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AMERICAN B ISON SOCIETY BACKGROUND  

 
 
Two hundred years ago, more than 40 million bison roamed the grasslands and shrub steppes of 
North America. With their behavior and grazing patterns, these grand herds influenced grass 
composition, the extent of grasslands, nutrient cycling, natural fire regimes, and habitat for 
birds, insects, and small mammals. By 1905, bison had been hunted to near extinction, and 
fewer than 2,000 plains bison remained on the continent. In that year, a group of pioneering 
conservationists and sportsmen formed the original American Bison Society with the missio n of 
ñthe permanent preservation and increase of bison.ò Led by William Hornaday, the Wildlife 
Conservation Societyôs first director, and Theodore Roosevelt, the ABS helped save bison by 
lobbying for reserves and reintroducing captive bison to areas in Oklahoma, South Dakota, and 
Montana.  
 
Today, bison numbers have rebounded, but the species has not been ecologically restored: bison 
are absent from much of their historical range, over 90 percent exist on ranches and many of 
these are heavily managed, and scientists and managers grapple with complex bison disease and 
genetics issues that often impede the restoration of free-ranging herds. To help address these 
challenges, the American Bison Society, re-inaugurated in 2005, brings together diverse 
stakeholders to build the scientific and social bases to achieve the ecological restoration of bison. 
The long-term vision is to have larger herds of plains and wood bison moving freely across 
extensive landscapes within major habitats of their historic ranges, inter acting in ecologically 
significant ways with other native species and systems, while sustaining and connecting human 
cultures. Please visit us at www.americanbisonsocietyonline.org .  
 

http://www.americanbisonsocietyonline.org/
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I NTRODUCTION  

 
 

The American Bison Societyôs second biennial conference, ñBuilding Blocks for Bison Ecological 
Restoration,ò was held from November 16-18, 2008, in Rapid City, South Dakota. South Dakota 
was selected as the venue because bison are an important part of its history, Native American 
culture, public lands, and economy. The ABS hosted this conference to connect diverse 
stakeholders and to provide an opportunity to share the latest findings on research, 
management, and policy developments related to bison ecological restoration. The conference 
was co-sponsored by the Linden Trust for Conservation, American Prairie Foundation, World 
Wildlife Fund -US, Safari Club International, and The Nature Conservancy. The Department of 
Interiorôs Bison Working Groupðthe key body mapping the future of Federal herdsðheld its 
inaugural meeting at the conference.  
 
Since the re-inauguration of the American Bison Society, ABS has initiated workshops and 
conferences to define the parameters of ecological restoration and move forward collaborative 
work. Inspired and informed by the Vermejo Statement on Ecological Restoration (see Appendix 
1), ABS and partners support projects that synthesize research, information, and techniques 
necessary for restoration, support policy toward bison restoration, and move on-the-ground 
collaborations forwar d. Over the past three years, ABS and partners have initiated an array of 
projects that:  
 

1. Develop techniques and information,  
2. Build and leverage communities of practice, and 
3. Strengthen constituencies and communication. 

 
The 2008 conference program included 47 presentations representing a variety of perspectives. 
Experts presented in six thematic sessions organized around the main ñbuilding blocksò for 
bison ecological restoration:   
 

1. Ecological role of bison in ecosystems; 
2. State, provincial and tribal management ; 
3. Economic and social context for bison restoration; 
4. Genetic issues influencing ecological restoration; 
5. Management and conservation on mixed-use landscapes; 
6. Best practices for disease management. 
 

In each of these sessions, speakers addressed the challenges facing bison restoration by sharing 
lessons learned and best practices. The results of nine projects sponsored by ABS were 
presented. One of these was on the conservation of the Janos Hidalgo herd, Mexicoôs only 
remaining bison herd. This project successfully brought together ranchers from both sides of the 
border to discuss the protection of this internationally migrating herd and created a group to 
design Mexicoôs Federal Bison Conservation Plan, which calls for the reintroduction of additional 
herds. Another ABS presentation summarized a national survey of public perceptions of bison, 
showing that the US public does not fully understand the ecological role of bison, but that a vast 
majority views bison as an important living symbol of wild America.   



 

 

 
The conference brought together 147 stakeholders from a diversity of organizations, including 
government agencies, conservation organizations, Native American groups, universities, and 
producer groups. This allowed for a rich exchange of ideas and, most importantly, a platform to 
build trust across groups on specific obstacles. Informal discussion sessions were held for each 
of the six themes at lunchtimes and at the end of each dayôs program. In particular, the 
conference was a fertile exchange of ideas, studies, and information, with many participants 
stating that they l earned something new. 
 
We hope that the conference proceedings will serve as a learning resource for the broader bison 
community and a platform for more focused working groups on the main challenges to bison 
ecological restoration. There is a tremendous need for coordinated action to address the 
restoration of the North American bison and its habitats. Through this and other strategic 
activities, ABS is catalyzing change across a broad range of constituencies and geographies to 
help restore bison. 
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Conference speakers, from left to right: Dave Carter, Tom Olson, Sam 
Fuhlendorf, Eva Fearn, Peter Dratch, Natalie Halbert, and Ervin Carlson.  

 
The abstracts  for each of the conference presentations are included in this 
document, along with the bios  of each of our keynote speaker s. Clicking on the 
name of a presentation will link you to a PDF of the presentationôs slides. You 
must be a registered user of the American Bison Society web portal  in order to 
view the presentati on PDFs.  

