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13-1 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13-2 

 

13-3 

 

13-4 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13-1. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Park Service share the 
Chamber of Commerce’s concerns that diseases are a serious threat to wildlife and 
understand the importance of wildlife to the economy of Jackson Hole. The Draft 
Plan/EIS acknowledged the serious threat that a non-endemic infectious disease 
represents and attempted to provide actions in the alternatives that would decrease 
this threat to Jackson Hole’s wildlife. 

The sentence on page xxi of the summary describing economic impacts was changed in 
the Final Plan/EIS to read, “Under the alternatives the economic impacts of changes 
in recreational activities (sleigh rides, wildlife viewing, and hunting) could decrease the 
local economy by 1% to 7%, with 7% being the worst case scenario.” The section 
entitled “Social and Economic Impacts” (Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 447–503) analyzes 
impacts in detail.  

13-2. The agencies agree that reduction of disease risk is a priority and believe that the 
best way to reduce brucellosis in the herds would be to reduce the frequency of feeding 
concentrations. High herd numbers at feedgrounds would continue to facilitate trans-
mission, and current vaccines have not been very effective. Despite high vaccine de-
livery success, brucellosis prevalence remains high. Pouring considerable resources 
into creating and testing new, more effective vaccines is also not a good option. New 
research is limited by the decision to define the Brucella abortus bacterium as a 
controlled biological agent due to security concerns after September 11, 2001.  

13-3. There is a clear connection between supplemental feeding concentrations and 
higher disease transmission (see the discussion in the Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 126–28). 
Peek et al. (2002) state, “The potential for diseases and parasites to proliferate where 
big game animals are concentrated in seasons when they are naturally in poorest con-
dition has been understood for decades, as the Jackson Hole experience demonstrated 
(Murie 1951).”  

Smith (2001) notes that brucellosis is a “red flag,” that “out of a million elk in North 
America, only those associated with the winter feeding programs in western Wyoming 
and adjacent eastern Idaho maintain this disease at any significant prevalence,” and 
that feedground conditions create the perfect environment for “transmission of other, 
more pathogenic diseases.” 

13-4. The Jackson herd would be maintained at the WGFD objective of about 11,000 
elk under both Alternatives 4 and 5. Numbers wintering on the refuge would be 
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13-5 

 

 

 

 

13-6 

 

 

 

 

 

13-7 

13-4 (cont.). somewhat smaller under Alternative 4 and similar to numbers wintering 
in recent years. Alternative 4 (the Preferred Alternative in the Final Plan/EIS) has 
been modified to emphasize adaptive management. It does not specify the number of 
years that feeding would take place nor that it would be eliminated. Instead, it focuses 
on achieving the desired conditions for sustaining bison and elk populations over time. 
Working in close cooperation with the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service would decrease the need for supplemental feeding on the 
refuge based on existing conditions, trends, new research findings, and other changing 
circumstances. 

13-5. Thank you for your comments. 

13-6. See responses 13-1 and 13-4 above. The agencies believe that reducing the Jack-
son elk herd to WGFD herd objective levels would still allow for plentiful opportunities 
for wildlife viewing and hunting. While the agencies understand the concerns ex-
pressed about any decreases in income to local businesses, the potential consequences 
of a non-endemic disease such as chronic wasting disease spreading in feedground elk 
could result in a greater impact to the community. The agencies are committed to 
working cooperatively with the Chamber of Commerce and others to ensure that 
opportunities for wildlife viewing and hunting are continued.  

13-7. Thank you for your comments.   
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14-1 

 
14-2 
14-3 
14-4 

 
 
 

14-5 

 
 

 

 

 

14-1. Thank you for your comments. In the Final Plan/EIS the Preferred Alternative 
was modified to allow greater flexibility in management.  It emphasizes collaboration 
with the Wyoming Game and Fish Department and would include development of a 
dynamic framework, which would be based on existing conditions, trends, new re-
search findings, and other changing circumstances, for decreasing the need for supple-
mental feeding. It does not specify the number of years that feeding would take place. 
Instead, it focuses on achieving the desired conditions for sustainable bison and elk 
populations over time.  These desired conditions have been clarified in the Final 
Plan/EIS. 

14-2. Alternative 5 would artificially concentrate bison and elk on the refuge and would 
cause major damage to woody vegetation on the refuge, which would reduce the forage 
base for all ungulates. Fencing to prevent continued damage to select areas on the 
refuge would benefit birds and small mammals but would also exclude deer and moose 
from using these areas. In addition, continuing to have elk numbers as high as 7,500 
would increase impacts on the refuge in areas that were not fenced. Having fewer elk 
on the refuge, along with planned forage enhancements, would protect more forage on 
the refuge in the long term.  

The Draft Plan/EIS acknowledged that some alternatives that would reduce supple-
mental feeding on the refuge might increase competition in some areas during some 
years, but the extent of the impacts cannot be accurately predicted for the following 
reasons. First, only some of the elk that have wintered on the refuge would likely dis-
perse, but the exact number is unknown. Improvements to refuge forage production 
would provide better quality forage and potentially limit early dispersal. Second, ungu-
lates often differ in habitat choices and may remain separate by choice in wintering 
areas. The Jackson Interagency Habitat Initiative efforts to improve winter and 
transitional range for all ungulates on forest lands would likely provide additional 
forage in many areas, thus decreasing competition. In addition, deer, moose, and 
bighorn sheep populations in this area have been declining for unknown reasons, while 
feedgrounds have restricted the winter elk distribution. More research is needed to 
determine the causes for these population declines. 

14-3. The National Park Service and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service believe that 
healthy and sustainable elk and bison populations would provide the best revenue 
protection over the long term and that Alternative 5 would not be sustainable because 
of disease issues.  

