. |
“

Dunfey, the pmducer,txplaincé.-the reason the time
was ripe for the topic. Writer Duncan noted the team
drew up the proposal after talking about it for roughly
adecade,and Dunfey said they knew about the buffalo
being saved from their work on “The National Parks:
America’s Best Idea.”

Theyalso knew the tale of the Dust Bowl from their
work, “an ecological, environmental morality tale,” Dun-
feysaid. That documentary told the story of the ecological
disaster humans inflicted on the plains and the exodus of
people that ensued, and Dunfey said the storyof the buf-
faloiis similar. :

She said the timing was right in part because she and
Duncan both talked about retiring, Also, to applause, she
said the buffalo story s also an ecological morality tale, but
it’s one that hasn'tended yet.

“Itspeaks to us. It speaks to, 'We can make choices to go'
inadifferent direction, to reverse that,” Dunfey said.

Theline to get into the screenin g wrapped around part
of a downtown blockin Missoula. Discover Montana puts
seating capacity at the Wilma at 850, and the theater was

for the viewing and panel discussion,

Given the location of the screening,in astate where the
animals are a topic of debate, Twiggs also asked the pan-
elists about their choice in naming the series: “Buffalo?
Bison? Bison? Buffalo?”

Burns said the filmmakers nailed down the title pretty
carly. People use the terms fairly interchangeably; he said,
butone is a scientific designation, bison, and the otheris
the application of 2 name, adesignation made by cultures
around the world.

He said the series wasnit going to parse the difference,
and the team wanted to simply make sure people weren't
uneasyaboutitin the story.

Tolaughter, Duncan, the writer, said they thoughtabout
changing the posters to “Bison Bill's Wild West”show;
and thought about how the names of cities and towns in
the U.S.would be different, such as “Bison, New York.”

“I...actually getalittle frustrated byit, to be very hon-
est,” Duncan said. ;

He said people argue buffalo aren't the same speciesas
the water buffalo or cape buffalo, for example, but he said
“prairie dogs ain’t dogs.” As a writer, he said he wants to
communicate clearly,and there’s no confission around the
identity of the animal in the itle.,

“Are they bison? Or are they buffalo? The answer is, ‘yes,’

and ‘yes,"and let’s just sleep well tonight,"Duncan said.

Sowhat happens next, after the series>

Plugging her fellow panelists, L aPier said a companion
book s also being released, “Blood Memory: The Tragic
Decline and Improbable Resurrection of the Ameri-
can Buffalo,”by Duncan and Burns. She said it offers
expanded interviews, information that couldn’t fitin the
s€ries.

Moving forward, LaPieralso said a conversation needs
to take place about restoration of bison s a free species,
notone that’s behind fences. She said tapping into knowl-
edge of Indigenous people in wildlife biology, anthropol-
ogy and other topics will be critical.

T think that we just really need to take time to allow
Indigenous people to be able to be the ones that take the
lead,”LaPier said.
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YNP expected state to sue over bison plan

HELENA DORE W Tk k. 3 g i NS .
Chronicle Staff Writer i W A% (R i"‘ Ny g
\ ’ i . e - 1 . : ._'_ -‘ . =1 .: J i {
Documents obtained ” : ' o M e e NG 41
through a March records ) !

request suggest that in 2022, the
National Park Service believed
the state of Montana was
poised to litigate if Yellowstone
bison were not vaccinated and
aggressively culled toward a
target population of 3,000 -
animals.

The documents also align
with previous comments in
which Montana’s governor
rejected three alternatives for
a new Yellowstone National
Park bison management plan
on the basis that all supported
maintaining a population of
more than 3,000 bison.

At the time when the
comments were filed in early
2022, Yellowstone’s bison
population numbered around

wChronsie. 5//’ /: 2z

RACHEL LEATHE/CHRONICLE
Cars give a herd of bison a wide berth as'they travel along Highway 89 in Yellowstone National Park.

hunters capitalized on the

cold, snowy weather that drove
thousands of the animals out of
the parkand into areas where

bison were culled over

the winter — more than a
quarter of the population.
Most animals were removed

and enrolled in a brucellosis
quarantine program that
transfers disease-free bison to

tribal lands.