 

http://www.americanbisonsocietyonline.org/


 

 

PRESENTATION ABSTRACTS  

 
 

SUNDAY , NOVEMBER 16 
 
Opening remarks by Kent H. Redford, Vice President for Conservation Strategy at the Wildlife 
Conservation Society, and Birgil Kills Straight, Oglala Sioux Parks and Recreation.  

 
 

M ONDAY , NOVEMBER 17 ï DAY 1 
 

The day opened with comments from Kaush Arha, Deputy Assistant Secretary, US 
Department of the Interior, who mentioned the North American hunting ethic as an integral 
part to bison conservation, and applauded the commitment of t he members of the 
Department of Interior Bison Working Group, which includes representatives from National 
Park Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, US Forest Service, Bureau of Indian Affairs, and 
Bureau of Land Management.   

 

 

SESSION I  - ECOLOGICAL ROLE OF BISON IN ECOSYSTEMS 
 

Different Parks ïDifferent Roles   
Dan Fr andsen , Prince Albert , Grasslands , and 
Elk Island National Parks , Canada   
 
Only three national parks in Canada have ecologically 
significant populations of plains bison. All originate 
from reintroductions ranging from a century ago to very 
recently in 200 5. Elk Island, Grasslands, and Prince 
Albert National Parks in Canada all have pre-calving 
populations of plains bison currently varying in size 
from slightly over 100 to approximately 400 bison. The 
largest plains bison population in Canada, numbering 
in excess of 1,000 animals, is located in the Pink 
Mountain area of British Columbia, is not protected 
within a national park, and lies outside the historic 
range for plains bison.  

 
The ecological role of bison in each of the national 
parks varies to some degree as a result of their past 
and current physical and political context (translated 
into a vision, goals, and objectives for each 
population), the length of time the population has 
existed in that environment, and the ecosystems into 
which they are adapting. The three bison populations 
discussed share the same genetic origins but have 
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different beginnings, have had vastly different management regimes, display a wide range of 
maturity, and live in very different ecoregions (mixed grass prairie, aspen parkl and, and boreal 
transition).  The way in which each of these factors has influenced the past and current ecological 
role of bison in each park is explored using examples from each park.  

 
The Ecological Role of Bison in a Burning Landscape: Pyric -herbivory and 
Re-wilding Through the Re -coupling of the Fire -Grazing Interaction   
Samuel D. Fuhlendorf , Oklahoma State University   
 
Recent suggestions of re-wilding North America through the introduction of charismatic 
African herbivores to replace extinct Pleistocene fauna have led to discussions of the roles of 
specific species in ecosystem management. In addition, previous discussions have focused on 
the role of native species, such as the American bison, as keystone herbivores that are critical to 
maintenance and conservation of the North American Great Plains ecosystems. However, a 
debate about the most appropriate herbivore provides minimal understanding of the grazing 
process or the importance of grazing to conserving grassland ecosystems. I suggest that 
ecosystem management of grasslands is more dependent on pyric-herbivory  (herbivory 
promoted through fire) in complex landscapes than on the presence or absence of specific 
species of grazing animal. Our recent experiments demonstrate that the fire-grazing interaction 
is critical in maintaining heterogeneity of grassland ecosystems and that heterogeneity 
increases biodiversity and maintains system sustainability. Logical arguments and results of 
experimental evaluations of the fire -grazing interaction suggest that the interaction of fire and 
grazing is critical for maintaining grassland heterogeneity and biodiversity. Response of native 
plant and animal species are useful as indicators of restoration in grassland ecosystems. 
Discussions and debates on the merits of specific herbivores are critical to conservation, but 
will have minimal impact on the conservation of grassland landscapes unless interactive 
influences of fire, grazing and other disturbances are also considered. 
 
 
A Population Model for Bison in the San Luis Valley, Colorado  
K.A. Schoenecker and N.T. Hobbs, U.S. Geological Survey  and Natural Resources 
Ecology Lab, Colorado State University ; K. Hagaman, Great San d Dunes National 
Park ; D. Phillips, Chico Basin Ranch ; C. Pague and P. Robertson, The Nature 
Conservancy  
 
Understanding the demographics of wildlife populations is fundamental to understanding their 
ecology and to managing them to achieve specific conservation goals. We developed a 
population  model for plains bison ( Bison bison) in the San Luis Valley, Colorado. This free-
ranging herd was acquired by The Nature Conservancy in 1999 and has been managed with 
annual removals. Data on sex ratios, calf ratios, total population size, and number culled was 
collated from 1997 through 2007 and used to build the model. Breeding adult survival rates in 
disease-free, protected populations of plains bison can be >95% and calf survival to 6 months 
>90%. Rates of increase have been reported as high as 21-26% in some populations. We report 
sex ratios, growth rates, and mortality rates, and compare the management and ecology of the 
bison in the San Luis Valley to bison in other wild free-roaming populations.  
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Grassland Bird Conservation via Bison Impacts on Habitat: Multi -Scale 
Monitoring   
Kevin Ellison and Steve Zack , Wildlife Conservation Society  
 
Birds that require grassland habitats are the most 
imperiled group in North America. Several species 
are in decline, many with recent sharp drops in 
population size. Grasslands need disturbance to 
function, and grassland birds depend on this habitat 
for their viability. The processes of disturbance that 
shape grassland habitats include grazing, fire, and 
drought.  Grassland bird ecology was historically tied 
to bison grazing, yet grazing of domestic cattle has 
reshaped many grasslandsðsimplifying their 
structure and so reducing the diversity of habitat 
types available to grassland birds. Grazing patterns 
of bison acted at larger scales with resulting greater diversity in the structure of native 
grasslands. A combination of h abitat degradation and habitat loss to cultivation has led to 
declines of these birds. Existing and pending reintroductions of the plains bison offer 
conservation opportunities to help reverse the declines in grassland bird populations.  