14-4. The agencies believe the consequences of not taking any action to reduce the risk 
of serious non-endemic diseases could have a greater impact to the elk herd and to the 
hunting community in the long term. 

14-5. Thank you for your comments. 
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15-1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15-2 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15-1. Thank you for your comments. In the Final Plan/EIS the Preferred Alternative 
was modified to allow greater flexibility in management.  It emphasizes collaboration 
with the Wyoming Game and Fish Department and would include development of a 
dynamic framework, which would be based on existing conditions, trends, new re-
search findings, and other changing circumstances, for decreasing the need for supple-
mental feeding. It does not specify the number of years that feeding would take place. 
Instead, it focuses on achieving the desired conditions for sustaining bison and elk pop-
ulations over time.  These desired conditions have been clarified in the Final Plan/EIS. 

 

 

15-2. Because these vaccines are safe for use in elk and bison, safe for non-target 
species, and may reduce brucellosis transmission to some degree, the Preferred 
Alternative could incorporate vaccination as long as it was logistically possible. 
Management would not be designed or changed specifically to facilitate vaccination. 
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16-1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16-2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16-1. Thank you for your comments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16-2. Alternative 2 would eliminate hunting on the refuge and the elk reduction 
program in Grand Teton National Park. Sport hunting would continue to occur in other 
areas and to affect selection in the Jackson elk herd.  
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16-3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16-4 

 

 

 

 
16-5 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16-3. Alternative 4 in the Draft Plan/EIS and as modified in the Final Plan/EIS would 
continue the elk reduction program in the park. Legislation that enlarged Grand Teton 
National Park in 1950 allowed for this program when necessary for the proper manage-
ment of the elk herd (Draft EIS, p. 14; Public Law 81-787, 16 USC 673c). Bison hunting 
has not occurred in the park or on the refuge. It would not be allowed in the park but 
would occur on the refuge under Alternatives 3, 4, 5, and 6. 

The National Park Service and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service disagree with the 
statement that actions in the Draft Plan/EIS “cater to the livestock industry at the 
expense of native wildlife.” Various actions to reduce diseases and disease risk were 
presented within the range of alternatives. Actions that decrease brucellosis preva-
lence in the Jackson bison and elk herds would benefit these wildlife populations as 
well as the livestock industry.  

16-4. With regard to brucellosis, elk have been strongly implicated as the source of 
recent brucellosis infections in Wyoming and Idaho cattle. The infected livestock herds 
had contact with elk fed during winter and were known to have high levels of brucel-
losis compared to un-fed elk from other areas. The type of brucellosis agent discovered 
when analyzed was the same as that found in the elk. All cattle herds where brucellosis 
transmission occurred were vaccinated animals; some were twice vaccinated, including 
both Strain 19 and the newer RB51.   

Current vaccines for Brucella abortus are being used in cattle. Vaccination is manda-
tory for all sexually intact female cattle except nursing female calves within the bound-
aries of the Bridger-Teton, Shoshone, and Targhee national forests within Wyoming. 
Effectiveness ranges from 60% to 70%, and the concentration of the contact bacteria 
also affects the likelihood of infection. Vaccines are less effective in bison and elk but 
could cause modest reductions in abortion (Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 276, 286; Wyoming 
Brucellosis Coordination Team 2005) and risks for transmission within the wildlife 
herds, between bison and elk, and between elk and/or bison and cattle. Some research 
results and recent prevalence levels in a long-vaccinated feedground elk herd make the 
field effectiveness of current vaccines questionable. Such programs may not be cost-
effective until higher efficacy vaccines are available.  

16-5. See next page. 
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16-5 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 

 
16-6 

 

 

 

16-7 

 
 

 

 

16-5 (cont.). Impacts on threatened and endangered species were evaluated in the 
Draft Plan/EIS (pp. 343–56). To comply with section 7 of the Endangered Species Act, 
a biological assessment of the effects of the Preferred Alternative in the Final 
Plan/EIS on threatened and endangered species will be written and submitted for 
approval to the field office for Ecological Services (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service). 
There has been no “delay / process separation.” Biological assessments are typically 
made after the Draft Plan/EIS is revised following public comment.    

 

 
16-6. The impact assessment of the Proposed Action was completed in the Draft 
Plan/EIS (pp. 197–508). The preferred alternative is not identified until the Final 
Plan/EIS is published. It could be the same as the proposed action or changed as a 
result of public comment on the Draft EIS. Unless there is a substantial change in the 
analysis, there is no need to recirculate an amended version for public comment. This 
conforms to the planning policies of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the 
National Park Service.  

16-7. Thank you for your comments. 
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17-1 

 

 

 

17-2 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-1. Thank-you for your comments. 

 

 

 

17-2. The injunction issued by the court enjoined the federal defendants from the 
destruction of bison as outlined in the 1996 plan until they complied with the National 
Environmental Policy Act by preparing an environmental impact statement that 
encompassed the combined environmental effects of the elk and bison supplemental 
feeding program and the Jackson Bison Herd Long-term Management Plan. The 
Final Plan/EIS discloses the effects of a range of alternatives for the management of 
bison and elk, including the effects of supplemental feeding.  
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17-2 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 
17-3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17-4 

 

17-5 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-3. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Park Service believe that 
the range and objectivity of the analyses in both the Draft and Final EISs are ade-
quate. The primary analysis area, as identified in the Draft Plan/EIS (p. 24), is the 
boundary of the Jackson bison and elk herds, and the Draft EIS disclosed all relevant 
information and impacts known within the primary analysis area. Under two alter-
natives it is possible that elk could migrate out of the primary analysis area, although 
it is highly speculative as to how much migration, if any, would occur. A secondary 
analysis area was identified to evaluate the impacts to the extent practicable if such 
migration took place. With respect to public and private grazing, the Draft EIS 
disclosed the number of cattle permitted on public land grazing allotments within 
Grand Teton National Park and Bridger-Teton National Forest (Table 3-15, p. 180) in 
addition to what is known about other public and private lands within the primary and 
secondary analysis areas (Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 179–81). The Final Plan/EIS was 
updated to include new data. 

