
May 6, 2018 

Bernardo Garza and Vanessa Fields, Planning Team Leaders 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Division of Refuge Planning 
P.O. Box 25486 
Denver, CO 80225-0486 

Dear Planning Team Leaders: 

For several years I have been an advocate of the National Bison Range (NBR). I 
have long supported a healthy, robust, and well-managed facility which fully supports 
the goals and mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System. I want to thank the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for this opportunity to comment on the scoping 
process during the formulation of the Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP).  

The National Bison Range has been suffering from neglect, manpower shortages 
and proper funding over the last few years. Efforts to transfer the NBR lands and 
facility to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes a couple years ago have left a 
hollowed-out and broken park operated by a defeated, morale starved staff. The 
decision to retain the NBR within the National Wildlife Refuge System means that 
the USFWS must staff and fully fund the facility back to normal function. With that 
being said, science needs to be the driving force behind that proper management. 

I fully support the goals as listed in the CCP. I support the draft vision as stated in 
the CCP. I would like to direct your attention to the statement below in the draft 
Vision.  

This statement needs to be constantly reaffirmed so that never again will these lands 
be considered as a bargaining chip for political action. These lands have a purpose 
and they fulfill a mission. They must always be held in the public trust. 

There are five (5) alternatives listed in the CCP with Alternative A as the No Action 
alternative. Alternative C is entitled “Manage for Ecological Sustainability” and 
Alternative D is entitled “Species-Focused Management”. I support the combination 



of these two with the preference of Alternative D. I think the strong consideration 
has to be for the protection of the resource, land, plant and animal. Corridor 
connectivity has got to be the new management goal on all of our public lands 
because the loss of wildlife habitat and climate change will be the 1-2 knock-out 
punch for the future of wildlife as we know it. 

Time has runout on the traditional approaches of hoping sporadic habitat protection 
and multiple use management will be sufficient in the protection of wildlife. The 
encroachment of man on the landscape is in a whole new phase with the growing 
emphasis of public land accessibility and the feeling among user groups that every 
one has a right to that accessibility. When you add that with the advent of climate 
change, all mitigation and preservation measures must be undertaken and employed. 
And perhaps there is no better example of when measures need to be employed 
than when we discuss the importance of riparian areas. I believe this point cannot be 
overstated. These areas can be a source of protection as well as an oasis from a 
warmer, drier landscape. If the National Bison Range can even serve in a small 
capacity of being part of that connectivity, it should absolutely do so. After all, what 
better purpose and testimony is there than to realize that National Wildlife Refuges 
are part of the larger, wild landscape. They are not meant to be isolated, fenced-in 
wildlife parks; solely for the enjoyment of the public.  

But part of that preservation mindset must also contain a sustainability concept. We 
must ensure that these lands and the wildlife contained therein will not be endanger 
of success. At some point it will be imperative that all entities, tribal and otherwise 
must understand that the land does not belong to the people, there is a higher calling 
that has set all this in motion. We must be good and proper stewards of the land. 
And since wildlife are part of that ecosystem, proper stewardship applies to them as 
well. Sustainability means that the lands and the habitat on those lands will be viable 
to fulfill their prescribed purpose well into the future. Climate change will stress 
those limits, making the application of sustainability even more critical. 

In conclusion, I want to encourage the implementation of Alternate D with the 
combination of Alternate C. I don’t want to diminish the other facets of the NBR 
such as the history and the public’s education of the facility. But these are easy 
problems to solve compared to the more serious issues at hand. It should always 
come down to the basics as to why lands exist within National Wildlife Refuges 
System to begin with. It is for the preservation of the species on their homeland. In 
spite of the abundance of bison in State and National Parks, private herds, etc; 
bison, pure genetic bison should be on the endangered species lists as they do not 



roam wild on the natural landscape. The bison within the NBR have the potential to 
resolve that problem if managed accordingly. 