We seek to understand and document how bison reintroductions, particularly at large scales, 
might help revive native grassland habitat and thus benefit grassland birds. To do so, we intend 
to investigate how bison improve grassland heterogeneityðhow bison grazing stimulates 
variation in vegetation height and grass and forb richness at different scales. Conducting such 
studies during the process of bison reintroduction will inform how grassland structure changes 
at different scales when subject to bison grazing and behavior.  

As a first step, we have conducted a review of the literature to assess the current state of 
knowledge regarding the ecological relationships between grassland birds and bison. Not 
surprisingly, few close evaluations have been done. Nonetheless, the literature clearly indicates 
how the heterogeneity of native grasslands is key to providing habitat for a diversity of grassland 
birds. Secondly, we are developing monitoring techniques that will help us identify specific 
ecological features that birds associate with, and to identify certain bird species and/or 
combinations of species that act as indicators of landscape and habitat condition. Through these 
indicators, we will be able to assess how different efforts of bison ecological restoration progress. 
Our focus will be on bison reintroduction sites across the northern Great Plains, but will include 
sites in other habitats to assess bird responses across different grassland management regimes. 
We seek collaborators and partners who can allow access to land for this study.  
 
 
Separating Grazing -Species and Grazing -Management Differences   
John Ortmann, The Nature Conservancy, Niobrara Valley Preserve  
 
It is almost a matter of faith that bison ( Bison bison) grazing is somehow inherently different in 
all respects than cattle (Bos taurus) grazing. Often cited are diet preferences, movement 
patterns, and an affinity for regrowth after fire. To the untutored, at least, the real and perceived 
differences mean that bison grazing is always ecologically beneficial, while cattle grazing is 
always ecological destructive. Rarely if ever, however, has research comprehensively investigated 
long-term grazing effects of both cattle and bison grazing, with both species tested under 
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management systems commonly used for each. Such research would involve four treatments: 
bison grazed under both somewhat ñopen-rangeò conditions, incorporating prescribed fire, and 
under multiple -pasture rotation; and cattle grazed under each of the same two systems. Ideally, 
such research would be run for enough years to detect long-term changes in plant metrics. In 
lieu of such research, observation may be helpful. The 60,000-acre Niobrara Valley Preserve 
where I reside offers a unique opportunity for such observation; 20,000 acres are grazed by 
bison year-round, and 33,000 acres are grazed by cow-calf pairs under a traditional four -pasture 
rotation  from about May 15 to October 15. Soils, topography, and vegetation in the two systems 
are nearly identical. This presentation attempts to illustrate real species differences and which 
perceived differences may be more due to common management systems usually employed for 
the two species.   
 
 
Bison, Grasslands, and Erosion   
Brian Miller, Wind River Ra nch  
 
Before their extirpation from the wild, bison, prairie dogs, and fire played a large role in the 
structure of grasslands. We introduced 35 bison to a 1,500 acre area with no prairie dogs and no 
recent history of fire.  In three months, bison horned and  trampled 91% of the yucca on the 
grassland. On five neighboring 
ranches that had cattle but no prairie 
dogs or fire, the mean percentage of 
damaged yucca was 6.4 per hundred 
(s = 5). Piñon/juniper in our 
grassland with bison showed damage 
on 86 out of 100 trees, again by 
horning.  On the five neighboring 
ranches, the mean damage to 
piñon/juniper was 8.8 trees out of 
100 (s = 4). Given an n = 1 for the 
bison grasslands and an n = 5 for 
cattle grasslands, we tentatively 
compared the numbers by chi-
square, which showed a p > 0.0001 
for differences between bison and 
cattle on yucca and bison and cattle on piñon/juniper.  More sites are necessary, but it appears 
that bison play a larger role than previously thought in keeping the grasslands in grass. When 
piñon/j uniper advance onto grasslands and are closely spaced, they can outcompete grass for 
water, leaving an area of bare dirt. If that occurs on a slope, it can initiate gully erosion and 
headcuts. By killing trees and deliberately horning headcuts that alread y exist, bison may be able 
to help heal upland erosion. We continue to monitor how bison affect headcuts. Ideally, in 
pastures receiving reintroduced bison, this comparison should be made before and after. 
 
 
True Ecological Restoration through Family Social Order Bison Herds   
Susan Chin, Tall Grass Bison  
 
In the restoration of the American bison lies  the restoration of entire ecosystems, because bison 
are recognized as a keystone species of North Americaôs grasslands. It has been assumed that it 
took large numbers of these animals to affect the plant and animal communities with which they 
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co-evolved. A closer look shows that the larger herds consisted of a composite of multiples of 
related bison families. These extended family herds, smaller components of the millions that 
once roamed the plains, are the key to restoring the diversity of landscape. 
 