17-4. The planning process began in 1999, and the Draft Plan/EIS was published in 
July 2005. A number of studies were undertaken specifically for this EIS. In addition, 
the agencies reviewed a large volume of scientific literature and consulted with many 
experts. The agencies felt that the document was at a point that the public should 
comment on the issues. The commenter did not identify what could have been done to 
provide a more “readable format,” but the format used in the Draft EIS is consistent 
with other EIS formats. Every effort was made to consolidate and present the infor-
mation in an understandable format. The Draft EIS included numerous tables, figures, 
and photographs, in addition to the executive summary. 

17-5. The one-page descriptions provided for each alternative in the Draft Plan/EIS on 
pages 40, 42, 46, 48, and 50, with each corresponding map, were intended to simplify 
the information and give readers an overview of each alternative and not every detail. 
In the Final Plan/EIS, where space allowed, additional bullets were included in the 
overviews to further characterize the alternative. In the Draft EIS all the specifics of 
the objectives and strategies for each alternative were described in detail following the 
overview section.  
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17-6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-7 

 
 

 

 

 

 

17-6. with regard to points 1–7, the agencies believe that the objectives and strategies 
as detailed in Alternative 2 are sufficient to meet the intent of the alternative. Pre-
scribed fire would not be used in Alternative 2 on the National Elk Refuge, but it could 
be used as part of the fire management program in Grand Teton National Park, as 
described under cumulative impacts in the Draft Plan/EIS (at the end of each impact 
topic). Without a specific population objective for elk and bison herds, the elimination 
of hunting as a management tool, and the potential for great fluctuations in the herds, 
temporary exclosures would not likely be effective in restoring heavily overbrowsed 
areas (Draft EIS, pp. 217–18). The agencies would support others in their efforts to 
restore or establish migration corridors, but without the support of the Wyoming 
Game and Fish Department, which presently oppose this option, in addition to oppo-
sition by landowners, it would be difficult to include additional emphasis within the 
framework of this planning process. The use of supplemental feeding would be phased 
out in 10–15 years. Fertility control would be used to reduce the bison population 
initially, and a bulleted statement was added to the overview of Alternative 2 in the 
Final Plan/EIS (Draft EIS, p. 42) to clarify this issue. As described in the Draft EIS, it 
is not practical or feasible to use fertility control on elk (p. 75). Under all alternatives, 
the agencies would adopt the state’s surveillance plan for chronic wasting disease 
(Draft EIS, p. 38) and would continue to monitor for other diseases. 

 

17-7. The alternatives in the Draft Plan/EIS present a range of options for managing 
the bison and elk herds within the National Elk Refuge and Grand Teton National 
Park. While some alternatives may meet the missions and mandates of each agency 
better than others, none of the alternatives are in conflict with the purposes of either 
the elk refuge or the national park. Where there is conflict between the mission and 
policies of the National Wildlife Refuge System and the purposes of a specific refuge, 
the purposes take priority (USFWS Director’s Order 132). Similarly, the NPS Man-
agement Polices provide for latitude in managing a specific national park area (NPS 
2000, 2006). While Alternative 4 may not substantially reduce the potential for a 
serious outbreak of a non-endemic disease, given the complexity of the issues, 
including the social considerations and the depth of opposing viewpoints, the agencies 
believe that taking action to solve the issues that have been at play in Jackson Hole for 
over 100 years is neither arbitrary nor capricious, rather it is realistic. 
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17-7 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

17-8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17-9 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17-8. The agencies disagree that the scope of analysis was not properly defined. See 
responses 17-3, 17-13, and 17-14 in reference to migration. The amount of cattle grazing 
in Grand Teton National Park is low and continues to decline, and overall grazing 
within the primary analysis area is on a downward trend (Draft Plan/EIS, p. 180). In 
2005 there were only 160 cow-calf pairs in the national park, and some allotment acres 
were not used (Draft EIS. p. 180) and were not used in 2006. Some areas of critical elk 
habitat in Bridger-Teton National Forest are closed to cattle grazing.  

The Draft Plan/EIS acknowledged in the analysis of Alternatives 2 and 3 (pp. 263, 273) 
that migration to other areas would be impacted by the state feedgrounds, as some elk 
would likely be stopped from moving beyond the feedgrounds. At the present time, the 
Wyoming Game and Fish Department does not plan to phase out state feedgrounds in 
the foreseeable future, and the agencies do not have jurisdiction to require the depart-
ment to do so.  

 

 

17-9. See responses 17-3, 17-6, and 17-8. The agencies respectfully disagree that an 
alternative that eliminates grazing within Grand Teton National Park needs to be 
considered. The effect of cattle grazing in the park is negligible because cattle are not 
grazed on winter range, i.e., they are not in areas where forage is available during the 
winter. Eliminating grazing in the national park would not address the core issues 
identified in the Draft EIS (pp. 9–10) — the effects of inadequate winter range for high 
numbers of elk and bison, and the use of supplemental feeding to maintain high elk 
numbers. The risk to cattle extends beyond park boundaries to wherever Jackson elk 
and bison range overlaps with cattle, from Buffalo Valley to South Park to any ranches 
that winter cattle near the refuge. 
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17-10 

 

 

17-11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-13 

 

 

 

17-10. The U.S. Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Animal and 
Plant Health Inspection Service are cooperating agencies in this planning process. The 
Wyoming Game and Fish Department is a partner. The Draft Plan/EIS acknowledged 
the cooperation of these agencies on the inside cover and pages iii and 4. In the Final 
Plan/EIS, the role of these agencies is further clarified. 