5,500.That changed thispast  they could legally be harvested.  through hunting, but others
winter, when tribal and state Over 1,500 Yellowstone were consigned to slaughter More BISON | A7
i ressed dissatisfaction “As Montana was the 2000 Interagency Bison
Bi SON/from 1 me)fpth all three of the not consulted in the Management Plan.
Jared Pettinato, alternatives,”and “would formulation of these Through the IBMP,
an attorney who has not supportanyalternatives alternatives, NPS’ federal, state and tribal
represented Neighbors not tied to the original alternatives are premature,  authorities seek to maintain
Against Bison Slaughter IBMP population target of ~ and NPS should withdraw  aviable population of
in a lawsuit against the 3,000 bison. The statemay  them and consult with bison in Yellowstone while
National Park Service litigate if the NPS doesnot  Montana on mutually reducing the risks of a
and U.S. Forest Service, reduce numbers towards acceptable alternatives for  brucellosis transmission to
obtained the April 27, 3,000 and vaccinate bison,”  presentation and analysis,” livestock. They use hunting,
2022, briefing statement  the document says. they say. slaughter and the transfer
this May. The document The briefing statement A Yellowstone program to keep bison
‘was 'clddr BSSBd to the US also notes that maintaining spokesper§on dld not nurﬁb'ers sted d}’ W'lthlll the
Deputy Secretary of the’ a population of 3,000 respond to a request pé.rk.
Interior’s office. would “require aggressive for comments before Wild bison from.
Thebriefing statement  culling ofbison in the Wednesday’s deadline. Vellowmtonearenttolerated
mentions that on Feb. 28, interior of the park, which Pettinato said he i NIohtana becanse d
2022, Gov. Greg Gianforte  would lessen thelong-term  filed two Freedom of cizable portion ofthe
asked the National Park viability of the population.  Information Act requests animals have been exposed
Service to withdraw its and eliminate most tribal  with the National Park T '
notice of intent to update hunting opportunities Service to find out more strict federal 1:e  etiods
its Yellowstone National due toalack of migration  about what's going on with round the Bastaal
Park bison management outside the park.” the agency internally, since Jisbana i
plan,and instead “engage Such actions “are not it doesn't disclose very o L i ri:lzsry
in consultation toidentify  necessary given 20 yearsof  much information about ;1gm Sa0GEELn S
: o . or livestock producers in
mutually acceptable experience managing bison  the bison management W
alternatives.” at higher numbers withno  plan update beyond regular S Ll
According to the brucellosis transmissionto  status reports. A March 14, ,par
document, Gianforte’s cattle and fewer property Backin 2019, Pettinato  Pricting statement,also
request was surprising, and safety conflicts,”itsays. syed the National Park obtained b“y Pettinato, notes
since “two of the - Inresponse to the Service and the U.S. that there “has b.ee1'1 no
preliminary alternatives document, a spokesperson  Forest Service on behalf of detected transmission of
fitinto contemporary for Gianforte’s office Neighbors Against Bison bruce].,l’os1s fro.m bison to
management practices pointed to comments Slaughter— a group of cattle, })ut wild elk h.ave
o D e iy ol .. W, P e e e transmitted brucellosis
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Bison/from A10

That’s what drove the Eastern
Shoshone tribe from participating
in the bison kill, despite their treaty
rights to do so, Baldes said.

Eight tribes have exercised
their treaty rights to hunt the
Yellowstone bison outside the
park, but the competition and
limited space for hunting makes
the practice dangerous, Baldes said.
One member of the Nez Perce tribe
was accidentally shot by fellow
hunters this fall.

Baldes described it as a slaughter
rather than'a hunt because
Yellowstone bison have adapted
to not fear people. That means
they won't run when approached
by a human with a high-powered
rifle. They cross the invisible park
boundary and are gunned down.

“It’s good for these tribes to be
exercising their sovereignty and
their treaty rights,”Baldes said.
“Butwe have to recognize that
Montana opened up the hunt to
the tribes to use them as a scapegoat
to do their own dirty work.”

While state leaders have hailed
thebison cull as an important part
of native cultures, “they don't really
appreciate or respect sovereignty
or self-determination in any other .
instance, except for this one, when
the tribes can be used as their pawn
toslaughter these animals on their
behalf,”Baldes said.

But other native hunters, like
, Tom McDonald, chairman of
the Confederated Salish and
Kootenai Tribes on the Flathead

Reservation, say the huntis

important for both treaty rights
and population management.

Anytime native people can
engage in bison hunting like their
forefathers did, considering the
cultural and spiritual significance,
it’s a good day, McDonald said.

“Of the tools you can use to
reduce the buffalo to the carrying
capacity — as defined by all the
contemporary issues today —
hunting is afways the primary way
to manage any wildlife population,”
McDonald said.“To return our
people to thatlandscapein sucha
meaningful way, it’s a win-win.”

The Department of Livestock
said the carrying capacity of
Yellowstone’s habitat is an
important factor for bison
management, given how fast the
animals can reproduce. Decisions
arent only driven by the threat of
brucellosis, said Montana state
veterinarian Marty Zaluski.