Today, private and public land managers believe that by bringing back numbers of bison they are 
achieving bison ecological restoration. But there is a significant difference between herds based 
only on population densities and those based on family and extended family infrastructure. 
Without family social order as a part of restoration, the bisonôs ecological ripple effect on wildlife 
and plant communities will be diminished. A dysfunctional bison herd can still be healthier for 
the ecosystem than the predominant cattle herds. For example, bison wool can provide nesting 
material for small mammals and birds and bison grazing can increase biodiversity via transport 
of seeds in bison fur. However, a close-knit social order herd can do much more for ecosystem 
restoration. This social order influences grazing patterns: how quickly the herd grazes, what it 
eats, and how multi-aged components of the herd contribute to sustainable ecosystems. Closely 
grouped functional families act as large lawn-mowers year round, creating an edge effect not 
seen in dysfunctional bison herds which may be beneficial to nesting birds. The densely clumped 
groupings of bison families also disturb small mammals and insects in their path sufficiently to 
make them available to predators, whereas the movements of fragmented dysfunctional herds do 
not. 
 
Herds with intact family social order are better able to defend against predators. The larger male 
groups typical of extended social order herds are family defenders. Even in the matriarchal herd 
component, close bonding means all members defend each other, and not just the young. Any 
producer in grizzly or wolf areas will appreciate this. Functional families are able to pass on 
collective learned behavior to each new generation, particularly with regard to choice of food, 
i.e., grazing broadleaves is a learned experience. Encouraging family social order in reintroduced 
herds may alleviate encroachment of junipers and pine into grassland. 
 
Until family social order is incorporated into management sy stems, public lands managers and 
ranchers will have to deal with todayôs perennial grazing problems. The impact of switching to 
functional herds could be tremendous. We will never see the vast herds of bison again, but the 
lands we devote to this animal can be much more vital than previously thought.  
 
 
Bison, Buffalograss, and Historical Vegetation in the Mexico Borderlands   
Myles Traphagen , Turn of the Century Restoration and Monitoring   
 
Bison persisted into northern Mexico and the southwestern portion of New Mexico until the mid 
1800s. Archaeological evidence from trash middens at Paquime in northern Chihuahua provides 
physical evidence of bison persisting in the borderlands well after Spanish contact. Additionally, 
vegetation remnants, notably buffalograss (Buchloe dactyloides), exist in the region that indicate 
the long-term presence of bison. Buffalograss is easily outcompeted and shaded out by taller 
plants when there is a lack of grazing. Recently collected vegetation monitoring data from a 
grazing exclosure in the area demonstrate a decline in buffalograss when no grazing occurred 
over 15 years. 
 
The ecological role of bison extends beyond shaping vegetation communities. In the United 
States the white sided jackrabbit (Lepus callotis) occurs exclusively in a small 26,000 acre 
buffalograss/blue grama grassland in the extreme southwestern corner of New Mexico. Its range 
extends south into central Mexico inhabiting the high grasslands in the valleys and foothills of 

http://www.americanbisonsocietyonline.org/Publications/DocumentStore/tabid/240/language/en-US/Default.aspx?Command=Core_Download&EntryId=3437


 

 

the Sierra Madre. These areas were known to harbor bison until as late as the 1860s. This rare 
hare appears to rely on buffalograss and is not tolerant of higher stature vegetation, thus 
implying that the species may be grazing obligate and part of the larger suite of grassland plants 
and animals that inhabit the range of bison as we currently understand it.  Although cattle have 
served as a proxy for a large grassland herbivore for several hundred years, the grazing behavior 
of bison, coupled with their unique habit of creating wallows, likely creates a mosaic across the 
landscape that is not equaled by domestic cattle. 
 

  
 
Reintroduction of Bison on Reservations in South Dakota: Ecological and 
Cultural Implications   
Trudy M. Ecoffey , Oglala Sioux Parks and Recreation Authority  
 
This research explored and documented issues of sustainability associated with the 
reintroduction of bison in four different bison herds on reservations in South Dakota.  The 
objectives were to identify management practices associated with the sustainability of bison re-
introduction by American Indians; to explore the role of American Indian culture in the 
management of bison for sustainability; and to investigate rangeland criteria that could be used 
to measure sustainability of bison.   
 
This project used a holistic, descriptive approach, including interviews, coding, and analysis, to 
build themes among the four case studies. The four case study interviews focused on overall 
management: general practices; environmental issues; economic concerns; and cultural issues 
associated with tribal bison reintroduction. The case studies also included rangeland data 
collection and analyses to determine both soil and plant quality.  Soil quality criteria included 
organic matter, aggregate stability, water content, and chemical analyses. Plant criteria included 
measures of crude protein, acid detergent fiber, neutral detergent fiber, dry matter production 
and a species inventory. Each site had replicated plots in shoulder-, mid-, and toe-slope locations 
with the mid -slope locations having grazed and ungrazed treatments.  
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Common themes that emerged from the interviews included: a hands-off management style; 
concern for the health and interactions of the land, animals, and people; and a de-emphasis of 
the importance of economics. All four managers acknowledged the importance of cultural 
traditions, and three expressed a deep cultural and spiritual connection to the bison. Results 
from the soil and plant quality analysis indicated th at rangeland conditions were equal to or 
better than those measured on other grasslands in South Dakota or reported in the literature for 
mixed-grass prairie. Soil chemical and physical properties supported a diverse plant population 
with adequate levels of nutrition for bison.    
 
