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Elk

The National Elk Refuge in northwestern Wyo-
ming is nestled in the valley known as Jackson Hole
and is one of the oldest national wildlife refuges—
established in 1912 as a “winter game (elk) reserve.”
Over the years, its purpose has been broadened to
include “refuges and breeding grounds for birds,
other big game animals, the conservation of fish and
wildlife, and the protection of natural resources and
conservation of threatened or endangered species.”
As the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, we
manage this 24,777-acre national wildlife refuge as
part of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

We are developing a comprehensive conservation
plan for the refuge that will provide long-term guid-
ance for management decisions; support achievement
of the goals needed to accomplish the purposes of the
National Elk Refuge including the enhancement of
Flat Creek; and describe our best estimate of future
needs. We will use the comprehensive conservation

Summary

plan, along with the Bison and Elk Management Plan
(2007), as guidance for managing the National Elk
Refuge over the next 15 years.

The Planning Process

Our planning team started meeting in August
2010. The team is primarily staff from the National
Elk Refuge and the Region 6 Division of Refuge
Planning, with contributors from other Service divi-
sions, the Wyoming Game and Fish Department,
Teton County, and the National Park Service. We
invited thirteen tribal councils to participate and
kept them informed throughout the planning
process.
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Red-winged Blackbird

Analysis and Public Involvement

The planning team identified and reviewed cur-
rent programs, compiled and analyzed relevant data
from the refuge and surrounding areas, and identi-
fied the purposes of the refuge. Public scoping
started with a notice of intent to prepare a draft
comprehensive conservation plan and environmental
assessment, which we published in the Federal Reg-
ister in October 2010. The planning team prepared a
mailing list of more than 90 names—private citizens;
local, regional, and State government representatives
and legislators; other Federal agencies; and inter-
ested organizations. We distributed information
through news releases, issuance of a planning update,
a project Web page, and a public meeting. The public
gave us ideas and comments at the meeting, in writ-
ing, and through our Web page comment form.

The planning team used the public comments to
develop a final list of issues. After scoping, the team
crafted the draft vision and goals for the refuge that,
along with the refuge purposes, led to the develop-
ment of a range of management alternatives to
address the issues. The planning team evaluated the
alternatives, and the Service identified one of the
alternatives as the proposed action for the draft plan.

Specific objectives in the draft plan describe how we
would manage the refuge to meet its purposes,
vision, and goals

The Decision

After the public reviews and provides comments
on the draft plan and environmental assessment, the
planning team will present this document along with
a summary of all substantive public comments to our
Regional Director. The Regional Director will con-
sider the environmental effects of each alternative
and will choose a preferred alternative for manage-
ment of the refuge including the enhancement of Flat
Creek.

The issues for the National Elk Refuge are a com-
pilation of concerns and comments raised by Service
staff and the public.

Climate Change and Landscape-
Scale Conversion

A broad issue is that the effects of climate change
are unknown and may affect habitats throughout
landscape, or geographic area. Furthermore, to suc-
cessfully and effectively manage habitat and wildlife
on the refuge, we need to work within a framework of
conservation efforts throughout the landscape—at
the level of Jackson Hole and even larger.

Habitat and Wildlife

Conserving and restoring native habitat is as
important to the refuge’s namesake—elk—as it is for
bison, migratory birds, federally and State-listed
plants and animals, and many other species. Invasive
plants are replacing native habitat in some areas, and
big game and amphibians are at risk of disease in
some places. Our ability to make informed manage-
ment decisions for the refuge is sometimes hampered
by a lack of information about the condition of habitat
and wildlife, their interactions, and their responses
to climate, humans, and management activity.
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Visitor Services

The outstanding scenery, natural resources, and
easily visible herds of elk and bison bring multitudes
of visitors to Jackson Hole. There is a high and
increasing public demand for information and experi-
ences on the refuge, as well as the adjacent Grand
Teton National Park and Bridger-Teton National
Forest. We have an increasing need for more out-
reach, education, and interpretation with the public
to explain our “wildlife first” mission and associated
management, along with the opportunities a national
wildlife refuge brings. Hunting and fishing are not
only compatible public uses, they are important man-
agement activities that help us meet elk and bison
herd objectives and reduce nonnative fish. As refuge
staff continues to work closely with the other land
management agencies, managing public access onto
and through the refuge continues to be a challenge.

