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Dear Pat Flowers and Christian Mackay, 
 
Buffalo Field Campaign was founded in 1997 to stop the slaughter of 
Yellowstone's wild buffalo herd, protect the natural habitat of wild free-
roaming buffalo and native wildlife, and to work with people of all Nations to 
honor the sacredness of the wild buffalo. 
 
Buffalo Field Campaign is located in West Yellowstone, Gallatin County, 
Montana, and is supported by volunteers and citizens in Montana, Idaho and 
Wyoming, and by people from around the world who value America's native 
wildlife and the ecosystems upon which they depend, and enjoy the natural 
wonders of our irreplaceable public lands. 
 
As an organization and on behalf of our members, Buffalo Field Campaign is 
concerned and actively involved with protecting the last remaining descendants 
of indigenous buffalo in North America to occupy their original range. Buffalo 
Field Campaign actively publicizes the plight of the buffalo, to end their 



slaughter by government agencies, and to secure long-term protection for viable 
populations of wild buffalo and year-round habitat in their original range. 
Buffalo Field Campaign actively engages the American public to honor our 
cultural heritage by allowing wild buffalo to exist as an indigenous wildlife 
species and fulfill their inherent ecological role within their original range, and 
serve as the genetic wellspring for future wild, free ranging buffalo populations. 
 
Montana’s proposed action to capture and confine up to 300 female buffalo 
and their calves in traps at Corwin Springs contradict, thwarts, and is 
incompatible with your claimed objective to “maintain a wild, free-ranging 
population of bison.” (State of Montana) 
 
The claim of Montana’s proposed action of “a wild, free-ranging population of 
bison” while confining the population to traps is false double-think intended to 
indoctrinate the public into accepting a gross contradiction of reality. 
 
As part of Montana’s proposed action, Yellowstone National Park intends to 
harass and capture migratory buffalo in traps at Stephens Creek (Yellowstone 
National Park, Gallatin National Forest, Animal and Plant Health Inspection 
Service). If last winter is any indication of the impacts of your decision, a 
majority of buffalo migrating into Gardiner basin will be harassed on winter 
range necessary for their survival, captured, tagged, crowded and confined into 
traps for extended periods including calving season, fed hay in feedlot 
conditions, and vaccinated like livestock using a vaccine developed and licensed 
for livestock not buffalo. 
 
Montanans and the American people are in agreement that confining and 
congregating buffalo in feedlots as Montana proposes is a flagrant attack on 
America’s last buffalo, and our natural heritage. 
 
The alternative you cite as the basis for your analysis area contemplated treating 
buffalo as wildlife on its native habitat, not as feedlot livestock in pens as 
currently proposed (State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park). 
 
In fact, the environmentally preferred alternative rejected by Montana and the 
IBMP agencies in 2000 but overwhelmingly supported by the public calls for 
managing buffalo as a wildlife species, conservation of historic nomadic 
migration to adjacent National Forests, additional habitat acquisitions, and 



where habitat conflicts exist, managing domestic cattle rather than native 
wildlife (State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park). 
 
The Council on Environmental Quality defines the environmentally preferred 
alternative as one that “causes the least damage to the biological and physical 
environment and best protects, preserves and enhances historic, cultural and 
natural resources.” (State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park). 
 
Montana’s proposed action is one of the most environmentally destructive 
actions the state can take against wild buffalo in habitat the vast majority of 
people support conserving and protecting this unique population.  Montana’s 
proposed analysis fails and needs to consider and evaluate the environmentally 
preferred alternative articulated over a decade ago that best protects buffalo in 
their habitat. 
 
A hay bale is not habitat. Montanans’ and American taxpayer dollars and scarce 
resources should be spent purchasing habitat that connects migration corridors 
to public lands in Paradise valley – habitat buffalo could occupy as the 
migratory species sees fit just like elk. 
 
Artificial confinement that congregates buffalo in feedlots as Montana proposes 
is worse than the federal and state feed grounds in Wyoming – an incubator for 
disease that has chronically infected and exacerbated brucellosis infection in elk 
and buffalo (State of Montana Office of the Governor; Smith 2011). 
 