Integrating the qualitative and quantitative data  from these case studies offers valuable insight 
into the challenges, success, and unique perspectives of a diverse group of herd managers and 
contemporary Native leaders of tribal bison reintroduction.  
 
 
ñNorthern Great Plains Conservationò ad hoc presentation  
Steve Forrest,  World Wildlife Fund -US  

With less than 2 percent of the regionôs 180 million acres in reserves managed for wildlife 
conservation, the northern Great Plains is one of the least protected places on Earth. There is, 
however, an opportunity to restore and conserve this remarkable landscape and the wildlife that 
call it home. WWFôs vision for the northern Great Plains is a healthy and well-managed 
landscape that conserves all native species through a combination of conservation areas and 
ecologically sustainable agriculture. Water development in the northern Great Plains has 
profoundly affected historic hydrologic regimes.  Surface water development (stockponds) in 
some places exceeds 4 km2. These structures, as well as in-channel dams, dikes, and diversions, 
in many cases completely dewater many smaller stream systems for much of the year, as well as 
affect timing, duration, and volume of peak flows.  This in turn affects the creation of and 
duration of persist ent pools on perennial streams that act as refugia for many prairie fish, as well 
as fragments of stream reaches that could provide fish habitat. The majority of surface water 
impoundments have been constructed to affect the distribution of cattle, which typically will not 
utilize forage unless water is nearby. Water availability is thus used as a way to redistribute cattle 
grazing intensity.  It is hypothesized that bison are less restricted in their grazing to proximity to 
water, perhaps traveling up to two to three times farther from water sources to graze. If this is 
proven to be true, bison restoration over large areas could significantly reduce the need for and 
number of existing structures that rob water from watersheds, thus improving hydrologic 
conditions that would be beneficial for prairie fish. Furth er research to determine the extent of 
surface water restoration potential from conversion from cattle to bison is warranted.  
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SESSION I I  - STATE , PROVINC IAL , AND TRIBAL M ANAGEMENT  
 

Bison Restoration in Utah   
Bill Bates , Utah Division of Wildlife 
Resources   
 
Utah has recently initiated efforts to increase 
the number of bison on the Henry Mountains 
and to establish a new herd in the Book Cliffs. 
Several challenges surfaced that nearly 
derailed both projects. Bison living on public 
land in Utah are classified as big game and 
managed by the state through hunting. While 
legal classification, disease, and genetic issues 
had to be addressed, the most difficult obstacle 
to overcome was forage allocation.  
 
The effort to put bison on the Book Cliff 
Mountains started in 1992, when the Utah 
Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR) 
partnered with The Nature Conservancy and 
the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation to 
purchase two ranches in the Book Cliffs. 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) grazing 
allotments associated with these ranches were 
reallocated to wildlife. However, the bison 
transpl ant could not be carried out until this 
reallocation was recognized through a revision 

to the Vernal Resource Management Plan, which was completed in 2008. Uintah County filed 
an injunction against the transplant in late 2007 based on disease issues. These issues were 
resolved by implementing a rigorous testing protocol, and in the summer of 2008, 14 bison 
were released in the Book Cliffs. Additional animals were moved from the Henry Mountains in 
January 2009.  
 
Through the 1983 Henry Mountains Grazing Allot ment Plan, the BLM allocated sufficient 
forage for 200 adult bison. When an additional 964 animal unit months (AUM) were acquired 
from a willing seller in 1994, the objective for the Henry Mountains was increased to 275 
adults, post hunting season. Another willing seller approached UDWR in 2002, and an 
additional 505 AUMs were purchased but set aside to provide a buffer during drought.  
 
Another livestock operator approached a conservation group, Sportsmen for Habitat (SFH), in 
2003. He had over 2900 AUMs, comprising both winter and summer allotments. SFH 
purchased these grazing allotments, and 240 cattle were removed from the mountain. 
 
Not surprisingly, sportsmen petitioned to increase the target bison population. A committee of 
sportsmen, livestock operators, federal land managers, and elected officials came together to 
write the Henry Mountains Bison Plan. Many contentious issues were identified, including 
conflict with cattle, primarily on winter range, and reallocation of forage from livestock to 
wildli fe. Conflicts on winter range were addressed through the planned implementation of 
$500,000 worth of habitat projects. One major obstacle remained. The BLM was in the process 
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of rewriting the Richfield Resource Management Plan and could not commit to reall ocating the 
AUMs from the purchased allotments to bison.  
 
However, a solution was found. UDWR held 947 AUMs on state lands that were not considered 
in the BLM forage allocation. Using this forage, the committee agreed to increase the bison 
population obje ctive to 325 adults, post hunting season by 2012. This agreement was 
contingent upon successful completion of the habitat projects and research to determine bison 
sightability during aerial surveys.  
 
 
The Tribal Role in Bison Conservation   
Jim Stone  and Ervin Carlson, InterTribal Bison Cooperative   
 
Tribes have played an important part in the historical preservation of bison in North America. 
Tribes and Tribal members were the first group to suffer from the impacts of the removal of 
bison from the landscape and because of the role bison played in their lives were continually 
struggling to return the animal to Tribal lands.  
 