Administration and Partnerships

With an increasing demand for services, we are
finding that we lack the staff, facilities, and money to
safely and effectively meet the demand while carry-
ing out critical habitat and wildlife management. We
need to set up the interagency visitor center opera-
tion to function more efficiently. The refuge could not
provide many of the visitor services we do without

Uinta Ground Squirrel

our dedicated volunteers and strong partnerships
with nongovernmental groups as well as other gov-
ernment agencies.

The Refuge

The National Elk Refuge was established in
response to severe elk starvation in Jackson Hole.
The development of the town of Jackson and settle-
ment of the valley by cattle ranchers substantially
reduced historical elk winter range and led to mas-
sive elk starvation during the winters of 1909 and
1910. At the request of the State of Wyoming, the
U.S. Congress first appropriated $20,000 on March 4,
1911, for “feeding, protecting and removing elk in
Jackson Hole and vicinity.”

Habitat

The refuge lies in the Greater Yellowstone Eco-
system, which is one of the last remaining nearly
intact ecosystems in the northern temperate zone.
The Gros Ventre River is the largest watercourse on
the refuge and is among the river segments desig-
nated as wild and scenic by the Craig Thomas Snake
Headwaters Legacy Act of 2008.

Flat Creek and its associated marshlands are
integral for the natural recruitment of native trout
for the Snake River watershed. Flat Creek Marsh is
also an important migratory stopover for waterfowl
and shorebird species in the Pacific flyway and breed-
ing habitat for trumpeter swans and other
waterfowl.

The core population area for the Jackson greater
sage-grouse (defined by Wyoming Executive Order
2011-5) overlaps the refuge.

Wildlife

The grizzly bear is federally listed as threatened
under the Endangered Species Act and the greater
sage-grouse is a candidate for listing; we have docu-
mented both species on the refuge. Refuge grassland
and sagebrush shrubland communities support
breeding populations of Wyoming species of greatest
conservation need, including long-billed curlew and
Brewer’s sparrow.

The refuge is the terminus of seasonal migrations
for three celebrated large mammal species. Portions
of the Jackson elk herd migrate from their summer
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range in Yellowstone National Park to winter on the
refuge. The refuge hosts the Jackson bison herd dur-
ing the winter months, one of only three remaining
free-roaming bison herds in North America. Prong-
horn summer on the refuge and winter south of Pine-
dale, Wyoming, making it part of the second-longest
mammal migration in the Western Hemisphere.

Flat Creek on the refuge provides a native fishery
of Snake River cutthroat trout.

Visitation

The National Elk Refuge is considered one of the
“crown jewels” of the Refuge System because of its
spectacular scenery, closeness to two iconic national
parks (Grand Teton and Yellowstone), and large char-
ismatic populations of seasonal wildlife—especially
elk and bison—that people want to stop and watch.
The most prominent view of the refuge, which is seen
by several million visitors annually as they drive to
and from the town of Jackson on U.S. Highway 26/89,
is the expansive Flat Creek wetland. Flat Creek’s
proximity to town, its easy access, and the large
average fish size makes it a popular Wyoming creek
and nationally recognized fishery.

The Miller House, built in 1898, was one of the
early homesteads in the valley. Listed on the
National Register of Historic Places in 1969, much of
the original house has been restored to period stan-
dards and aesthetics, and it is open for tour by the
public during the summer.

Our visitor services staff offers year-round pro-
grams to incorporate wildlife viewing, photography,
interpretation, and environmental education into the
visitor experience.

Miller House

Vision Statement

Nestled below the magjestic Teton Range,
adjacent to the historic gateway town of
Jackson, the National Elk Refuge pro-
vides crucial big game wintering habitat
m the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem.
Across the refuge’s grassland, wetland,
woodland, and sagebrush shrubland com-
munities, visitors view wintering elk and
other wildlife populations that are bal-
anced with their habitats. The public
enjoys quality hunting and fishing as well
as year-round interpretative opportuni-
ties. Effective outreach and strong public
and private partnerships ensure under-
standing and protection of refuge
resources for future generations.

