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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee,

Thank you for inviting testimony from Buffalo Field Campaign on the Yellowstone bison herd. 

It is well known by the American people that just over 100 years ago, wild bison were facing extinction.  It was an Act of Congress signed by the President and enforced by the US Army that saved wild bison from certain extinction.

"George Bird Grinnell, by then a prominent conservationist and editor of the magazine, persuaded members of Congress of the serious threat to wildlife in the park. On March 26, 1894, Representative John Lacey of Iowa introduced H.R. 6442, "An act to protect the birds and animals in Yellowstone National Park, and to punish crimes in said park". President Grover Cleveland signed the bill into law on May 7, 1894. The 1894 wildlife protection law gave sole jurisdiction over wildlife in Yellowstone to the federal government and prescribed fines of up to $1,000." C. Cormack Gates et al, THE ECOLOGY OF BISON MOVEMENTS AND DISTRIBUTION IN AND BEYOND YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK, A Critical Review With Implications for Winter Use and Transboundary Population Management, April 2005.

It is not well known today that wild bison as a native wildlife species are at risk of genomic extinction. 

A vast number of bison you see on the land have been bred with cattle.  Conservatively, wild pure bison managed as a wildlife species number around 4,000 in the United States: 450 bison in Wind Cave and 3,600 bison in Yellowstone.  
"Today, though approximately 500,000 plains bison exist in North America, few are free of cattle gene introgression, 96% are subject to anthropogenic selection for commodity production, and only 4% are in herds managed primarily for conservation purposes. Small herd size, artificial selection, cattle-gene introgression, and other factors threaten the diversity and integrity of the bison genome. In addition, the bison is for all practical purposes ecologically extinct across its former range, with multiple consequences for grassland biodiversity. Urgent measures are needed to conserve the wild bison genome and to restore the ecological role of bison in grassland ecosystems. 

The largest conservation herds of plains bison within their original range are in Yellowstone National Park … and Grand Teton National Park …

All significant public herds of plains bison in the US and Canada have been tested and all but six show domestic cattle gene introgression. Of these six, sufficient numbers of individuals have been examined from only two herds to allow statistical confidence (>95%) in the lack of detection of domestic cattle introgression (i.e., low probability of type II error):  Wind Cave National Park in South Dakota and Yellowstone National Park (Halbert et al., 2005; Halbert and Derr, in press). Four other public herds show no evidence of cattle introgression but the sample size is too small for statistical inference:  Henry Mountains State Park in Utah, Teton National Park in Wyoming, Sully’s Hill National Game Preserve in North Dakota, and Elk Island National Park in Alberta (Polziehn et al., 1995; Ward et al., 1999; Halbert and Derr, in press). 

At best, therefore, less than 1.5% of the 500,000 plains bison in existence today can be classified as likely free of domestic cattle gene introgression." Freese, C.H. et al, Second chance for the plains bison, Biol. Conserv. (2007), doi:10.1016/j.biocon.2006.11.019.
Long distance migration, a characteristic that defines wild bison as a herd animal that once thundered across the plains, is gone. 

"Although the Yellowstone area has long been recognized for geothermal distinctiveness and, recently, a restored large-carnivore community (Clark et al. 1999; Noss et al. 2002), what previously has been unrecognized is its ability to support some ecological phenomena - especially the accentuated treks of pronghorn, elk, mule deer, moose, and bison (Fig. 2).

To improve insights into the type of planning necessary to conserve these LDMs [Long Distance Migrations], I examined the fates of historic and current routes (Craighead et al. 1972; Smith & Robbins 1994) traversed by three species:  pronghorn, bison, and elk (Table 1).  A conservative estimate of the frequency routes truncated indicates that many have already been lost:  pronghorn, 78% (n = 11); bison, 100% (n = 14); and elk, 58% (n = 36)." Joel Berger, The Last Mile:  How to Sustain Long-Distance Migration in Mammals, Conservation Biology, Pages 320-331, Volume 18, No. 2, April 2004.

In nearly every state of the Union, wild bison are ecologically extinct. 