Currently Tribes have restored bison to their landscapes and are working to expand the 
number of bison on Tr ibal lands. Tribes are leaders in the preservation and conservation of 
bison from a genetic viewpoint and serve as a growth tank for genetically pure bison while 
maintaining  their status as wild animals. 
 
ITBC has 57 member tribes and aims to help tribes grow their herds and support capacity 
building for herd management.  
 
 
Wood Bison Restoration in Ala ska   
Robert O. Stephenson and Randy R. Rogers, Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game   
 
Wood bison (Bison bison athabascae) roamed the meadows and forests of interior Alaska for 
most of the last 10,000 years. Wood bison were extirpated in Alaska during the last few 
hundred years and by 1900 only a few hundred wood bison remained in Canada. Canadaôs 
National Recovery Plan for the Wood Bison recommends reestablishing one or more 
populations in Alaska to help secure the future of the subspecies. Wood bison restoration is a 
significant wildlife conservation opportunity for Alaska. The Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game (ADF&G) has worked for more than 15 years to thoroughly evaluate the possibility of 
restoring wood bison because of the potential for substantial benefits to wood bison 
conservation and to people, including hunting, and other economic and social benefits. During 
this time the wood bison project has received strong support from people and organizations 
with diverse interests in Alaskaôs wildlife. In June 2008 a major milestone in the project was 
achieved when over 50 young wood bison were transported from Elk Island National Park in 
Canada to the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center (AWCC). Alaska is now poised to make a 
significant contribution to North  American bison conservation. While the bison are being held 
at the AWCC for health monitoring, additional planning and regulatory requirements will be 
completed. To succeed with the import, ADF&G worked with many Canadian and U.S. agencies 
to address issues involving U.S. Department of Agriculture bison import requirements and the 
regulations associated with the Endangered Species Act. These efforts have set precedents that 
may become relevant to other international bison conservation programs. This presentation 
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provides an overview of the history of the project and challenges that have occurred along the 
way. We emphasize cooperation that has been required among state, federal, tribal, and 
Canadian agencies, and wildlife conservation organizations. The hoped-for release date of 
bison into the wild is spring of 2010 or 2011. 
 
 
Bison in Indian Country   
Fred Matt, Native American Fish and Wildlife Society  

This talk covers how the Native American Fish and Wildlife Society plays a supportive role to 
bison restoration on native lands. The Inter Tribal Bison Cooperative started with us and 
eventually developed into its own organization. I cover the role of my tribe in issues related to 
the National Bison Range in Montana. I am affiliated with the Pend dôOreille/Salish Kootenai. I 
was the Chairman of the Tribal Council who was involved in the signing and negotiating the 
first Annual Funding Agreement. Two Tribal members Charles Allard and Michel Pablo 
originally provided bison stock that now is in Canada and on the National Bison Range. The 
NBR animals came from when the Federal Government forced them to sell off there animals so 
the could open the Reservation to homesteading. Allardôs half went to Canada and Pabloôs were 
sold to the Conrad family who owned a ranch near Kalispell Montana. The Native American 
Fish and Wildlife Society is assisting a Native Village in Alaska, Stevens Village, in managing 
their small plains bison herd. In the summer of 2009, Stevens Village, will host the first ever 
Youth Practicum around  the relationship between Our Indian People and Bison. 
 

 

Custer State Park Bison Management ðPast, Present, and Future  
Chad Kremer and Gary Brundige,  Custer State Park   

Custer State Parkôs (CSP) bison herd originated from Scotty Phillipôs herd, descendents from 
Fred Dupreeôs herd. Other introductions to CSP include 50 bison from Pine Ridge (1945), and 
841 from Wind Cave National Park (1952-61). Records indicate that there were roundups 
during the 1930s to castrate calves to prevent inbreeding and breed stock traded with Ft. 
Niobrara. A 1949 range survey showed 776 buffalo, 1534 elk, 180 horses and burros, and poor 
range condition. Recommendations were to reduce grazing pressure to 1,000 animal units. The 
park eliminated horses and began to market bison and elk (including surplus from WCNP). 
Markets included sealed bid, hunts, and wholesale meat. Nevertheless, by 1965 there were 
2,413 bison. CSP constructed corrals in 1959 and began a program to eliminate 
brucellosis. Calfhood vaccination and test and slaughter led to brucellosis free status in 1965. 
CSP began live sales in 1966 with as many as 20,000 live animals sold to date. CSP has worked 
since 1949 to balance rangeland utilization with production, allocating 25% of estimated 
production to all free ranging grazers including bison.  CSP initiated a genetic survey in 1984, 
using blood typing.  The park repeated the survey in 1992 and began a program to try and 
preserve genetic diversity. Additionally, Dr. Curtis Strobeck discovered evidence of cattle 
mtDNA introgression in 1992 samples. Genetic sampling of all animals occurred in 2004. 
Microsatellite analysi s was conducted, and we are currently trying to obtain funding to run 
Single Nucleotide Polymorphism (SNP) analysis. While the park herd has essentially been free-
ranging since introduction, herd structure was controlled.  CSP has discontinued age-based 
culling, forced weaning, protein supplementation, and has reduced handling.  The herd has 
been allowed to age, and social structure reestablished. Current initiatives include validation of 
production/allocation models, genetics, and social structure. Future di rection will consider the 
production and conservation aspects of the herd. 
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Update on the IUCN Bison Specialist Group Bison Conservation Action 
Plan   
C. Cormack Gates, University of Calgary ; Peter J. P. Gogan, USGS --Northern 
Rocky Mountain Science Center, Forestry Sciences Lab., Montana State 
University; Keith Aune, Wildlife Conservation Socie ty ; and John E. Gross, Office 
of Inventory, Monitoring, and Evaluation, National Park Service  
 