Confinement that congregates buffalo in feedlots as Montana proposes occurs 
during peak winter months when the buffalo’s metabolism is adjusted to low 
quality forage, energetic cost is greatest, and stresses to buffalo immunity and 
nutritional health peaks, particularly for pregnant female buffalo seeking green-
up that provides high quality milk for calf survival (Jones 2010). 
 
Confinement that congregates buffalo in feedlots jammed into pens for months 
on end as Montana proposes – whether at Corwin Springs and Stephens Creek 
or Horse Butte and Duck Creek – could in fact lead to the spread of parasites, 
an outcome not addressed in your analysis (Black Wolf) and is a vector for 
persistent disease transmission in wildlife (Smith 2011). 
 



Your so-called ‘tool in the toolbox’ threatens buffalo by confining the wild 
species and increasing the risk of transmitting parasites. Hines and scientists 
preliminary observations of gastrointestinal parasite infection in elk found that 
feed ground elk in Wyoming had higher rates of nematode egg counts. 
The agencies blind their view to brucellosis alone for the sake of the cattle but 
at great risk to buffalo by confining the wild species in their feces and urine for 
extended periods of time.  It is a credit to buffalo’s natural resistance and 
immunity to disease infection that has so far kept the worst harms of 
confinement at bay. 
 
Does the State of Montana believe that your actions are immune from 
disastrous outcomes for wild buffalo? If so, such surety cannot be found in your 
analysis. 
 
The fundamental failure of your decision is Montana’s unwillingness in 
addressing the underlying assumption that puts the wild population at risk: that 
buffalo do not belong and will not be ‘tolerated’ beyond Yankee Jim Canyon. 
The fact is Gardiner basin is a small portion of buffalo’s winter range extending 
40 miles along the Yellowstone River to Livingston and beyond (Gates 2005). 
 
Montana’s proposed haze-back date of May 1 lacks a scientific rationale or any 
sound basis. Such an unnecessary provision to harass buffalo systematically 
denies habitat necessary for a wild population to emerge in Montana and persist 
as your public trust duty demands. 
 
Please address the following findings in your analysis and how you reached your 
decision to harass buffalo from habitat and remove the population from 
Montana by May 1 annually: 
 

“Brucellosis transmission risk from bison to cattle is extremely low 
after June 1 and negligible by June 15 because (1) parturition is 
essentially completed for the year, (2) parturition events rarely 
occur in areas that will later be occupied by cattle, (3) cattle are 
generally not released on summer ranges until after mid- June, (4) 
females meticulously consume birthing tissues, (5) ultraviolet light 
and heat degrade Brucella on tissues, vegetation, and soil, (6) 
scavengers remove fetuses and remaining birth tissues, and (7) 
management maintains separation between bison and cattle” 



(Yellowstone National Park 2009). 
 
“Allowing bison to remain on essential winter ranges outside 
Yellowstone National Park until late-May or early June, when 
they typically begin migrating back into the park to high-elevation 
summer ranges, is unlikely to significantly increase the risk of 
brucellosis transmission from bison to cattle” (Yellowstone 
National Park 2009). 
 
“Allowing bison to occupy public lands outside the Park through 
their calving season will help conserve bison migratory behavior 
and reduce stress on pregnant females and their newborn calves, 
while still minimizing the risk of brucellosis transmission to cattle” 
(Jones 2010). 
 
“Evidence from these studies indicates that after May 15 (bison 
haze-back date in the IBMP), natural environmental conditions 
and scavenging conspire to rapidly kill or remove brucella from 
the environment” (Aune). 
 

Whatever quantifiable risk exists is localized, “predominantly low”, “zero under 
all scenarios” and can be addressed by managing livestock at a significantly 
reduced cost to the American people while conserving wild buffalo (Kilpatrick). 
 
Elk freely traverse winter range buffalo are systematically denied by Montana - 
at great harm to buffalo - while elk infect cattle repeatedly without public 
outcry by the livestock industry (Beja-Pereira).  It is this unjustified and 
unchallenged and unanalyzed assumption that the agencies lean upon to drive 
their public decision to capture migratory buffalo and subject them to a host of 
livestock management techniques: artificial feeding, unnatural crowding in 
traps, tagging, testing, vaccination, and human handling. 
 