17-11. See responses 17-8, 17-10, and 17-12. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the 
Bureau of Land Management, the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, and the 
Wyoming Game and Fish Department have been actively involved in the planning 
process at the level each agency has desired. Additionally, as stated in the Draft Plan/ 
EIS (p. 38), the agencies continue to work together within other forums, such as the 
Jackson Interagency Habitat Initiative, which was organized to develop opportunities 
to improve habitat for elk and bison. Those cooperative efforts will continue irrespec-
tive of this planning process.  

 

17-12. The agencies respectfully disagree that the geographic and administrative 
scope of analysis was not established (Draft Plan/EIS, p. 23); see response 17-6. Under 
Alternatives 2 and 3 the agencies would commit to supporting others in their efforts to 
restore and improve elk migration corridors or habitat, but they have no authority to 
require other jurisdictions or landowners to participate if they are opposed to such 
measures.  

17-13. The Draft Plan/EIS adequately discussed the relevant, connected, and similar 
actions under “Purpose and Need,” the “Affected Environment,” and direct and in-
direct effects of the alternatives within the primary and secondary analysis areas. The 
Draft EIS also discussed the known reasonably foreseeable activities that could result 
in cumulative effects in both the primary and secondary analysis area (Draft EIS, pp. 
23–31). Those impacts, where relevant, are analyzed in Chapter 4. As stated in the 
Draft EIS, there is no direct evidence to verify that historic migration routes existed, 
although there are many anecdotal reports indicating that they did (Draft EIS, p. 113). 
Currently, the Wyoming Game and Fish Department does not have plans to phase out 
feeding on state feedgrounds, nor does the department support efforts to expand elk 
migration out of Jackson Hole. Providing additional analysis or broadening the scope of 
the environmental impact statement would be highly speculative and not necessary to 
meet the scope of actions covered in this planning process (Draft EIS, p. 31). 
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17-14 

 

 

 
17-15 

 

 

 

 

 

17-16 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-14. See responses 17-10 and 17-11. The Wyoming Game and Fish Department, 
which has jurisdiction for managing resident wildlife populations, currently does not 
support elk migrations out the primary analysis area into other areas where there are 
also conflicts and issues in managing elk populations. The agencies do not have the 
authority to require the state to support elk migrations out of the primary analysis 
area. 

17-15. See responses 17-10 and 17-11. The U.S. Forest Service, the Bureau of Land 
Management, the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, and the Wyoming 
Game and Fish Department were provided the opportunity to participate as cooperat-
ing agencies and partners; nevertheless, they have been involved throughout the 
process. The final decision will be made by the Regional Directors for the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service and the National Park Service (Draft Plan/EIS, p. 10).   

 

17-16. See responses 17-10 and 17-11.  
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17-17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-18 

 

 

 

17-19 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-17. See response 17-15. While the agencies have responsibility for managing the 
wildlife populations within their respective jurisdictions, the Wyoming Game and Fish 
Department also has responsibility for managing the state’s resident wildlife popula-
tions. The state’s herd objectives (including harvest levels) are set through a public 
review process that requires approval by the Wyoming Game and Fish Commission. 
The agencies have worked cooperatively with the Wyoming Game and Fish Depart-
ment to establish herd objectives in the Draft and Final EISs. The National Wildlife 
Refuge Improvement Act of 1997 stipulates that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is 
to coordinate the development of conservation plans with relevant state conservation 
plans for fish and wildlife and their habitats. 

17-18. The agencies believe that the Draft and Final EISs disclose and discuss all 
relevant information and impacts. 

 

 

17-19. The “Purpose and Need” section adequately discusses the purpose of and the 
need for the proposed action. 
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17-20 

 

 

 

 

17-21 

 

 

 

 

 
17-22 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-20. The agencies disagree with the assertion that impacts from the elk herd are 
downplayed compared to impacts from the bison herd. The impacts of the two 
populations were both discussed in substantial detail in Chapter 4.  

 

 

17-21. The Draft and Final EISs adequately disclose the effects of all alternatives and 
provide a range of alternatives for the decision-makers.  

 

 

 

 

17-22. Thank you for your comment. 
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17-23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-24 

 

 

 

 

17-25 

 

 

 

 

 

17-26 

 

 

17-23. The agencies disagree that the same standards have been applied to the 
National Elk Refuge and Grand Teton National Park. The definition of wildlife 
management is not in conflict with the legal mandates of the National Park Service, as 
there is no NPS “legal mandate” for “natural regulation.” NPS policies state, “when-
ever possible, natural processes will be relied upon to maintain native plant and animal 
species and to influence natural fluctuations of these” (NPS 2000, 2006, sec. 4.4.2). 
Higher densities of elk on the refuge have allowed for historical population levels in 
the park to be maintained. However, since the context of this section was to point out 
that considerable science and research were used in preparing the Draft Plan/EIS and 
not to define wildlife management, the definition was removed from this section in the 
Final Plan/EIS.  

17-24. The agencies believe that all the alternatives are reasonable and that any one of 
the alternatives, or portions thereof, could be combined into the final preferred 
alternative. 

 

 

17-25. Since the commenter did not make a specific reference to any of the information 
cited in the Draft Plan/EIS, it is noted that where an actual study could be referenced 
in the Draft EIS, that was done. References to personal communications were 
identified as such, and often the best judgment is that of professionals working in the 
field on a day-to-day basis. Substantial research and modeling was undertaken in 
preparing the Draft EIS. Where uncertainty existed, qualifiers such as “potentially” 
were used.  