Removal of bison from the
ecosystem has to happen, regardless
of whether they have brucellosis,
Zaluski said. But because some
60% of Yellowstone bison have
been exposed to the bacteria that
causes the disease, their options
for relocating are highly limited or
shutoff. ;

Because ofits wildlife, Montana
is one of three U.S. states to have
additional safeguards to prevent
brucellosis from infecting cattle,
Zaluski said.

The state has a designated
surveillance area around
Yellowstone, where cattle are at
elevated risk for brucellosis because
of overlapping range with bison

and elk.

Managing ﬁwn DSA involves
testing 90,000 cattle annually and
costs the state about $2 million

. ayear, Zaluski said. But it’s the

Iynchpin for Montana’s brucellosis-
free status, which allows ranchers
here to export cattle with fewer
testing requirements.

Montana lost that status once in
2008, when brucellosis was found
in two herds two years in a row.
That meant ranchers were subject
to 19 different testing requirements
and lost market opportunities from
other states—ultimately costing
the Montana cattle industry
between $5 and $15 million,
Zaluski said.

Still, officials found it was
likely elk that spread brucellosis
to those cattle, rather than bison.
There hasn't been a recorded case
of bison to cattle transmission for
brucellosis.

Justbecause there hasnt been
a case doesn’t mean the riskisn't
there, Zaluski said — more bison
have been exposed to the disease
than elk have.

“When you compound that
higher level of disease prevalence
with the fact that bison use
geographyand winter rangein a
way that’s much more similar to
cattle than elk do, that makes it -
really difficult to say that bison
and cattle can be out on the range
together,” Zaluski said.

The state has already done what
it can to restore bison,and the
range around the park for them
has slowly expanded, Zaluski said.
Moving wild bison elsewherein .

the state would probably require
another costly surveillance area, he
added.

“The nwmco:mﬁw with bison
management is that the easy
answers, the low hanging fruit,
have been picked already,” Zaluski
said. “We have already allowed
bison to an area that is manageable
and mitigated the risk to cattle.”

“Going forward,I don’t sec an
easy way for us to continue that
range expansion,”Zaluski said.

Still, some groups have called
upon the federal government to
intervene. The Gallatin Wildlife
Association sent aletterto U.S.
Secretary of the Interior Deb
Haaland, Montana Democratic
Sen.Jon Tester,and leaders
in the Forest Service and U.S.
Department of Agriculture, asking
them to do something about the
management situation,

“Thebloodshed from killing
defenseless bison flows deeper and
redder than ever. .. we are allowing
these herds to be decimated,
suffering, and injured, while at the
same time, many officials seem to
behave in willful ignorance to the
severity of the problem,” Gallatin
Wildlife Association President
Clint Nagel said in the letter.

“We firmly believe you could
help develop a better, more
scientific approach in bison
management should you choose to
do so,”Nagel wrote.

The federal government has the
authority to move bison to federal
lands, like the CMR wildlife refuge,
Nagelsaid. As of Wednesday, no
one had responded to his letter.

‘The Alliance for the Wild
Rockies sent a similar letter, asking
for the federal government to use
its authority to expand bison range.

. The group has also helped
sponsor eight billboards
throughoutthe state, reading,

“It’s nota hunt.It’s a slaughter,”to
raise public awareness about bison
management at Beattie Gulch.

Both wildlife groups are also
petitioning for the Yellowstone
bison to be listed as endangered.

"The species is up for consideration
for listing, after the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service opened a year-
long study to explore the option last
June.

That would shut off hunting
opportunities for the buffalo until
its population recovers enough
to warrant delisting, said Mike
Garrity, director of the Alliance
for the Wild Rockies. It would
also force managers to agree on the
animal’s carrying capacity in the
Yellowstone ecosystem.

“Having the state of Montana
decide how to solve this problem
— it’slike asking Mississippi to
solve the civil rights problem in
the 60s. They were part of the
problem,”said Mike Garrity, the
alliance’s director.

“The federal government
stepped in then, and the federal
government needs to step in now to
support Montana.”

Isabel Hicksis a Report for America corps
member. She can be reached at406-582-
2651 orihicks@dailychronicle.com.
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The cull number is decided by
officials involved in the Interagency
Bison Management Plan. Created in
2000, the group brings together eight
stakeholders, including the National
Park Service, Montana Fish Wildlife
and Parks, Montana Department of
Livestock, and the Intertribal Buffalo
Council, to collaborate on managing
bison.

Butlast November, the agencies
couldn’tagree on a target population
for the bison herds — so no specific
cull numberwas set.

That non-decision meant there was
no guidance for how many animals
hunters could take. As of April 17, the
park reported a record year,removing
1,548 bison from the park population.
Therewere 1,172 animals killed by
hunters, 94 consigned to slaughter,
and 282 enrolled in a transfer program
to tribes.