We are developing a comprehensive conservation
plan to address management of the refuge. The draft
plan and environmental assessment gives the public
a chance to review and comment on our evaluation of
management alternatives to meet the following ref-
uge goals.

BJ Baker / FWS
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Habitat and Wildlife Management
Goals

Adaptively manage bison, elk, and other wildlife
populations and habitats as outlined in the Bison and
Elk Management Plan. Contribute to the conserva-
tion of healthy native wildlife populations and their
habitats. Restore and sustain a native fishery that
provides quality fishing opportunities.

Cultural Resources Goal

Preserve and interpret cultural resources in a
way that allows visitors to connect to the area’s rich
history and conservation heritage.

Visitor Services Goal

Enable a diverse audience to understand and
appreciate the refuge’s wildlife conservation role in
Jackson Hole, while safely enjoying year-round
opportunities for wildlife-dependent recreation.

Alternative A

This no-action alternative represents the current
management of the refuge.

This provides the baseline against which to com-
pare the other alternatives. Programs would follow
the same direction, emphasis, and intensity as they
do now. The refuge would not expand current habitat
and wildlife practices that benefit bison, elk, migra-
tory birds, or other wildlife.

Alternative B

The focus would be balanced public use and intensive
resource management.

We would limit public use to compatible wildlife-
dependent uses—hunting, fishing, wildlife observa-
tion, photography, environmental education, and
interpretation. Visitors would have more opportuni-
ties to experience the refuge through expanded
wildlife-dependent uses. We would intensively man-
age habitats and uses to meet the refuge objectives
for habitat and wildlife populations.

Visitor and Employee Safety and
Resource Protection Goal

Provide for the safety, security, and protection of
visitors, employees, natural and cultural resources,
and facilities throughout the refuge.

Administration Goal

Provide facilities and effectively use and develop
staff resources, funding, partnerships, and volunteer
opportunities to maintain the long-term integrity of
habitats and wildlife resources of the refuge.

Alternatives

We developed four alternatives for managing the
refuge, starting with no action (alternative A). Our
proposed action to best manage the refuge is alterna-
tive D.

Alternative C

The focus would be emphasizing intact ecosystems
and promoting natural processes.

We would preserve intact native plant communi-
ties, maintain the long-distance ungulate (hoofed
mammal) migrations, and maintain a full suite of
large native carnivores. Visitor services would
emphasize outreach, interpretation, and education
and would provide more experiences off the refuge.

Alternative D

Our proposed action would promote natural habitats
and enhance visitor services.

We would strike a balance between allowing natu-
ral processes and conducting planned management
actions. Keeping some areas undeveloped and return-
ing some areas to a natural state, we would increase
development in other areas to enhance visitor ser-
vices. In many cases, visitor services would empha-
size outreach, interpretation, and education.






Bison and Elk
Management
Plan

B.P.
CCcP

CFR

EA
FTE
FWS
GIS
GPS

GL

GS

Improvement
Act

LIDAR
NPS
Refuge System

Region 6

RRS
Service

Trumpeter
Swan
Management
Plan

u.s.
U.S.C.

USDA Forest
Service

USGS

Abbreviations

Bison and Elk Management Plan:
National Elk Refuge, Grand Teton
National Park, and John D. Rockefeller,
Jr. Memorial Parkway

Before present
Comprehensive conservation plan

United States Code of Federal Regula-
tions

Environmental assessment

Full-time equivalent (position)

United States Fish and Wildlife Service
Geographic Information System

Global Positioning System

General Schedule classification and pay
system for law enforcement officers

General Schedule classification and pay
system

National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997

Light detection and ranging
National Park Service
National Wildlife Refuge System

Mountain-Prairie Region of the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service

Refuge Revenue Sharing Act
United States Fish and Wildlife Service

Pacific Flyway Management Plan for the
Rocky Mountain Population of Trumpeter
Swans (Subcommittee on Rocky Moun-
tain Trumpeter Swans 2012)

United States
United States Code

United States Department of Agricul-
ture, Forest Service

United States Geological Survey
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Jackson Hole and Greater Yellowstone
Visitor Center

visitor center
WG | Wage Grade classification and pay system
WGFD | Wyoming Game and Fish Department

A glossary of these and other terms follows chapter 6.
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