Thank you for this opportunity to comment. 
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National Bison Range Complex - Comprehensive Consermtion Plans 

OPTIONAL PUBLIC COMMENT FORM 

Thank you for helping us plan ... your comments are verf important to the development of Comprehensive Conservation Plans 
(CCP) for all the units of the National Bison Range Complex. The purpose of this form is to provide an additional opportunity for 
you to express your ideas and provide input for the future management and activities of the National Bison Range Complex
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Please submit your comments by May 25, 2018. [Attach additional comments on a separate sheet of paper if needed.] 
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Additional comments ... 

We appreciate you providing a11y issues, input, and ideas to be considered in planning for the Complex's Comprehensive Conservation Plans! 
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6/15/2018 DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR Mail - [EXTERNAL] Comments on the CCP and EIS for the National Bison Range 

Scoping NBR, FW6 <scoping_nbr@fws.gov> 

[EXTERNAL] Comments on the CCP and EIS for the National Bison Range 

To: Scoping_nbr@fws.gov 
Mon. May 14, 2018 at 12:33 PM 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. I had the opportunity to visit the Range last week, and inadvertently walked in on a presentation about the 
proposed management options. 

I am a private citizen and not knowledgeable about environment at a technical level, but as a citizen I do think it worthwhile to express my preferences. 

It strikes me that the National Bison Range is a really important part of the natural and historical history of the United States, and as such is worthy of 
strong support from the government. In deciding how that support should take form, I commend the planning experts at the Fish and Wildlife Service for 
having clearly and succinctly stated the alternative approaches. My comments are directed at trying to organize thinking about those alternatives, not 
necessarily to express a preference (though, based on my limited information. I do have one). 

I think that while including Alternative A, No Action, is necessary for completeness, it does need to be recognized that this alternative will eventually lead 
to the end of the Range as a viable asset. If it is decided that the Range is to continue, Alternative A is unlikely to help. 

Some version of Alternative B, Maximize Quality of Public Experience, is likely to be part of any final policy decision. An enterprise like the Range will not 
thrive without public support. and that support is best achieved through outreach and means of helping the public to appreciate the resource. I doubt that 
Alternative B should be the primary objective, though. 

Alternatives C (Manage for Ecological Sustainability) and D (Species-focused Management) both strike me as two sides of the same idealist approach. It 
is hard to see how the bison species of interest can thrive without taking into account the overall ecological sustainability; and ii is equally difficult to see 
how managing for overall ecological sustainability would not also take into account the interests of the bison herd. But neither of these alternatives will 
function without funding and support of the general public, and if/when implemented will require both moral and financial support as suggested in 
Alternative B. 

I'm not sure that I've added a lot of value to the discussion. but hopefully I have at least framed the issues in a helpful way. 

Thank you very much. 
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May 15, 2018 

Dear Montana Congressional Delegation, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Conservation Heroes, and Media, 

I am writing my comments in 12-point type so no one has to squint to read them, and I am 
emailing them to everyone addressed in this letter.  Yes, everything I say to you I say to the media and to 
my conservation heroes as well as my Montana Congressional Delegation.  I urge my conservation heroes 
to send their comments to you, to me, and to THEIR Congressional Delegation no matter which state they 
live in because what happens at the National Bison Range impacts what happens at all other national 
wildlife refuges, as I have told you since 1994.  My CCP alternatives are colored in red on page 3 and 
4. 

I have followed the tragedy at the National Bison Range Complex since 1994 when the Confederal 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes (CSKT), government of the Flathead Indian Reservation, announced that 
based upon the passage of the Indian Self Determination and Education Act of 1994 they wanted to be 
given all positions and tasks that are inherently federal to their workers and NOT through the Civil 
Service process.  The CSKT tribal council also announced they wished to be GIVEN the National Bison 
Range land even though the federal government (i.e. the American taxpayers, including CSKT members 
who are American citizens and taxpayers), were paid twice at fair real estate market value for the land 
that is the 19,000-acre National Bison Range.     