The abundance of bison (Bison bison) endemic to North America was reduced to only 20-30 
free-ranging plains bison (B. b. bison) within Yellowstone National Park and about 300 wood 
bison (B. b. athabascae) in the area that is now Wood Buffalo National Park.  The plains bison 
genome was saved by private citizens that preserved small bison herds fortuitously scattered 
over the subspeciesô range. Subsequently, the American Bison Society successfully promoted 
creation of plains bison herds on areas managed by the U.S. Department of Interior. By 2000, 
there were some 500,000 bison of both subspecies in North America, but >95% were in 
commercial herds. The IUCN North Ameri can Bison Specialist Group (NABSG) has drafted the 
Status and Action Plan for North American Bison, and the full draft will be available as of 
August 2009. The Plan provides concise reviews of the history, biology, and ecology of both 
subspecies, and their numerical and geographic status in Canada, Mexico, and the United 
States. It offers defensible and practical guidelines for management and restoration of 
populations and conservation of genetic integrity. Guidelines emphasize maintaining the wild 
nature of bison and restoring populations, where feasible, where bison are an integral element 
of intact ecosystems. Local human community support is addressed as an important 
component of ecosystem restoration. Recommendations and guidelines in the Plan specifically 
target management of herds that will contribute to bison conservation.  Guidelines apply 
equally well to public and private herds, including conservation -oriented herds that contribute 
to commercial production.  The conservation action plan acknowledges the special historical 
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and cultural ties between indigenous peoples and bison and encourages the support of 
aboriginal and other local and rural communities in contributing to bison conservation and to 
ecosystem restoration and sustainability.   
 
 
A Review of the Legal Status of Bison in North America   
Keith Aune, Wildlife Conservation Society , and Ri ck Wallen, National Park 
Service  

The American bison is an iconic North American wildlife species that symbolizes the wild and 
open western prairie and extensive boreal forest landscapes. Although their decline and 
subsequent recovery is frequently recounted in conservation circles, the ecological recovery of 
wild bison was never really considered, and consequently their ecological restoration has never 
been fully accomplished. Most plains bison in North America are found on farms and ranches 
(~500,000) whi le relatively few (~20,000) are located on provincial/state and federal 
reserves. Few populations are distributed broadly on native prairie landscapes throughout 
suitable habitat and rarely enjoy equal legal or policy status when compared to other importan t 
wildlife species such as elk, deer, or pronghorn. Bison conservation and restoration intersects 
directly with many laws, rules, and policies within a complex social -economic-ecological 
matrix.  Plains bison are primarily classified as livestock and in only a few states and provinces 
enjoy status as wildlife. Wood bison are managed more commonly as wildlife within their 
historic range but are classified as threatened in Canada and in some places have hybridized 
with plains bison. Significant disease issues are prevalent, complicating their management and 
legal status. Changes in law and policy are going to be necessary for most bison restoration 
projects to advance. Such changes must be designed to encourage bison conservation in an 
ecologically relevant manner, while considering the socio-economic consequence to a country, 
state/province, or local community.  Although laws, rules, and policies can be an obstacle, they 
can also be modified and transformed into bison-friendly forms if there is social acceptance 
and high value identified with restoration goals.   
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SESSION II I  ï ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CONTEXT FOR  B ISON RESTORATION  
 

An Atlas of Bison Conservation  
Ray Rasker , Executive Director, 
Headwaters Economics   

The restoration of bison in North America is 
an ambitious undertaking that requires a 
long-term, hundred -year view, and a great 
deal of collaboration between a wide variety 
of interests. It is also a task that requires a 
deep understanding of the economic, 
demographic, social, and political conditions 
of the lands where the restoration of bison 
might take place. In this presentation, we 
demonstrate an interactive on-line Atlas of 

Bison Conservation, with more than 100 maps on socioeconomic conditions in the U.S. and 
Canada bison recovery area. The purpose of this Atlas is to aid in the collaborative bison 
conservation and restoration process by providing information on the economic, social, and 
demographic conditions of the restoration region. The Atlas can be viewed at 
www.headwaterseconomics.org/bison.php.   

 
One Familyôs Experience in the Bison Industry for Over 40 Years 
John Flocchini , National Bison Association  and Durham Ranch   
 
This presentation includes an overview of the history of my familyôs four-generation 
involvement wi th buffalo.  It includes the history of the Durham Ranch, Gillette, Wyoming, and 
the introduction of Yellowstone bison to the ranch in the late 1950s. The 50,000+ acre Durham 
Ranch has been owned and operated by the Flocchini family since mid-1960. The ranch began 
using Holistic Management in 1985 and continues this practice today. In 1988, the Flocchini 
family was awarded the first ever Holism in Action Award by the then Center for Holistic 
Management, now known as Holistic Management International. My gran dfather Armando 
Flocchini, Sr., was a founding member of the National Buffalo Association (NBA) in the 
1960s. The then ñNBAò was made up of an early group of primarily private ranchers who had 
an interest in buffalo and using them for commercial production , in conjunction with the 
management of private lands, mostly in the west. These were the contemporary pioneers who 
helped reignite the restoration of the buffalo into the large and stable herd numbers that exist 
today. 
 
