the
availability of a fair share of game
and wildlife to treaty tribes...
Montana has donejust the oppo-
site, of course, including forcing
the federal agencies to enterinto
an oppressive bison management
regime that has seen over 12,000
wild bison senselessly slaugh-
tered.”

BFC continued, “That renewed
pogromon bison, experienced as
trauma by Native Americans, has
never formallybeen sanctioned
by the courts —includingin the
case from whichit sprang, which

incremental, slow and buffeted by
politics at the state and national
level.

Lynn said it will take “the court
of public opinion” to halt the
slaughter. Thathappened in 1990
when protests gained national
attention. Backthen, park rang-
ers were planning to shoot
female bison thatleft the park.
Calves could be captured, steril-
ized and sold live. State hunters
were allowed to kill bulls, being
escorted to the animals by game
wardens. At the time, the bison
herd was much smaller, only
about 2,500 animals.

‘When the national group Fund
for Animals sued in 1991 to halt
thekilling, U.S. District Court
Judge Charles Lovell wrote, “Mon-
tanahas an absolute right under
its police powers, in protecting
thehealth, safety and welfare of
itsinhabitants, to remove byrea-
sonable means possiblyinfected
trespassing federal bison which
migrate into Montana.”

Inthewake of national televi-
sion attention regarding protests
oftheharvest, the MontanaLeg-
islature banned bison huntingin
1991. The ban was lifted 15 years
later, but was closely regulated
with low harvest numbers.In
2009, the Confederated Salish and
Kootenai Tribes, Nez Perce aiid
InterTribal Buffalo Council joined
the Interagency Bison Manage-
mentPlan after claiming treaty

a



from hunters bullets.In 2019, she
counted 358 bison gut pilesleft on
forestland near herhome.

“Thisisa national wildlife disas-

“ter; shesaid.

Lynn said the bisonhave nonat-
ural fear of humans after seeing
thousands of tourists through-
outthe summer. She hasunsuc-
cessfullysued totryand halt the
hunts, but vows to continue tobe
a“voice for theanimals thatdo
notspeak’”

Tribal representatives con-
tacted did not respond in time to
comment for this story.

BORDERLAND

Beattie Gulchis one of the first
Forest Service properties where
hunting can begin north ofthe
park. The other main hunting
areain theregion, Eagle Creek, is
located on a mountainside above
the community of Gardiner. Once
past these constriction points,
there’s more room for the bison
tospread out, known as the tol-
erancezone. The zone ends near
Yankee Jim Canyon, about 15
miles north.

Lynnwon'trent outher cabins
across from the gulch in winter
because of therifle shotsringing
outday after day. She said hunt-
ingbegan earlier this year, starting

bison have been killed in the past.
In 2008 more than 1,600 were shot
byhunters or sentto slaughter,
with another 700 dying within the
park due to aharsh winter. Two
years ago and then four years ago,
1,200 bison were killed each win-
ter. :
The differenceis that thisyear
the Park Serviceis sending fewer

. animals to slaughter. So far this

year, 88 bison have been cap-
tured by the agency and shipped
to slaughter with the meat given
to tribal partners. But Sholly

has committed to “substantially
reducing” such shipments while
“supporting increased tribal and
state hunting outside ofthe park
boundaries.

APark Service graphic shows
shipment to slaughter peakingin
2008 and on a steady decline since
thewinter of2017-18. Thelast
two winters were mild enough
that few bison migrated out of the

- park. Thereisnohunting allowed

inside Yellowstone.

The Park Service also cap-
tures and tests animals for pos-
sible entrance into a quarantine
program. After passing succes-
sive tests to ensure they don't have
brucellosis, the fenced-in ani-
mals can be transferred to the Fort
Peck Tribes’ quarantine facilities
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theyhaverepeatedly tested dis-
ease-free.

Under quarantine protocols
authored in 2003, the USS. Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s Animal
Plant and Health Inspection Ser-
vicerequires the park to quaran-
tine sexually mature bull bison for
one year, with sexually immature
female bison requiring two-and-a-
halfyears of quarantine.

RESTRICTED

Because ofthe threat of brucel-
losis spreading, the state of Mon-
tanahasnot allowedbisonto
roam freely. Instead they are con-
fined to tolerance zones just out-
side the park’s North and West
Entrances in Montana. Elk, which
also carrybrucellosis, are not sim-
ilarlyrestricted, but the state does
have a program to try and keep

elk separated from cattle and also -

monitors the spread of the disease
inwhat’s called the designated
surveillance area.

All of thelegal gymnastics come
from a court-mediated settlement
in 2000 which created the Inter-
agencyBison Management Plan.
The coalition of tribal nations,
state and federal agencies works
together to make bison manage-
ment decisions. The settlement
came after Montana sued the Park

was dismissed by consent of the
parties upon enteringinto the
negotiated management plan”

Kekek Stark, alaw professorat
the University of Montana, said
after studying the group’s pub-
lished account at the Billings
Gazette'srequest, that he inter-
preted the group's argument as:
Since tribal hunting rights are
guaranteed, the statehas noright
tonotletbisonroam outside the
park so theycan be hunted.

“It seems to me that the group
isarguingthat 1) the bison should
befreetoroaminits original hab-
itat, including outside the park, 2)
whileroaming, the state does not
haveunfettered discretionin how
thebison are managed, i.e. culling
to protectlivestock, and 3) treaty
tribes should be able to harvest
them,” Stark wrote in an email.
“There arelegitimate legal argu-
ments for all three positions”’

In comparing BFC's legal argu-
ments to Northwest tribes’ claims
regarding salmon fishing, Stark
said, “Ifaregulation is restrictive
oftreatyrightsit must be neces-
sary for conservation purposes.’

PROGRESS
Although much has changed

regarding bison management
inthe past 30years, ithas been
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hunting rights. Five other tribes
now claim similar rights, but Nez
Perce and CSKT account forthe
majority of the bison harvest.

Tribal hunts are regulated by
tribal officials. The Montana
Department of Fish, Wildlife &
Parks polices only state licensed
hunters, and Montana license
numbers arelimited. The state
issues 50 either-sex licenses each
year but can release up to 100
cow/calflicensesifthereisalarge
bison outmigration.

HUNTING?

Calling thekilling of bison in the
Gardiner Basin “hunts” ignores
what most students are taught in
hunter education classes about
fair chase. The Boone & Crockett
Club defines fair chase as the “eth-
ical, sportsmanlike, lawful pur-
suitand taking of any free-ranging
wild animal in a manner that does
not give the hunter animproper
or unfair advantage over such
game animals”

Seay said her group “fully sup-
portstreatyrights and tribal sov-
ereignity, buthas a hard timejus-
tifying thekilling of so manybison
insuchasmallarea.

“Iseenoend insight unless
somebody stands up and says
something’ shesaid.
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