The cull numbers are always higher
in years with harsh winters. In other
years, few bison leave the park—in
2021, no animals were removed, and
in 2022, only 50 were.

Even still, this year’s numbers are
record-breaking. The last winter
with comparable numbers was 2007-
2008, where roughly 1,350 bison were
culled. Thatyear, hunters killed only
166,and 1,087 were sent to slaughter.

Now, hunting is the primary
method to manage the population.
But there ate concerns about the
hunt’s severity and safety that could
be addressed if the area where bison
could roam was bigger, Christensen
said.

Robert Magnan, director
of Fish and Game for the
combined Sioux and
Assiniboine Tribes, who
also oversees the bison
transfer program, said
since its launch in 2019, the
program has distributed
some 300 Yellowstone
bison to 28 different tribes
across 14 states.

animals, Christensen said. That means
building wildlife crossings and using
prescribed burns to recover more
native grasses for feed. The Taylor
Fork tolerance zone is rarely used by
bison, because it’s near impossible for
them to access it.

Federal government studies
have also found Charles M. Russell
National Wildlife Refuge in central
Montana a prime place for wild bison
restoration, as there’s no cattle grazing
in close proximity.

But efforts to move more bison onto
public lands in Montana have been
stonewalled, both through lawsuits
and legislation to prevent any bison
restoration in the state.

This month, the Montana
Legislature passed a joint resolution
opposing wild bison grazing on the
CMR refuge, even though theland is
federally owned.

Livestock industry interests have
resisted compromisine about bison

’ RACHEL LEATHE/CHRONICLE
Cars are stuck in a bison jam on Northeast Entrance Road in Yellowstone National Park on Feb. 16.

the Intertribal Buffalo Council and
member of the Eastern Shoshone
Tribe on the Wind River Reservation,
has helped restore bison to 65 tribes
across 20 states.

The Yellowstone bison are
specifically important to tribes
because of their genetics, Baldes said.
The Yellowstone herds are ancestors
of the last buffalo that remained after
they were nearly extermiinated by
colonizers in the 1800s.

“It’s very important that we get
this buffalo back into our diet. It’s
important that we restore them to
our landscapes. It'simportant that
people understand the history of what
happened to the buffalo and similarly
happened to Native people.”

Some of the bison in the Eastern
Shoshone herd came from the Fort
Peck Indian Reservation as part of
Yellowstone’s transfer program.

Robert Magnan, director of Fish
and Game for the combined Sioux
and Assiniboine Tribes, who also
oversees the bison transfer program,
said since its launch in 2019, the

program has distributed some 300
Yellowstone bison to 28 different
tribes across 14 states.

Inits first year, the program started
with just five animals. But this year,
that number expanded to over 100,
and it’s expected to be even higher
next year.

The program can transfer disease-
free animals to tribes aftera nearly
two-year quarantine process, which
tests the bison for brucellosis every few
months.

“The importance is it gets th
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ISABEL HICKS
Chronicle Staff Writer

Calls to change how

Yellowstone bison
are managed have
been given new life
this spring, following
the deadliest year on

record for the national
park’s wild herds. -

Nearly 1,200 bison were
killed by tribal and state
hunters this year, aftera
harsh winter drove the
animals to leave the park in
high numbers. That’s close to
one-third of the park’s bison
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An opportunity to plan a better future for bison

SCOTT CHRISTENSEN
Guest columnist

Seven generations ago, 30 mil-
lion to 60 million bison freely
roamed across North America.
And yet, the fact that bison exist
todayis amiracle. Tens of mil-
lions of bison were systemati-
cally exterminated in an act of
war against Native American
Tribes that depended on them.
‘By 1902, only two dozen wild
bison remained in the bastion
of Yellowstone National Park."
Today, the parkis the only place
in the world with large, unfenced
herds of wild American plains
bison.

Despite thisi EmmE.Em come-
back story, Yellowstonebison
managementis one of the most
complex and politically o_g:.mmm
issues in our region. This past
winter, the tribal hunt of bison.
brought national attention to
Yellowstone and underscored
the challenges of managing
bison while navigating the many

different opinions on theissue.

I've spent alot of time reflect-
ing on this winter for two rea-
sons: Many of the factors thatled
to the events of this winter were
independently positive, and
because Yellowstone National
Park s currentlyupdatingits
Bison Management Plan.

Consider the factors that
contributed to this winter. The
deepest snowfall in recent mem-
ory brought needed precipi-
tation to the ecosystem and
pushed record numbers of bison
along ancient migratory routes
out ofthe park and into the Gar-
diner basin. This is positive.