If Yankee Jim Canyon is the line beyond which buffalo will never roam under 
the Interagency Bison Management Plan then the ecological benefits of wild 
buffalo on the landscape will not only be lost, but outcomes not anticipated 
will fester like sores upon the earth - degrading soils, grasses, and life sources in 
the basin that provide and sustain its diversity. 
 



If Montana continues to treat wild buffalo like feed livestock your decisions will 
continue to degrade and harm the environment in ways not imagined or 
addressed in your analysis.  Montana needs to break with its pattern of 
undertaker over the indigenous species’ demise and become the caretaker of 
public trust buffalo by providing habitat for the population’s persistence for 
future generations. 
 
“The use of the Corwin Springs facility would allow additional bison to be 
tested, vaccinated, and held outside of the park until they were returned to 
Yellowstone on May 1, and would avoid overcrowding at the Stephens Creek 
facility” (State of Montana). 

“While B. abortus vaccine SRB51 is licensed for cattle, it has never gained label 
approval for bison” (Yellowstone National Park 2010). 

Evaluate and disclose why SRB51 is not approved for wild buffalo. Discuss in 
detail why Montana and Yellowstone National Park is proceeding to use 
SRB51 on an experimental basis in a programmatic way. 

What legal basis exists to use an experimental vaccine on wildlife? 

What scientific basis exists to programmatically use SRB51 when this livestock 
vaccine has not been approved for wild buffalo? 

Moreover, the whole idea of ‘sero-prevalence reduction’ and ‘eradicating’ 
brucellosis is not a desirable outcome for wild buffalo.  It is just one more ‘tool 
in the toolbox’ driving artificial selection against a desirable trait in wild buffalo 
– immune resistance to introduced livestock diseases (Buffalo Field Campaign 
and Western Watersheds Project; Dobson; Meagher 1994). 

According to biologist James A. Bailey, PhD, vaccination of wild buffalo has 
multiple, adverse consequences that Montana and Yellowstone National Park 
needs to pay heed to and not ignore as you are doing: 

1. “Disease has been a natural process throughout the 
evolution of bison.  Natural selection has been the process to 
develop resistance and accommodation between host bison and 
their diseases.  (Accommodation includes evolution of the 
pathogen whereby the disease organism persists with little or no 



impact to the host.)  There is already evidence of Yellowstone 
bison having resistance to Brucella infection (p. 155 and Seabury 
et al. 2005).  Moreover, there is considerable variation among 
mammals, including bison, in their reactions to Brucella exposure 
(p. 155).  This variation allows natural selection to operate in 
developing resistance and accommodation. 
2. There are many unknowns in pathogen-host relationships 
that may influence results of a vaccination program in unexpected 
ways.  Bison are expected to carry populations of many competing 
and synergistic strains of viruses and bacteria, interacting with 
several humoral and cell-mediated aspects of host resistance.  This 
micro-system is extremely complex and interrelated, such that 
interventions in one part of the system may cause unexpected 
effects elsewhere in the system.  Furthermore, there is the 
possibility of linked genetic effects.  Bison responding “positively” 
to RB51 could be unique in other genetically-controlled ways, 
some of which could be harmful.  Still further, the proposed 
vaccination program may lead to adaptive changes in Brucella 
toward variants able to avoid immunological responses to the 
vaccine.  This could lead to greater persistence of Brucella within 
bison and increased pathogenicity (p. 73).  Our wildlife in 
national parks are not appropriate populations for experimenting 
with vaccinations. 
3. Vaccination will interfere with natural selection for 
resistance and accommodation between bison and Brucella.  
Vaccinated animals may not experience symptoms of disease and 
therefore not experience reduced rates of survival and 
reproduction, that is, natural selection.  Bison already exhibiting 
resistance to Brucella will be less favored by selection and overall 
resistance to Brucella in the bison herd could decline. 

Since Brucella will not be eliminated from YNP, the vaccination program will 
be a permanent commitment to use of vaccines, and related interventions, to 
replace natural selection and to control brucellosis in Yellowstone bison.  
Lurking in the background is Montana’s request that immuno-contraceptives 
be added to the bison biobullets” (Bailey). 