 

 

17-26. Modeling was used to predict how much forage would be available under the 
various alternatives (Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 250, 310). A study (Dobkin, Singer, and Platts 
2002) was undertaken to estimate woody vegetation recovery under each alternative 
(Draft EIS, p. 216). In the Final Plan/EIS, a methodology section was added to 
“Impacts to Habitat” to clarify the analysis.  
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17-27 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-28 

 

 

 

17-29 

 

 

 

 

 

17-30 

 
 

 

17-27. Thank you for your comments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-28.The language in the Final Plan/EIS was revised to make it clearer that outcomes 
of the alternatives are not certain and only potential. 

 

 

17-29. In the Final Plan/EIS the language about the impacts to the visual resources as 
a result of a potential outbreak of an infectious disease under all the alternatives was 
clarified. 

 

 

 

 

17-30. As stated in the Draft Plan/EIS (p. 104), the poor condition of most of the woody 
vegetation on the National Elk Refuge indicates that not all habitat types are able to 
withstand overbrowsing by wildlife populations.  
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17-31 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17-32 

 

 

 

 

 
17-33 

 
 

 

 

 

17-31. The suppression of natural fires and the impacts of invasive weeds have im-
pacted the quality of habitat on the National Elk Refuge, but prescribed fire is cur-
rently used to some extent to improve forage on the refuge, and precipitation patterns 
have been generally normal over the past 20 years (Smith, Cole, and Dobkin 2004). 
Numerous studies and ongoing monitoring have clearly documented that overbrowsing 
by ungulates is the primary reason for the decline of woody vegetation on the refuge.  

 

 

17-32. Thank you for your comment. 

 

 

 

 

17-33. See response 17-31. The agencies agree that a discussion on the role of fire 
should be added to the Final Plan/EIS. The Draft Plan/EIS (p. 215) acknowledged that 
aspens are declining as a result of age and lack of natural fires. Information on the use 
of prescribed fire and precipitation has been added to the “Environment 
Consequences” in the Final EIS.  
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17-34 

 

 

 

17-35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-37 

 
 

 

 

17-34. Information has been included in the Final Plan/EIS to explain the variability in 
forage production from year to year. Record-breaking precipitation occurred in 1993. 
The agencies retrospectively analyzed forage production data against several possible 
explanatory variables and found that precipitation explained most of the variability in 
forage production from year to year. Grasshopper populations, typically associated 
with drought, played a lesser role, but it is more difficult to quantify this effect.  

17-35. Thank you for your comment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-36. The agencies respectfully disagree that the Draft Plan/EIS unfairly implicates 
bison in the degradation of habitat that is occurring. The habitat impacts of each alter-
native were estimated and described using the baseline conditions that have been care-
fully studied over time. Bison are large, gregarious, and social animals. When large 
groups of bison congregate in areas with woody vegetation, which occurs on the north-
ern part of the refuge during the fall, winter, and early spring, they can have a major 
impact on the degradation of woody vegetation. Currently, the bison population is 
growing unchecked at 10%–14% annually, and the population is now estimated to be 
1,000 animals.  

 

 

 

17-37. See next page for response. 
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17-37 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-38 

 

 

17-39 

 

 

 

 

 

17-40 

 

17-37 (cont.). This section in the Final Plan/EIS has been revised to clarify brucellosis 
information and its impacts on bison and elk. In particular, the example sentence has 
been revised.  

The Draft Plan/EIS noted that chronically infected herds have abortion rates in the 
single digits and cited numerous sources.  

Rates of abortion after brucellosis infection in bison and elk have been clarified in the 
Final Plan/EIS. Bison rates described by Davis et al. (1990, 1991) are true of both 
captive and free-ranging bison. Abortions during the first pregnancy are approxi-
mately 90% after infection, during the second pregnancy abortions decrease to 
approximately 20%, and during the third pregnancy abortions approach zero.  

 

 

17-38. The agencies believe that separating the discussion of brucellosis and its effects 
on bison and elk is not necessary. Text has been revised in the Final Plan/EIS to better 
clarify differences between species.  

 
17-39. The brucellosis discussion has been revised, and text has been added to present 
more information about the bacteria and its impacts. The agencies believe that the 
revised discussion adequately informs the public about the disease.  

 

 

 

 
17-40. Text about organism viability and fetal disappearance rates has been added in 
the Final Plan/EIS. This information does not indicate that transmission is so unlikely 
that it would not occur, although very low risk is expected outside of a feedground 
setting. Elk were the suspected source behind Wyoming and Idaho livestock infections 
and the loss of brucellosis-free status. 
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17-41 

 

 

17-42 

 

 

 

 

17-43 

 
 

 

 

17-41. The Draft Plan/EIS provided information about Strain 19 (pp. 553–63) and 
RB51 vaccines (pp. 332–7). Text has been added to the Final Plan/EIS to ensure an 
accurate understanding of these vaccines.  

In the Final Plan/EIS, text has been added summarizing WGFD elk vaccination 
efforts. 

If by “ecologically appropriate delivery systems” the commenter means oral vaccines, 
there are none currently available.  

17-42. The Draft Plan/EIS contained a disease risk assessment and adequately ana-
lyzed comparative risk among alternatives for a variety of diseases. Based on available 
science, including recommendations from the Greater Yellowstone Interagency Bru-
cellosis Committee (1997), a disease experts meeting held at the National Elk Refuge 
(November 2002), and other published scientific literature, the Draft EIS discussed 
what is known about the risk for brucellosis transmission from elk or bison to livestock 
(pp. 128, 487–91, 494, 497, 499, 501). Table 4-6 (p. 257) analyzed the comparative risk 
among alternatives for chronic wasting disease. Table 2-9 (p. 87) also provided a 
comparative analysis for risk transmission.  