The large out-migration
was spurred by the fact that at
roughly 6,000 animals, the Yel-
lowstone bison population was
aslarge asit’'s been in 150 years.
Also positive.

This winter the park entered.
more bison than ever into the
Bison Conservation Transfer
Program and made goodona
commitment to move away from

the ship-to-slaughter manage-
ment tool. This exciting pro-
gram helps manage Yellow-
stone’s bison population at the
same time it supports herd res-
toration on triballands. Another
positive.

Tribes with treaty rights exer-
cised theserights and their sov-
ereignty, which is also positive.
It’s not the tribes’ fault the only
place to hunt bison is a cramped
piece ofland near Gardiner.
While the park and tribes were
catching flak all winter, the state
of Montana was quietly m<oa5m
criticism despite beingresponsi-

ble for many of the reasons bison

management is so intractable.

Montana refuses to allow wild
bison into the state, forces Yel-
lowstone to slaughter bison
each winter, confines the tribal
hunt to a dangerouisly small
area, and ingsists the speciesbe
managed as livestock instead of
wildlife. All negatives.

Which brings us back to the
park’s new Bison Management

Plan. As Yellowstone sets its eyes
on the future, you can bet the
state of Montana will try to drag
us backinto the past. Don’t fall
for their misinformation.

Here are the facts. By tak-
ing such an uncompromising
stance regarding bison manage-
ment, the state has essentially
refused to participate in the pro-
cess, excluding itself from col-
laborating on the complicated
issues involved with managing
our national mammal.

There has never been a docu-
mented case of bison transmit-
ting brucellosis to cattle (a dis-
ease also prevalent in elk, which
are Embmmma like g-&&.?mo:
grazing improves range qual- -
ity, and the bison population is
below Yellowstone’s moo_om_o&
carrying capacity.

And arecent poll of Montana
voters found overwhelming
bipartisan support for theidea
that bison should be managed
as wildlife with a population
objective based on science and

suitable habitat, not politics.
Kudos to Yellowstone'slead-
ership forupdating the park’s
bison management plan. When
the draft plan is released soon,
please join the majority of Mon-
tanans in supporting provisions
that create a better future for
bison. A future where bison have
access to qualityhabitat out-
side the park during cold, snowy
winters. A future where produc-
tive collaboration and problem
solving between the park, _H&mm.
state, and conservationadvo-
cates is the norm. A future where
these widelyloved animals can
safely coexist with communi-
ties through successful conflict
mitigation measures and where
Yellowstone bison are increas-
ingly used to restore herds on

tribal lands across North Amer-

icainstead of being shipped to
slaughter.

Scott Christensen is the executive direc-
tor of the Greater Yellowstone Coalition.
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Absolutely epic”: Blackfeet release wild bison on tribal land

Bison from the Blackfeet Buffalo Program graze on their wintet range

THOM BRIDGE/INDEPENDENT RECORD
along the Two Medicine River.

Missoulian

Ashewatched the half-
tonbuffalo jump in the
waist-high grass at Chief
Mountain, Blackfeet
Councilman Lauren Mon-
roe]r. said he thought of
his ancestors.

“Ithought of the
demise they went
through,” he said. “If they
were to understand that
ourlanguage, our cul-
ture, our buffalo would
come back one day ... it
was absolutely momen-
tous as a Blackfeet to be
on ourland within our
sovereignty and do this.
We're the leaders. We're
choosing our future as we

On Monday, the Black-
feet Nation transferred
30 wild buffalo (jin-
nii in the Blackfoot lan-
guage) to tribal lands
near Chief Mountain, an
area steeped in Black-
feet cultural significance
inthe northwest corner
ofthe reservation bor-
dering Glacier National
Park, The buffalo were
brought to the Black-
feet from Alberta in 2016
after testing negative for
diseases. In the seven
years since, the tribe has
been growing the cap-

tive herd in preparation
for the release.

On Monday, the explor-
atoryherd wasloaded

toatemporary pad-

dock within sight of Chief
Mountain, There, they
grazed quietly until wran-
glers openedthe gate,

Then every buffalo
rushed through, formed
asingle-file line and rum-
bled toward a distant
treeline. Monroe called
the moment “absolutely
epic”

Rosalyn LaPier, Black-
feet and Métis, and her
family own 120 acres
in the foothills of Chief
Mountain. She said the
tribe has created a con-
servation districtin the
area to allow for grazing,

More BISON | A7
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“Ourlandisn’t fenced,’
she explained. “So bison,
like bears and elk and
deer and moose and
antelope, can walk freely
across theland”

LaPier, a historian,
said to her knowledge,
thereis no other place
in North America that
allows free-roaming
buffalo.