“Bison were a keystone species of the prairie ecosystem; significantly affecting the way the prairie grassland ecosystem evolved and playing an important role in maintaining it.  Wild bison remain ecologically extinct in Montana. The State of Montana Department of Livestock has prevented the natural dispersal of wild bison into Montana from Yellowstone National Park because of disease issues while no attempts are underway to restore the species outside of this controversial region.  Current management of private, state and Federal bison herds is leading towards domestication of bison that threatens their wild character and limits important natural selection processes.”  Position Statement of the Montana Chapter of The Wildlife Society on Wild Bison in Montana, signed by the Executive Board of The Montana Chapter of The Wildlife Society, and adopted April 11, 2000.

"The bison is a land-intensive nomadic species that once roamed over great distances on the North American landscape.  Large-bodied animals are especially vulnerable to the effects of habitat fragmentation because they require a large amount of suitable habitat (Berger and Cunningham 1994).  Fragmented populations can be more susceptible to inbreeding pressures, loss of genetic diversity, and extinction (Berger and Cunningham 1994; Mace et al. 2001). On the continental scale, natural habitats have been reduced to a fraction of their historical extent (Mace et al. 2001).  Human population growth and development have led to the appropriation of extensive areas of land within original bison range for natural resource extraction, agriculture, ranching of both cattle and commercial bison, and urban and rural settlement (Johnson et al. 1994; Berger and Cunningham 1994; Mace et al. 2001).  These competing land uses constrain possibilities for preserving or restoring large tracts of habitat for bison recovery." Delaney P. Boyd, Conservation of North American Bison:  Status and Recommendations, April 2003.

In the United States, only one wild bison herd remains on its native range:  the Yellowstone bison herd.  

"The Bison of Yellowstone National Park are unique among bison herds in the United States, being descendants, in part, of the only continuously wild herd in this country." Margaret Mary Meagher, The Bison of Yellowstone National Park, 1973.

For 10,000 years, wild bison have roamed and occupied the Yellowstone plateau and surrounding prairie valleys.

"Yellowstone National Park is the only place in the lower 48 States where bison have existed in a wild state since prehistoric times. Bison occupied the region encompassing the park from shortly after recession of the last glaciers 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, until the 19th century when they came close to extirpation." C. Cormack Gates et al, 2005.

The perils faced by America’s last wild bison herd are many.  

In the bison’s winter range in the Gardiner Basin, upper Yellowstone River valley, the:

· US Department of Agriculture - Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service - operates two bison quarantines on private lands: the Brogan and Slip N’ Slide.  Over 100 bison calves have been captured and separated from their family groups in an experiment to see if quarantine produces disease-free animals.

· National Park Service operates the Stephens Creek bison capture pen within Yellowstone National Park.  In the winter of 2005-2006, 849 wild bison were captured and sent to slaughter from America’s first national park.

· US Forest Service – Gallatin National Forest – is contemplating another bison capture pen at Yankee Jim Canyon. 

In the bison’s winter range in the Hebgen Basin, upper Madison River valley, the:

· Montana Department of Livestock operates the Duck Creek bison capture pen on private lands adjacent to Yellowstone National Park. In the winter of 2005-2006, 50 wild bison were captured and sent to slaughter by the livestock agency.

· Montana Department of Livestock is permitted to operate the Horse Butte bison capture pen on public lands on Horse Butte Peninsula, Gallatin National Forest.

On the Hebgen Lake and Gardiner Ranger Districts of the Gallatin National Forest, over 105,000 acres of public lands have been permitted for grazing private livestock.  These public lands are part of the Yellowstone bison’s native range. Darrell Geist, Status review of public lands grazing on the Gallatin National Forest Hebgen Lake and Gardiner Ranger Districts, A critique of land management decisions on National Forest lands and their impact on wild bison in Yellowstone, March 2007.

With approval of the state of Montana’s bison hunt in 2006, there is no substantive, secure winter range for wild bison on the Gallatin National Forest.