Caving in to livestock industry pressure and its attendant bureaucracies, 
Montana and Yellowstone National Park are willing to further jeopardize our 
nation's last wild population of American buffalo by basing your decision to 
vaccinate buffalo on "uncertainty" and "incomplete and unavailable" science 
(Yellowstone National Park 2010). 

According to Yellowstone National Park (2010): 

"… using less effective vaccines or delivering the vaccine to a 
relatively small proportion of the eligible animals can lead to 
adaptive changes in the disease pathogen that select for variants 
able to evade the immunological response induced by the vaccine. 
These vaccine-adapted variants can then spread in the population, 
reduce the efficiency of the vaccination program, and result in 
longer-term evolutionary changes in the host-pathogen 
association." 

Additionally, Yellowstone National Park (2010) admits: 

"These aspects of SRB51 and the life history of B. abortus may 
provide a selective advantage for bacteria whereby SRB51 
vaccination becomes ineffective leading to an increase in 
transmission potential, stronger persistence within the bison host, 
and greater pathogenicity (i.e., virulence or degree of intensity of 
the disease produced by a pathogen). This potential adaptation of 
B. abortus to SRB51 could be exacerbated if delivery via remote 
vaccination is hampered due to logistics or bison behavior and 
only a relatively small proportion of the eligible females are 
vaccinated." 

Yellowstone National Park (2010) also found that "experiments conducted by 
Texas A&M University concluded that vaccination with Strain RB51 provides 
no protection from aborted pregnancies." 

Yellowstone National Park (2010) also acknowledged vaccination is "unlikely 
to reduce the seroprevalence of brucellosis in wildlife sufficiently (i.e., near zero) 
to alter the perceptions of livestock operators, producers, and regulators 
regarding the risk of brucellosis transmission to cattle from wildlife." 



Based on all of the foregoing concerns, and those not foreseen, Buffalo Field 
Campaign requests Montana to not vaccinate any buffalo with RB51. 

Once again, costs borne by taxpayers are not even recognized by Montana in 
your analysis and needs to be addressed. 
 
The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) roundly criticized the 
IBMP state and federal agencies for your lack of accountability in how taxpayer 
moneys are spent.  To our knowledge, there has been no cost information 
provided by the IBMP since the GAO’s estimate of $3,000,000 taxpayer dollars 
spent annually to harass and harm buffalo in the ecosystem with a suite of 
livestock management techniques. 
 
There is no transparency by Montana on how the public’s tax money is spent. 
Without a firm idea of costs and resources expended year-to-year, it is difficult 
to assess alternatives that are less costly and more desirable than the decision to 
be made by Montana. 
 
The assumption is the public does not need to know, hence, the public is 
denied knowledge on what it is paying for with millions of taxpayer dollars 
flowing to the IBMP without accountability whatsoever (GAO). 

Montana proposes to continue a costly taxpayer subsidized program to 
systematically harass, capture, confine and artificially feed and vaccinate wild 
buffalo with a livestock vaccine for the benefit of two cattle operators in 
Gardiner basin. 

What do these livestock operators think of the Interagency Bison Management 
Plan and adaptive management? 

Hank Rate who has been running cattle along the Yellowstone river for 40 years 
said in a newspaper article (Flandro): "We can live with the animals. Buffalo are 
part of the overall picture. If you don't want them, go get a farm in Iowa." 

"As long as the IBMP is in the state it is now, I see no resolution because it's 
been crafted such that it's impossible to allow buffalo to do anything but come 
out and be shot," he said. 



Bill Hoppe, the other year round cattle operator in the Gardiner basin was also 
critical of Montana's role in $3.3 million spent to lease for 30 years an 
electrified fenced corridor through the Royal Teton Ranch to allow buffalo 
onto a meadow hammered by cattle grazing now in National Forest ownership 
acquired for $13 million dollars a decade ago: "It's a $4 million project that 
ain't never gonna work," Hoppe said. "I guess if you were making a Walt 
Disney movie, it might work." 

This overwhelming repudiation by the public in Montana and nationwide and 
local livestock ranchers directly affected begs the question: is ‘adaptive 
management’ a suitable ‘tool in the toolbox’ for wild buffalo? 
 