“Bison are almost
always behind a fence,
even when in alarge
area, shesaid. “It’s
unlike any other wild
animal species that are
allowed to roam freely
and jump over fences, go
under fences and ruin
fences.”

The Chief Mountain
release, LaPier said, is
not just momentous
for the tribe but also
presents scientists with a
new opportunity.

“One thing scientists
don’t know is where
bison want to go,” she
said. “They’ve always
beenfencedinsowe
havenoidea, as scholars
and scientists, where
theywant to go when
theyroam. Evenin
Yellowstone, the bison
arekilled or relocated
when theyleave the
border of the park.

So this will be really
interesting to see what
happens”’ .

Gerald “Buzz” Cobell,
director of Blackfeet .,
Fish and Wildlife, said
leaders from Glacier
and Waterton Lakes
national parks were
supportive of the release.
Representatives from
Glacier National Park did
not respond to requests
for comment on Monday,
but have stated publicly
in the past theylooked
forward to welcoming
the new wildlife.

Cobell said the location
data will help the tribe
keep members of the
public safe.

“The bison have always
been there,” Cobell said,
referencing the area that
isnow Glacier National
Park. “And now they're
comingback.’

TRIBES AND BUFFALO

Since time
immemorial, Native
Americans have used

‘buffalo for food, shelter,

tools, clothing, jewelry
and ceremony. Buffalo
and Native people
were so connected that
biologists say the two
mammals co-evolved.

Butin the 19th
century, settlers and U.S.
soldiers killed millions
of bison to devastate the
tribal communities that
relied on them. Ungulate
diseases spread by
domestic cattle are
suspected ofkilling
herds the hunters didn’t
reach.

From 1820 to 1880,
the bison population
fell from around 30 to
60 millionto fewer than
1,000. Some estimate
that only 300 bison
survived what’s now
known as “the Great
Slaughter”

Monroe compared
the attempted buffalo
extermination to
colonization and
assimilation efforts.

“When colonizers
attempted to
exterminate us, we lost
our wildlife, our land
and we temporarily lost
access to who we were,”
he said. “Like the buffalo,
the Indian was the same
way. We were cleared
from the plains to make
way for ‘progress, as they
calledit”

Asthebison
pooulation declined.

lands nationwide.

Most tribes in Montana
maintain their own
herds, but until earlier
this week, none had
released wild buffalo on
theirland.

" ‘WE ARE NOT FEARFUL
ANYMORFE’

Blackfeet's domestic
herd has grown to 700
head, and the buffalo
still take care of the
community, just as they
once did hundreds of
years ago.

The Blackfeet Buffalo
Program harvests about
20 buffalo each year and
distributes meat to food
banks, ceremonies and
eldersin the community.
The tribe also regularly
sells its own buffalo
meat at Glacier Family
Foods grocery store
in Browningat $7.99a
pound, so community
members can afford it.

In February, the
Blackfeet Nation offered
its first trophy buffalo
hunt, where members of
the public could entera
lottery to participateina
hunt on the reservation.
The trophy hunt earned
the Buffalo Program at
least $75,000, which will
be reinvested in food
distribution efforts to
benefit the community.

Monroe said he
expects the free-roaming
herd will also bring
tourism dollars to the
reservation, especially in
the summer as millions
travel to the nearby
Glacier National Park.
He said some tourists
showed up at therelease
by coincidence and were
“absolutely floored” by
the event.

Given the history of
colonization and the



| butfornow, Cobell said
 thetribehas to wait and

il Seewhere the buffalo

wantto go. Some of the
roamiﬁg‘-bgﬂ_‘alo-have
collars and solar ear

‘tags, sothetribe willbe 5

~ abletomonitor them

Because some people
‘hike Chief Mountain,

ssediaws to protect
fthg__animéls;.By-thelate
19th century, dozens
_ofbisqnq_cjcupiédf
Yellé.wst__one_Naﬁohai
Park.

Today, through
partnerships with
nationalparksand
organizations, buffalo

have returned to tribal

peRTeXTeIMINation of
buffalo, Monroe said the
release ofthe wild herd

-Symbolizes an important

shift :
“Weare not fearful

- anymore to be Blackfeet”

he said. “We don’t ne ed
toask permission to be
Blackfeet, Thismeans a
lot. It meang weare going
todowhatwe needto qe
‘tosurviye”
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hunts severity and safety that could
be addressed if the area where bison
could roam was bigger, Christensen
said.

Hunting occurs when the bison
migrate onto tolerance zones around
the park— north of Gardiner 11
miles to Yankee Jim Canyon, and west
of West Yellowstone onto Horse Butte
and the Taylor Fork drainage. Those
zones were established to support
hunting and limit the hazing of
animals back into park boundaries.