The multi-million dollar taxpayer funded Interagency Bison Management Plan zone management system excludes migrating bison from winter range habitat in Gardiner Basin, the upper Gallatin River valley, and Hebgen Basin in the upper Madison River valley. Craig Jourdonnais, Wildlife Biologist, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Winter Range Assessment for Bison in the Upper Gallatin River Drainage:  DRAFT FWP population objective for bison wintering in the Taylor Fork/Porcupine areas, January 20, 2006.  Tom Lemke, Wildlife Biologist, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Bison Habitat Evaluation East of the Yellowstone River from Dome Mountain to YNP, February 14, 2006 and Wildlife Habitat and Wildlife Use On and Near the Royal Teton Ranch, July 7, 1997. C. Cormack Gates et al, 2005.

The 15-year interagency plan also excludes wild bison from accessing lands acquired with $3,5000,000 in taxpayer funds appropriated by Congress on the 3,265 acre OTO ranch in Cedar Creek, now part of the Gallatin National Forest. http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?r101:S08FE0-1042:
Over $13,000,000 in taxpayer funds appropriated by Congress to conserve critical wildlife habitat on the 6,770 acre Royal Teton Ranch has failed in its promise to provide a “safe haven” for wild bison. Deed of Conservation Easement, Royal Teton Ranch - Devil's Slide Area August 30, 1999. 

Over seven years since the agreement was made, the Church Universal and Triumphant and the Gallatin National Forest have failed to “identify ways to manage the land to preserve, restore and enhance the bison that utilize the Property and their habitat.” 

“Whereas, the Grantor's lands provide significant winter range and crucial habitat for many indigenous species including elk, bighorn sheep, mule deer, pronghorns, grizzly and black bears, mountain lions, other indigenous wildlife, and, upon completion of the Bison Management Plan, significant winter range and crucial habitat for bison; 

The parties agree ... to develop a Royal Teton Ranch Bison Management Plan ... for the Easement Lands and other lands mutually agreed upon ... This plan would be intended to guide management actions consistent with the terms and purposes of this Easement, though it may be more protective of bison and their habitat. It should identify ways to manage the land to preserve, restore and enhance the bison that utilize the Property and their habitat.” Deed of Conservation Easement, Royal Teton Ranch - Devil's Slide Area August 30, 1999.

"Congress is acting irresponsibly by not placing a higher priority on wildlife protection. We must act decisively today so that our children and grandchildren can enjoy these lands tomorrow." Senator Max Baucus, Press Release, BAUCUS: I'll Fight For Royal Teton Ranch, Senior Senator Throws Weight Behind Funding for CUT Purchase, September 24, 1998.

The failure to produce a Bison Management Plan for the Royal Teton Ranch, and Gallatin National Forest lands, prevents the federal and state agencies from moving to Step 2 in the 15 year Interagency Bison Management Plan. Status Review Team Dr. Ryan Clarke, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, Craig Jourdonnais, Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks, John Mundinger, Montana Department of Livestock, Lisa Stoeffler, Gallatin National Forest, Rick Wallen, Yellowstone National Park, A STATUS REVIEW OF ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT ELEMENTS 2000 to 2005, September 2005.

The prospect that wild bison would benefit from the Royal Teton Ranch land conservation agreement when the Park grazing allotment expired in 2002 was stated in the interagency plan’s environmental analysis and record of decision.
“It is expected that bison would be able to use the acquired lands for winter range when a cattle lease currently in operation on part of this property expires in 2002.” U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, Bison Management Plan for the State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park, Volume I Final Environmental Impact Statement, August 2000.  

"Step Two in the north boundary area begins when cattle no longer graze during the winter on the Royal Teton Ranch adjacent to the Reese Creek boundary of the park. The agencies expect this to occur when a preexisting private cattle lease expires in 2002." U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, RECORD OF DECISION, FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT AND BISON MANAGEMENT PLAN FOR THE STATE OF MONTANA AND YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK, December 20, 2000. 

Continued removals of large numbers of wild bison under the interagency plan may threaten the genetic viability of the Yellowstone bison herd.