17-43. This section has been revised, and text has been added to indicate reduced 
vaccine effectiveness when vaccination is sporadic. Changes in brucellosis prevalence 
were evaluated for each alternative based on several factors. For example, prevalence 
would decrease under Alternative 3, whether or not vaccination occurred, because 
densities and potential transmission would decrease in non-feeding years. 
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17-44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-45 

 

 

17-46 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-47 

 

 
 

 

17-44. The Draft Plan/EIS discussed what is known about the historical locations of 
bison in the Jackson Hole area. As stated in the Draft EIS (p. 144), bison were absent 
from Jackson Hole from at least 1840 to 1948, with the exception of three Yellowstone 
bison that wandered south to Jackson Hole in 1945. In 1996–97 nine bison moved from 
Yellowstone National Park to Jackson Hole, but similar movements may not recur. 
Movement of bison into other areas was discussed in the Draft EIS (pp. 311–12) and 
under each alternative. Significant movements through other corridors are not likely 
without the support of the Wyoming Game and Fish Department and other land-
owners. As discussed under Alternative 2 (p. 318) and Alternative 6 (p. 336), it is likely 
that any free-ranging bison would be hunted or removed by the state because of 
threats to public safety, property, or the health of domestic livestock.  

17-45. The agencies believe that additional extensive analysis of Jackson bison 
genetics is not necessary for the formation of an appropriate management plan. The 
Draft Plan/EIS recommended various population sizes to provide a range of alterna-
tives, and it discussed the need to introduce unrelated bison into the herd if numbers 
averaged below 400. For the Final Plan/EIS, the Preferred Alternative recommends a 
minimum population of approximately 500. The herd would be adaptively managed 
based on the monitoring of populations and habitat. Ultimately, herd size would be 
subject to public review and approval by the Wyoming Game and Fish Commission. 
Introducing unrelated bison into the herd could be an option if new science on genetics 
indicated that doing so was warranted. Also see responses 17-46 and 17-47. 

17-46. Some genetic analyses have been done, primarily focused on gene diversity and 
introgression for cattle genes. In the analyses completed to date, no evidence was 
found for cattle genetic introgression. Management would focus on maintaining exist-
ing genetic diversity, not specific genes. Unknown effects could be obtained by select-
ing for specific genes, and thereby selecting for closely linked traits. The presence and 
prevalence of NRAMP1 and other disease-resistance genes are not part of the man-
agement criteria. Text in the Final Plan/EIS has been revised to better describe 
Jackson bison genetics.  

 

 
17-47. See response 17-45. The agencies believe that by adopting an adaptive man-
agement approach, based on monitoring, a genetically healthy herd can be maintained 
while addressing the many other biological and social issues, including severe habitat 
degradation on the National Elk Refuge. Text in the Final Plan/EIS has been revised 
to include discussion of a modeling report by Gross et al. (2006) that evaluates genetic 
diversity retention in several NPS bison herds. 
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17-48 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-49 

 

 

 

 

17-50 

 

 

 

 

 

17-51 

 

 

 

 

17-52 

 

 

 

 

17-48. See responses 17-45 to 17-47. The Preferred Alternative would recommend a 
population of approximately 500 animals, and introducing unrelated bison into the herd 
could be easily accomplished if necessary.  

 

 

 

 

17-49, 17-50. Berger (1996) calculated effective population size using the average 
percentage of actual population size. The agencies believe this method is reasonable. 
See responses 17-47 and 17-48.  

17-51. Bison management would not attempt to retain specific genes but would strive 
to preserve genetic diversity. Recent modeling work by Gross et al. (2006) examined 
the effects of various population control strategies and may be useful in assessing 
fertility control impacts. Text has been added to the Final Plan/EIS about their 
results. 

17-52. See responses 17-53 and 17-54. After careful analysis and consideration, the 
agencies determined that fertility control for elk is not a reasonable alternative for use 
on the National Elk Refuge or in Grand Teton National Park (Draft Plan/EIS, p. 75), 
and this was not changed in the Final Plan/EIS. The use of contraceptives in bison was 
considered as an option under Alternative 2, but it was not selected as part of the Pre-
ferred Alternative. As the commenter noted, there are substantial obstacles in imple-
menting this program, including the lack of a contraceptive method that would meet all 
desired criteria — effectiveness, regulatory approval, behavioral aspects, and safety 
for both target and non-target species and personnel. Further, it was not supported by 
the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, most stakeholder groups, or the public who 
commented on the Draft EIS. Currently, PZP vaccine has not received regulatory 
approval for widespread use. Some experimental studies of one-shot PZP vaccine have 
been undertaken in horses by John Turner and Jay Kirkpatrick (Rhyan, pers. comm. 
2006). The U.S. Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service has not investigated 
further use of PZP vaccine in bison because animals vaccinated with these vaccines 
continue to experience estrus for a period of several months, which is an undesirable 
side effect and not conducive to an animal’s well-being. There are no new advances in 
delivery systems (Rhyan, pers. comm. 2006). 

Likewise, Leuprolide and GnRH vaccines have not received regulatory approval for 
human use. The use of these vaccines requires a veterinarian prescription, and animals 
must be marked with a “Do Not Consume” tag. The Draft Plan/EIS did not claim that 
GnRH vaccine was not safe during pregnancy (pp. 530–31), but it did state that further 
studies would have to be undertaken to determine if it was safe during later stages of 
pregnancy. The information (current in 2006) has been clarified in the Final Plan/EIS. 
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17-52 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-53 

 

 

 

 

 

17-54 

 

 

 

 

 
17-55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-53. See responses 17-52 and 17-54. The agencies disagree that a new evaluation is 
needed that is not intended to dissuade the public or decision-makers from seriously 
considering wildlife contraception. The potential use of contraceptives for fertility 
control in bison and elk was carefully and objectively researched, with input obtained 
from many scientific experts (Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 525–35) and the public (Final 
Plan/EIS, vol. 2).  