But outside of those tolerance
zones, wild bison aren’t allowed in
Montana, including on public land.
That'sbecause they risk spreading:
brucellosis, a disease also spread by
elk that can cause cattle to abort or
produce weak young.

Existing tolerance zones could
be improved to accommodate more

CMR refuge, even though the land is
federally owned.

Livestock industry interests have
resisted compromising about bison
restoration in any capacity,and that
resistance is stalling progress on the
issue, Christensen said.

“Until we can get to the heart of the
issue and start to come up with some
workable solutions —which I believe
there are many— we're going to be
stuckin this cycle of consternation and
conflict,”Christensen said.

Yellowstone National Park declined
multiple interview requests for this
story, saying park staffwere busy and
there was nothing new to comment on.

Other groups are working
to expand bison range outside
Yellowstone through returning
disease~free animals to tribes,

Jason Baldes, vice president of

tests the bison for brucellosis every few
months.

“Theimportance is it gets the
buffalo out of the park alive instead of
Justkilling them,”Magnan said of the
program.“ButI feel sad for the bison.
Itsbeen years we've been doing these
quarantines and we've never, ever had
a positive case.”

Magnan noted the thousand-plus
animals that were killed this year
coming out of the park—animals he
said are worth keeping alive, despite
politics.

“What makes me so mad is they
don't test to see if they have brucellosis
or not. Theyjust round themup and
slaughter them. There could haye been
some good animals thatwe could have
taken care of,”’Magnan said.

More BISON | A12
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New path

BRETT FRENCH
Billings Gazette

Aplan to share steward-
ship of Yellowstone National
Park’s bison between tribes
and federal agencies is being
proposed by a Montana bison
advocacy group.

Buffalo Field Campaign’s
executive director, James
Holt Sr., a member of the Nez
Perce Tribe, mailed aletter
on June 16 to 31 tribes pro-
posing a summit in Novem-
ber atFort Hall, Idaho, to dis-
cuss theidea.

“The time has come for
Tribal Nations to come
together, to share our hearts
and unite on behalf of Yellow-
stone Buffalo,” Holt wrote.

The group said in a press
release that including tribes
in bison management
would be the “beginning
of ‘true reparations’ for the
long-standing practice of cul-
tural genocide, or ethnocide,
that is still being perpetuated
by the cattle industry to pre-
serve their monopoly on pub-
liclands forage in the West.”

The statement goes on to
specifically target the Mon-
tana Department of Live-
stock foritsinvolvement in
bison management, the only
wildlife species in the state
overseen bythe agency.

AND MORE

Dallas Gudgell, who sits
on the Buffalo Field Cam-
paign board and is amem-
ber of the Fort Peck Assini-
boine and Sioux Tribes, said
the gathering and bison pro-
posal is afirst step toward
an even larger objective —
tribal co-stewardship that
also includes wolves and
grizzly bears, with the goal
ofincreasing protections for
the keystone species.

The group is hoping that a
growing recognition of tradi-
tional ecological knowledge
will provide momentum,
Gudgell said, despite the
obvious headwinds the group
will face from state officials.

The Buffalo Field Cam-
paignwas founded in 1997
byMike Mease and Lakota
elder Rosalie Little Thunder.
The proposal to co-manage
wildlife species has come as
“tribal voices” have been ele-
vated at the nonprofit, Gud-’
gell said. After founding the
nonprofit, Mease spent the
next 12 years livingin a tepee

?

PHOTOS BY JACOB W. FRANK/NPS

Yellowstone National Park’s bison herd is a conservation success story.
Now an advocacy group is calling for tribes to help manage them.

near Yellowstone’s West
Entrance as he fought —
through litigation, advocacy
and education — to protect
park bison from shipment to
slaughter.

AT ISSUE

In his letter, Holt called the
current management of Yel-
lowstone bison politicized.
Montana manages the spe-
cies unlike any other wild-
life because they may carry
brucellosis, a disease that
can cause pregnant cattle
to abort. As aresult, bison
are allowed to roam only so
far outside of Yellowstone in
Montana before being killed
or herded back into the park.

Elk, which also carrybru-
cellosis, are not similarly
managed, although the state
doestrack infections and
attempts to keep elk and cat-
tle separate in the spring.

Scientists believe the dis-
easeis most easily trans-
ferred from an infected preg-
nant animal’s birthing tissue
and fluids. Spring is when elk
and bison give birth to their
calves. ;

Yellowstone officials, under
a court-mediated settlement
with Montana in 2000, agreed
to reduce bison populations

tolimit their presence out-
side the park. To that end, the
National Park Service cap-
tured Yellowstone bison and
shipped them to slaughter for
years, with the meat provided
to cooperating tribes. The
framework for the program
was outlined under the Inter-
agency Bison Management
Plan, or IBMP.