Socially, the ranch has played an important role. Over the years it has hosted literally 
thousands of individuals and groups. From international visitors to the local fourth graders 
that study the history of Campbell County, Wyoming, the ranch enlightens visitors to the 
history of the largest living land animal in North America as well as the present -day practices 
of bison management and marketing. The role of this ungulate in grassland management is 
also covered. I cover the economic implications of raising buffalo on local communities as well 
as within our individual family, because, for obvious reasons, it is critical for buffalo operations 
to be economically stable and profitable. 
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Bison Hunting: Social, Ecological, and Economic Impacts  
Mary Stange, Crazy Woman Bison Ranch  
 
Contemporary bioregionalists talk about learning to become ónativeô to the landscape one 
inhabits. For us, a key part of that process has involved restoring buffalo to their native range 
in eastern Montana. This presentation focuses on one key aspect of that restoration: the 
establishment of bison hunts on private land.  Unlike public hunts which are geared primarily 
toward management of animal numbers, these hunts can strike a deeper historical and cultural 
chord. At the same time, they deliver genuine ecological and economic benefits. This talk is 
based on our eight yearsô experience of offering bison hunts on the Crazy Woman Bison Ranch. 
 
 
Pasture Harvesting of Buffalo  
Dan OôBrien, Wild Idea Buffalo Ranch   

Sustainable Harvest Alliance (SHA) is a non-profit corporatio n dedicated to supplying an 
alternative, humane, and culturally acceptable means of adding value to buffalo meat. The 
concept is to eliminate the stress of hauling, confinement, and the traditional slaughter process 
by harvesting animals in the pastures where they are most at ease. It involves going to the field, 
killing a target animal, and dressing the carcass in a specially outfitted and refrigerated tractor 
trailer (the current technology for field dressing a buffalo).  

SHA is a South Dakota state licensed meat plant. In its first year of operation harvested 243 
buffalo from native and non -native herds in western South Dakota by working on a very part-
time basis. In 2008, SHA worked only 33 days, averaging just over seven animals per day. It is 
easy to see that by working full -time such a unit could become the sole harvester (and humane 
culling mechanism) for a conservation herd of 2,000 animals. Though the cost of field 
harvesting appears to be higher than the traditional slaughter method, the hidden costs of 
stress-related carcass ñshrink,ò death loss, and criticism from humane groups and Native 
Americans are eliminated. There are also the management and safety considerations of putting 
large numbers of animals through corrals and chutes on an annual basis.  

As conservation oriented herds grow, the need for a publicly acceptable method of controlling 
buffalo populations will become pressing. Without a publicly accepted method, the possibility 
of a situation akin to the ñwildò horse debate looms. Now is the time to prefect the field harvest 
of buffalo as a way to create a revenue center for the expansion of ecological herds and for 
controlling populations until large predator controls are in place.  

 
Opportunities  and Constraints of Ecological Bison Ranching  
Kevin Ogorzalek, World Wildlife Fund  
 
The World Wildlife Fund surveyed the production practices of 24 bison herd managers from 
across the United States. The research focused on the characteristics and management of the 
herds and the landscape on which they roam. Additionally, the opportunities and challenges 
facing the bison industry were discussed. The results were then compared with the Matrix of 
Ecological Characteristics as mapped out in previous American Bison Society meetings. The 
comparison analyzed the degree to which the herds contributed to the ecological restoration of 
the species and its native landscape. It was found that the vast majority of herd management 
made small to moderate contributions to the ecological restoration in every factor examined. In 



 

 

order to harness market power and in order to contribute to the ecological restoration of the 
bison, especially to the Northern Great Plains, it is recommended that a production model be 
created that will achieve the primary goals of the Matrix of  Ecological Characteristics in a more 
user-friendly set of guidelines geared toward producers.  
 
 
Buffalo Challenge   
Terry Armstrong, Government of Northwest Territories, Canada   
 
Restoration and management of wood bison to their historic range in the Northwest 
Territories, Canada, face a number of challenges. The need to minimize risk of transmission  of 
bovine tuberculosis and brucellosis from an infected population to currently uninfected 
populations hampers widespread restoration on the landscape. Responding to anthrax 
outbreaks in remote locations creates logistical and economic issues. A lack of social and 
cultural acceptance of bison in some communities due to conflicts between bison and people, 
or due to the gradual loss of a bison tradition where bison have long been absent, impedes 
progress toward bison restoration and their re -establishment in  currently unoccupied habitat.  
 

       
 
 
An Economic and Ecological Symbiotic Relationship via Social Order 
Herds   
Bob Jackson, Tall Grass Bison  
 
Analysis of historical records, combined with numerous field observations of Yellowstoneôs 
bison herd, shows that humans and grazing animals have evolutionarily used the same 
extended family social structure and organization to achieve species success. The Plains 
Indians understood this similarity. They studied the social structure of bison to solve problems 
within their own society. This is in contrast with todayôs academic community and private and 
publ ic bison managers, who focus, by default, on the extension of domestic agriculture and its 
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