 

 

 

17-54. Refer to responses 17-52 and 17-53. Under Alternative 2 it was estimated that it 
would take more than 10 years to reduce the bison population to 450–500 animals 
(Draft Plan/EIS, p. 317); this is similar to the Preferred Alternative in the Final 
Plan/EIS. As supplemental feeding was phased out, mortality would likely increase 
and reflect winter severity, ranging from low to high. The agencies disagree that the 
increased mortality (natural factors) under Alternative 2 as a result of starvation 
would be any more humane than hunting. Hunting would also continue in the national 
forest and on private lands, and depending on forage availability, bison might move out 
of safe zones into hunted zones in search of forage. 

17-55. Gut piles or carcasses are quickly consumed by other predators, and the risk of 
transmission to cattle is small. Cattle grazing occurs generally from mid-June through 
mid-October, and the majority of the hunting season occurs after this time; thus gut 
piles and carcasses are not likely to spread Brucella abortus. 
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17-55 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-56 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-57 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17-56. There was considerable discussion throughout the Draft Plan/EIS on the rea-
sons for the decline in woody vegetation on the National Elk Refuge. While the com-
menter is correct that other ecological factors can contribute to the decline, it has been 
thoroughly documented that overbrowsing by ungulates is impacting woody vegeta-
tion. Other than small, experimental exclosures of about 20 acres, along with some use 
of prescribed fire and invasive species control, no specific restoration activities have 
been undertaken to recover Neotropical bird species on the refuge. The agencies 
believe that the actions identified in the Draft EIS — reducing the size of the herds, 
reducing or phasing out feeding, constructing exclosures, using prescribed fire, re-
storing native plant communities, etc. — would improve habitat for Neotropical 
migratory birds. Specific details would be addressed in step-down management plans 
to be developed after this plan has been finalized. 

17-57, 17-58, 17-59. The agencies disagree that the social and economic impacts were 
not adequately analyzed with respect to bison and elk hunting. The Draft Plan/EIS 
fully acknowledged that some stakeholder groups and public are opposed to hunting (p. 
17), and that acknowledgment led to the development of Alternative 2 (p. 42), which 
would not allow for hunting of either bison or elk.  

Studies by Loomis and Koontz (2004) and Koontz and Hoag (2005) analyzed visitor 
preferences, including bison hunting, across three geographic areas, including Teton 
County, the State of Wyoming, and the rest of the United States for different manage-
ment alternatives and actions (see Draft Plan/EIS, pp. 172–73, 177–78, 456–68, 475–81). 
The studies, which went through extensive peer review, found a strong correlation 
between stakeholder viewpoints and preferred management actions. The results of the 
studies were used in the development of the alternatives. Additionally, stakeholders 
have stated their preferences about hunting, as included in this volume of the Final 
Plan/EIS. Further assessment about the dynamic of hunting on an individual bison or 
the bison herd is unlikely to change the impact of summer visitor experiences in Grand 
Teton National Park. The likely impacts of the alternatives on wildlife viewing, includ-
ing bison hunting, were discussed at length in the Draft EIS (pp. 447–56). Loomis and 
Koontz (2004) did not find that having a bison hunting program on the National Elk 
Refuge would lead to a change in visitors coming to the national park unless there 
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17-58 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-60 

 

 

 

17-57, 17-58, 17-59 (cont.). were moderate to major changes in bison numbers (Draft 
Plan/EIS, p. 447). Further, the agencies discussed the expected changes in behavior in 
the analysis section on bison hunting (pp. 329–40). 

The agencies respectfully disagree that further analysis of the social aspects of hunting 
or wildlife viewing is necessary in order to adequately analyze the environmental 
impacts of the alternatives being considered. It would not change the viewpoints 
already expressed by the public. Presumably, in order to address the “existence or 
intrinsic values” for those who are opposed to hunting or never come to Jackson Hole, 
the experience of hunting, including the loss of that opportunity, would need to be 
valued too. The public and all stakeholder groups had an opportunity to express their 
values and viewpoints during the public comment period on the Draft Plan/EIS. The 
agencies have fully acknowledged those viewpoints in the Final Plan/EIS. Since the 
vast majority of comments received from stakeholders during scoping and the Draft 
EIS comment period supported both bison and elk hunting, it is inaccurate to say that 
the agencies failed to acknowledge the interests of stakeholders in the Preferred 
Alternative in the Final Plan/EIS. The agencies will base the final decision on which 
alternative best meets the goals of this Bison and Elk Management Plan/EIS, which 
are habitat conservation, sustainable populations of bison and elk, and reduction in the 
significant threats of disease. 

17-60. See responses 17-57 through 17-59. It is likely that some changes would occur in 
the movements and use of habitat by the bison herd if a hunting program was imple-
mented on the National Elk Refuge. These impacts were disclosed as part of the im-
pact analysis in the Draft Plan/EIS (pp. 311–40 under section headings “Distribution 
and Movements” and “Bison Behavior, Social Interactions, and Nutrition”). The Draft 
EIS discussed that hunting could increase nervousness and agitation of bison from 
avoiding hunters (p. 329). Currently winter visitors to the National Elk Refuge rarely 
have an opportunity to observe, photograph, or sketch bison because they are not visi-
ble from the road due to supplemental feeding (p. 453). Depending on the alternative, 
there could be more viewing opportunities during the winter months in a less artificial 
environment than what currently exists. 
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17-60 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-61 

 

 

 

 

17-62 

 

 

 

17-63 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-61. See responses 17-57 through 17-59. Currently, bison are hunted in the national 
forest. Working in cooperation with the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, the 
agencies believe that an “ethical” hunt based on “fair chase” concepts can be imple-
mented on the refuge. 

 

 

17-62. Thank you for your comment.  

 

 

 
17-63. See responses 17-57 through 17-59 regarding the assessment of value. The 
agencies disagree that additional valuation of stakeholder viewpoints is required to 
adequately assess the alternatives presented in the Draft Plan/EIS.  
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17-64 

 

 

 

17-65 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-66 

 

 

 

 

17-67 

 
 

 

 

 

17-64. Thank you for your comment. 