In 2005, the state of Mon-
tanabegan allowing lim-
ited bison hunting on public
lands outside the park. The
following year, the state rec-
ognized the Nez Perce Tribe's
treaty rights to hunt Yellow-
stone bison. At the time, then
Montana Attorney General
Mike McGrath said the state
wasn't granting the Nez Perce
the right to hunt. Instead,
Montana was “pre-empted
by superior federal law from
interfering with the rights
certain tribes have from
their treaties with the United
States.”

TRANSFER

More recently, Yellow-
stone officials have moved
away from shipping bison
to slaughter and are instead
capturing bison for brucel-
losis testing. This winter, 282
bison were segregated for

Group proposes tribal confab to

the program. Bison that pass -
repeated tests while in quar-
antine are eventually allowed
tobe shipped to the Fort Peck
Tribe. From there the bison
can be trucked to tribal part-
ners through what'’s called
the Bison Conservation
Transfer Program.

Montana will not allow the
transport oflive bison that
have not completed quaran-
tine protocols, unless they
are going to slaughter. Since
2019, the Bison Conservation
Transfer Program sent about
300 Yellowstone bison to 23
tribes in 12 states.

Although the Park Ser-
vice reduced its shipments
ofbison to slaughter, this
past winter members of eight
tribes shotaround 1,100
bison that migrated outside
the park’s boundaries (hunt-
ingisnot allowed inside
the park). In all — including
hunting, culling and wound-
ingloss — the Park Service
estimated the loss of bison
this winter at around 2,300
animals. Yellowstone’s fall
bison population was esti-
mated at about 6,000 ani-
mals.

“Tribes must not settle for
6,000 wild buffalo when man-
agement should target pop-
ulations of 50,000 or more,”
Holt wrote. “Tribes must not
settle for a few thousand bar-
ren acres outside Yellowstone
National Park, when buffalo
should have access to 8 mil-
lion adjacent acres of suit-
able habitat on open and
unclaimed federal lands.”

The unclaimed federal
lands Holt referred to are
mostly Forest Service acre-
age adjoining Yellowstone.

In Montana, that would
include portions of the 1.8
million-acre Custer Gallatin
National Forest to the north
and west of the park.

Adding another wrinkle to
the whole discussion, Yellow-
stone’s wild bison are being
considered for protection
under the Endangered Spe-
cies Act by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service. The agency
cited several reasons for pro-
viding protection, includ-
ing: “loss of migration routes,
lack of tolerance for bison
outside Yellowstone National
Park, and habitat loss.

MEMO

Included with Holt’s invi-
tation to tribal leaders was a

@ discuss co-management of YNP bison

memo outlining Buffalo Field
Campaign’s legal basis for its
idea. The memo pointed to
Interior Secretary Deb Haa-
land’s order in March recog-
nizing the importance of wild
bison restoration on prai-

rie grasslands through col-
laboration among state and
federal agencies, landown-
ers and tribes. Haaland is the
first Native American to serve
as a cabinet secretary. She

is amember ofthe Pueblo of
Laguna.

Haaland’s order was criti-
cized in March by Montana
Gov. Greg Gianforte. In a let-
ter to the secretary, Gianforte
said, “Montana is a sover-
eign entity that exercises full
authority over the manage-
ment of bison within its bor-
ders. The utter lack of mean-
ingful engagement from
USFWS (U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service) and NPS (U.S. ,
National Park Service), and

- now theissuance of S.0. 3410,

seems to demonstrate DOI’s
ill-advised and predecisional
commitment to forcing any
bison agenda it sees fit.”

His letter goes on to call the
park’s bison “diseased” and
the animals’ increasing pop-
ulation asleading the Yellow-
stone ecosystem into “ecolog-
ical crisis”

In May, the Bozeman Daily
Chronicle obtained docu-
ments showing the National
Park Service was concerned
in 2022 that Montana may
“litigate if Yellowstone bison
were not vaccinated and
aggressively culled toward
a target population of 3,000
animals.

In 2016, bison were
named the national mam-
mal, further elevating dis-
cussions and work to pre-
serve and restore a spe-
cies that for thousands of
years was essential to Native
Americans’ livelihood on the
Great Plains. The animals
were nearly extirpated by
Euro-Americans in the 1800s
before conservation actions
were undertaken.

Yellowstone’s bison are a
result of that conservation
success, one of the few herds
to remain relatively wild.
Their genetics are also valued
because they have only a tiny
percentage — less than 1% —
of cattle genes, a Sn\ima of
ranchers’ attempts to cross-
breed the animals in the early
1900s.