“The current practice of culling bison without regard to possible subpopulation structure has potentially negative consequences of reduced genetic diversity and alteration of current genetic constitution both within individual subpopulations and the overall YNP bison population. 

Since bison are known to naturally assemble in matriarchal groups including several generations of related females and the most recent calf crop (Seton 1937; Haines 1995), it is possible that the culling of bison at the YNP boundaries is non-random with respect to family groups, a practice that over sufficient time may lead to systematic loss of genetic variation.  

The caveat, however, is that caution must be practiced in the management of populations with substructure to ensure the maintenance of both subpopulation and total population variation. The YNP bison population has not previously been managed with this consideration in mind. For example, 1,084 bison were removed from YNP in the winter of 1996-97, representing a 31.5% decrease in total population size. Even more troubling, however, is the inequality in the reductions across the Northern and Central herds. While the Northern herd suffered a loss of approximately 83.9% (726/825), the Central herd was reduced by only around 13.9% (358/2,571; Peter Gogan pers. comm.). If in fact the Yellowstone bison population is represented by 2 or 3 different subpopulations, disproportionate removals of bison from various subpopulations might have detrimental long-term genetic consequences.” Natalie Dierschke Halbert, The Utilization of Genetic Markers to Resolve Modern Management Issues in Historic Bison Populations:  Implications for Species Conservation, December 2003.

Within Yellowstone National Park, the National Park Service is poised to begin a bison vaccination program – with a vaccine designed for cattle not bison – that will at some point require bison to be captured and tested to monitor if the vaccine works or not.  The vaccine might not work.    

“In the Davis and Elzer, 1999 study, it was determined that RB51 did not confer significant protection in the vaccinated animals.  In terms of abortions and infections, the RB51 bison vaccinated with three injections did not differ significantly from the non-vaccinated bison.

As the result of the studies above, the amount of protection conveyed to bison from vaccination with RB51 is still not precisely defined.  RB51 is most certainly safe for use in bison in most cases but the efficacy of RB51 is nil in adult bison and has not been determined in a statistically significant number of vaccinated bison calves.”  D.S. Davis, P.H. Elzer, Brucella vaccines in wildlife, Veterinary Microbiology 90 (2002) 533-544.

Importantly, a real-time, remote delivery system to test bison for brucella abortus does not exist.  Wild bison are captured and tested and slaughtered based on the presence of antibodies – not infection – to the organism. 

"Diagnostic methods for brucellosis currently rely on serological tests that detect antibodies against Brucella and cultivation. Blood or tissue cultures remain the standard for diagnosis … Significant effort has been expended to develop DNA diagnostics for brucellosis that exploit the selectivity and sensitivity of PCR."  D. T. Newby, T. L. Hadfield, and F. F. Roberto, Real-Time PCR Detection of Brucella abortus: a Comparative Study of SYBR Green I, 5_-Exonuclease, and Hybridization Probe Assays, APPLIED AND ENVIRONMENTAL MICROBIOLOGY, Vol. 69, No. 8 Aug. 2003, p. 4753–4759.

What Congress can do:

• Provide a clear directive to America’s National Parks and National Forests that wild bison belong on public lands, and manage the habitat accordingly.

• Congress holds the power of the purse and significant funding is needed for wildlife conservation easements that protect bison winter range and migration corridors in the Greater Yellowstone ecosystem.

• Conservation of the wild bison genome can be assisted by non-invasive research to ensure the genetic viability and integrity of bison herds in the Greater Yellowstone.

Wild bison and people can co-exist.  There are people eager to share their knowledge and experience on bison etiquette and how to properly act in bison territory. From a 5-year old boy to a 90-year old grandmother, people can, and safely do, live and co-exist with wild bison. 

Wild bison are an irreplaceable part of America’s natural heritage. To the indigenous people of North America, bison are a living embodiment of their culture and spirit.

Once again the American people are calling upon Congress to act to prevent the extinction of wild bison.  

The American bison needs an Act of Congress to ensure their survival and restoration as a native wildlife species in the American West. 