 

 

 

17-65. The agencies believe that the economic analysis for livestock operations (Draft 
Plan/EIS, pp. 487–503) is sufficient to adequately disclose the effects of the alterna-
tives. In the Final Plan/EIS, the economic data in the Draft EIS (p. 183) were updated 
with current information regarding the costs of brucellosis testing in Wyoming, as 
were the data in the impact analysis, including Table 4-17. Also see responses 17-67 
and 17-68 below. 

17-66. At the present time reliable quantitative data do not exist to analyze the risk of 
transmission of brucellosis by assigning a numerical factor, as the commenter suggests. 
The agencies believe the qualitative analysis was sufficient (Draft Plan/EIS, p. 129). As 
discussed in the Draft EIS on pages 128–29, 487–503, alternatives that reduce density 
are more likely to reduce the prevalence of brucellosis in elk and bison over time. 
Other management actions such as minimizing co-mingling with livestock the during 
elk and bison calving seasons can reduce the risk for transmission. Even if reliable data 
could be used to quantify the risk of transmission, the agencies disagree that it would 
change public appreciation of how each alternative would benefit the livestock industry 
in Wyoming. Despite the documented connection between increased prevalence of 
brucellosis as a result of increased densities on feedgrounds, the public and stakeholder 
groups have very differing opinions about the continued use of supplemental feeding.  

17-67. See response 17-66 regarding the lack of reliable data to quantify the risk of 
transmission. The agencies agree that public education is crucial to address under-
standing about diseases and risk for transmission in this planning process. The 
Preferred Alternative in the Final Plan/EIS emphasizes a public education objective to 
achieve the desired condition and goals in the Bison and Elk Management Plan. 
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17-67 
(cont.) 

 

 

 

 

 

17-68 

 

 

 

 

 

17-69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-68. See response 17-66 about the quantitative risk assessment. The agencies believe 
that the most effective way to reduce the transmission risk is to reduce the high 
prevalence rate for brucellosis as a result of high densities caused by supplemental 
feeding. The agencies believe the Preferred Alternative in the Final Plan/EIS would 
reduce the risk of transmission over the life of the plan. 

17-69. See response 17-67 related to public education. Elk near the end of a pregnancy 
and elk giving birth may behave quite differently from elk aborting earlier in a preg-
nancy. During a study of Strain 19 vaccine efficacy (Roffe et al. 2004), the researchers 
noted that infected elk aborting earlier in their term rarely segregated from other elk, 
whereas normally calving and stillbirthing elk did (Roffe, pers. comm. 2006).  
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17-70 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-71 

 
 

 

 

 

17-70. See responses 17-66 and 17-67 regarding the lack of published data on quantita-
tive versus qualitative risk assessment and public understanding. Although difficult to 
assess, the brucellosis discoveries in Wyoming do not appear to have had a crippling 
effect on the cattle industry statewide, given that brucellosis testing and associated 
costs represent only a small portion of producer’s annual production costs (Dolan, pers. 
comm. 2006). This information was updated in the Final Plan/EIS; see Chapter 3, 
“Social and Economic Conditions: Livestock Operations.” It is estimated that cattle 
producers in Wyoming may spend an additional $1.2 million to $1.7 million per year to 
cover testing costs. Total testing costs are about $11.50 per animal and represent about 
1% of annual per animal production costs (this does not suggest all producers have 
experienced the same relative impact). It is not known how long surveillance will be 
required or whether future surveillance will continue for a portion of Wyoming cattle. 
It is speculative to predict economic impacts without knowing future surveillance 
requirements and how those impacts would be assessed for over 22 feedgrounds in 
Wyoming and on the National Elk Refuge.  

17-71. Thank you for your comment. 
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17-72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-73 

 

 

 

 

 

17-74 

 
 

 
 

17-72. Thank you for your comments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17-73. Thank you for your comments. 

 

 

 

 

 
17-74. Thank you for your comments. 
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17-75 

 

 

 

 

 

17-76 

 

 

 

 

 

17-77 

 
 

 

17-75. Thank you for your comment.  

 

 

 

 

 

17-76, 17-77. The commenter did not identify the specifics of why the compatibility 
determinations are inadequate. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service respectfully 
disagrees that the inclusion of the draft compatibility determinations is premature or 
suggests a predetermined outcome. The USFWS “Compatibility Policy” (2000b) re-
quires new compatibility determinations with the revision of a comprehensive con-
servation plan, or if the use changes significantly, or every 15 years. Some of the activi-
ties or uses for which draft compatibility determinations were included in the Draft 
Plan/EIS would be new uses or significant changes to current programs, and these 
were finalized based on public review and/or other changes made to the Preferred 
Alternative in the Final Plan/EIS. There would be a few significant changes to the elk 
hunting program, including opening the southern portion of the refuge to elk hunting 
and increasing harvest levels in the short term. The policy encourages public review 
when a draft plan is published. The USFWS planning policy (2000a) has been adhered 
to in the preparation of this plan. The planning policy also requires the preparation of 
draft compatibility determinations on the proposed action so that the public has an 
opportunity to provide input during the review of the draft document. 
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Comment No. Letter 17 (cont.) Response 

 

17-78 

 

 

 

 

 

17-79 

 

 
17-78. The agencies disagree with the reviewer’s conclusion that the scope of analysis 
was not adequately defined (see Draft Plan/EIS, p. 23), that the relevant information 
was not disclosed, and that the impacts were not objectively evaluated. 

 

 

 
17-79. Thank you for your comments. The Preferred Alternative in the Final Plan/EIS 
was modified to clarify specific actions and adopt an adaptive management approach to 
manage the bison and elk populations into the future.  
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