The most direct answer and reply to the quagmire the state of Montana and its 
IBMP agencies have dug, is to tell you to retreat and do your respective jobs: 
livestock manages livestock, wildlife manages wildlife, and land management 
provides habitat for viable populations of indigenous species including the wild 
American buffalo. 
 
A glaring absence in your analysis is the lack of knowledge communicating to 
the American people and Montanans the unique and distinct traits of buffalo 
you claim to manage. 
 
Publicly disclose significant facts essential to your decision and impacts to wild 
buffalo in Montana. Include information on how your action impacts buffalo 
subpopulation structure (Bruggeman; Christainson; Fuller 2006, 2007; 
Gardipee 2007, 2008; Geremia 2009, 2011; Gogan; Meagher 2002; O’Brien; 
Olexa), genetic diversity and integrity (Bailey; Derr 2006, 2009; Derr and 
Halbert; Gompper; Hedrick 2009, 2010, 2011; Schnabel; Yellowstone Center 
for Resources) migratory behavior (Berger; Epp; Fuller 2006, 2007; Geremia 
2009, 2011) ecology (Augustine; Biondini; Blakeslee; Cannon 1997, 2001; 
Collins; Coppedge 1997, 1998; Day; Delgiudice; Fallon; Frank 1992, 1994, 
1997, 1998; Gerlanc; Green; Gunther; Haroldson; Hobbs; Joern; Knapp; 
Lekberg; Mattson; Polley; Soukup; Steinauer) persistence and population 
viability (Allendorf; Frankham 2003, 2005; Plumb; Traill); cultural vitality 
(Bozell; Farr; Greater Yellowstone Science Learning Center; Intergovernmental-
InterTribal Information Exchange; LaDuke; Looking Horse; Little Thunder; 
Kantor; Nabokov; Thompson Smith; Smits) threats to restoration in original 
habitat (Adams; Lancaster; IUCN). 



 
Finally, and critically important, is Montana’s lack of analysis and public 
disclosure on the conservation status of buffalo in Montana, an ecologically 
extinct indigenous species extirpated from greater than 99% of their original 
range (Sanderson; Geist). 
 
Montana does not connect your analysis and decision to any concern over the 
conservation status of buffalo - casting doubt on your obligation to conserve 
wild buffalo in their original habitat (Adams and Dood). The scientific, hard 
facts that need to be evaluated and disclosed are in part as follows: 
 
Wildlife including bison is important to the vast majority of Montanans who 
desire to see the wildlife species restored in their original range (Moore 
Information; Science Daily). 
 
America’s wild lands, wildlife (including wild bison), recreation and open 
spaces are cherished by Montanans and draw millions of people who annually 
sustain a multi-billion dollar economy (Geist). 
 
The International Union for Conservation of Nature has Red Listed the 
American bison as near threatened. 
 
Sanderson and scientists estimate American bison occupy less than 1% of their 
historic range. 
 
Bison's original range spanned one-third of North America's landmass - more 
than two billion acres - and the wildlife species evolved in and adapted to over 
twenty distinct ecosystems (Sanderson; IUCN). 
 
Freese and scientists found that "Today, the plains bison is for all practical 
purposes ecologically extinct within its original range." 
 
Boyd found that greater than 95% of the 500,000 bison in North America 
today reside in private ownership as domestic livestock. 
 
Less than 1.5% of bison are genetically Bison bison (Freese). 
 
Forced cattle-bison breeding experiments to commercially exploit fitness traits 



of wild bison resulted in widespread introgression of cattle genes in private, 
public and Tribal bison herds (Polziehn; Ward 1999, 2001; Halbert; Halbert 
and Derr; Hedrick 2009, 2010, 2011; Schnabel). 
 
A study by Douglas and scientists suggests that cattle genes in bison will 
adversely affect mitochondrial health and function, and the overall fitness of 
bison. 
 
The extensive prevalence of cattle genes in bison populations (Polziehn; Ward 
1999, 2001; Halbert; Halbert and Derr; Hedrick 2009, 2010, 2011), habitat 
fragmentation, loss of natural habitats and isolated populations, limited range 
and population sizes (Boyd; Boyd and Gates), artificial selection, intensive 
management, unnatural confinement to fenced ranges, absence of predators, 
introduction of non-native disease (Freese) are some of the risk factors of 
ecological extinction that threaten the identity and survival of American bison 
as a wildlife species. 
 
Genetic testing of bison (Polziehn; Ward 1999, 2001; Halbert; Halbert and 
Derr; Schnabel) suggests that only bison indigenous to and descended from 
Yellowstone have no cattle ancestry. 
 
The Henry Mountains bison was founded with bison solely descended from 
Yellowstone (Boyd). 
 
Cattles genes have been found in American bison previously thought to have no 
cattle ancestry based on prior genetic testing: Wind Cave National Park, Grand 
Teton National Park, and Sullys Hill National Game Preserve (Dratch). 
 
A recent report by scientists Dratch and Gogan suggests that only Yellowstone 
bison retain their wildlife identity. (The report did not survey Henry 
Mountains bison). 
 
"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."  (Dr. Margaret Mary Meagher, retired Yellowstone National 
Park bison biologist). 
 
"Prehistoric bison distribution in the GYE can perhaps best be summarized 



simply by saying that bison appear to have been living everywhere in Greater 
Yellowstone where habitats were suitable." (Schullery and Whittlesey). 
 
Scientist Joel Berger found that bison’s nomadic nature and migratory behavior 
is still intact but they are cut-off from 100% of their historic migration 
corridors. 
 
"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."  (Montana Chapter of The Wildlife 
Society). 
 
The American bison is a land-intensive species that once roamed over great 
distances (Boyd and Gates). 
 
American bison, North America’s largest terrestrial mammal and historically its 
most numerous mammal that left behind 100 million wallows (Butler), are 
architects of their environment shaping their world through shared behaviors in 
migratory herds across diverse habitats ranging from the Chihuahuan desert to 
northern grasslands (IUCN). 
 
Long distance migration, what defines wild bison as a nomadic, herd animal 
that once thundered across the plains, is in danger of being lost forever. 
 
Extirpation of American bison from their native range is an indicator that the 
prairie ecosystem they played a part in forming is also at risk of extinction 
(Knapp). 
 
Grazing by bison can reverse the loss of native grassland species and the 
disruption of grassland ecosystem structure and function caused by their 
extirpation (Collins). 
 
Bison migrating freely in a wild state fulfill keystone ecological relationships 
that keep grasslands open and healthy, watersheds clean, and create habitats 
that support an abundance and diversity of plants, birds, and wildlife (Askins; 
Augustine and Frank; Fallon; Gates 2011; IUCN; Sanderson). 
 
Bison are an important food source for bears, wolves, eagles, coyotes, ravens 



and scavengers in the Yellowstone ecosystem (Mattson; Fallon). 
 
Yellowstone is the last stronghold and wellspring of the Buffalo Nation 
(LaDuke). 
 
"Yellowstone territory, the habitat of the last wild Buffalo Nation - is sacred 
ground, it has been a SACRED SITE for the First Nation’s people, and for all 
humanity who hold deep respect for all Creation." (Looking Horse). 
 
"In the end, the frontier army's well-calculated policy of destroying the buffalo 
in order to conquer the Plains Indians proved more effective than any other 
weapon in its arsenal. Too small and too inept to vanquish the plains tribes 
expeditiously, the army aided and was in turn aided by the "sportsmen" and 
professional hunters who, along with the army itself, managed to destroy the 
Indians' staff of life. With the mainstay of their diet gone the Indians had no 
choice but to accept a servile fate on a reservation where they could subsist on 
government handouts. From the Indian perspective the buffalo's disappearance 
was a shattering blow. Crow Chief Plenty Coups described its impact to Frank 
Linderman: "When the buffalo went away the hearts of my people fell to the 
ground, and they could not lift them up again. After this nothing happened. 
There was little singing anywhere." Sitting Bull summed up the results of the 
annihilation: "A cold wind blew across the prairie when the last buffalo fell-a 
death-wind for my people." (Smits). 
 
Yellowstone’s remnant population represents a living link to the last of our 
nation's wild American buffalo. Montana needs to do right by buffalo by 
letting them roam wild and free. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Daniel Brister, MS 
Executive Director, Buffalo Field Campaign 
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