I have met with every U.S. Secretary of Interior since President Clinton’s Administration through 
President Trump’s Administration and several U.S. Presidents regarding the ongoing demands of the 
CSKT that impacts federal funding and staffing at one of the original national wildlife refuges begun by 
President Theodore Roosevelt and the U.S. Congress that served with him in the early 1900s.  

The Federal Register repeatedly announced since 1994 that most national wildlife refuges and 
many famous and not so famous national parks, national monuments, and national recreation sites could 
fall under the Indian Self Determination and Education Act (ISDEA).  This Act NEVER stated that the 
federal government or agencies were required to give federal land or federal jobs and federal 
positions/tasks to a federally recognized Indian government, but stated that these federal recognized 
Indian governments may work WITH federal agencies in cooperation with federal workers to enhance 
these designated national refuges, parks, national recreation sites, and national monuments.  

The CSKT was encouraged to ignore those words by various political appointees and top-level U.S. 
Department and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service leaders in Washington, D.C. to push for total take over of all 
or most of the inherently federal positions and the entire National Bison Range that violates many other 
federal laws set up to protect the management of the land masses within the National Wildlife Refuge 
System.  The CSKT continues to pay highly compensated lobbyists and lawyers to interpret the ISDEA to 
“give” them inherently federal job tasks and positions, federal money, and overall federal land and 
management.  



Federal workers filed suit, as did retired U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service employees, demanding that 
federal laws be upheld and federal workers be protected.  Each time, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
lost in court, including a few weeks ago.   

Excellent federal workers at all levels of employment within the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
starting at the National Bison Range and its complex, all the way up to the regional and national levels of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and U.S. Department of Interior have been fired, demoted, replaced, and 
insulted because dedicated federal workers have courageously stood up to political appointees and 
entrenched bureaucrats that supported the position of the CSKT government officials wishing to 
dismantle the National Bison Range and its complex.

CSKT members and relatives of CSKT members who are also qualified federal workers have been 
displaced and insulted, as well as other federal workers.  Federal workers have had their lives threatened 
and physically attacked over the years, as well as private citizens that stand up for other federal laws 
written and passed by the U.S. Congress to protect federal lands and especially the National Wildlife 
Refuge System.  CSKT members and local residents living around the National Bison Range that wrote 
comments on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service website objecting to the CSKT government taking over 
jobs and positions at the National Bison Range and demanding that the CSKT be given this premiere 
national wildlife refuge had their identities revealed and emails and letters given to CSKT government 
officials.  Those CSKT members and private citizens reported they were harassed for objecting to a CSKT 
takeover at the NBRC.  If they were CSKT members with tribal rights their tribal rights were removed or 
threatened to be removed if they objected to the CSKT’s positions.  Children of CSKT members and other 
private citizens were harassed on playgrounds.  Business owners were threatened for objecting to the 
CSKT government’s position of take over. 

I find it disturbing that during this latest “open house” process, some of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service employees claimed to know “nothing” about the history of the tragedy at the National Bison 
Range and acted as though they were told by someone at the regional level that if they spoke about 
anything to media or to the public that attended the “open house” meetings they would be punished or 
demoted as previous FWS employees have been in the past.  The project leader at the NBRC since 2018, 
Jeff King, comes to mind. 

I learned from the current rotating National Bison Range Complex project leader that at the 
present time this famous and popular national wildlife refuge has on its staff no full-time project leader 
and will only have rotating project leaders pulled from various national refuges around the nation sent to 
the National Bison Range every 90 days, so no top leader is at the National Bison Range Complex during 
the CCP process at all.  Furthermore, by keeping the rotating project leader in the dark about what has 
gone on at the NBRC regarding the CSKT and overall tragedy at the National Bison Range, no one 
stationed at the NBRC can learn from previous mistakes or try to stop the problems. 

Secondly, I learned that there is no assistant project leader as has always been a vital position at 
the National Bison Range Complex for a smooth operation of this popular national refuge.  

Only one wildlife biologist is currently working at the NBR and one wildlife biologist is at Lost 
Trail National Wildlife Refuge. One refuge manager is assigned to Lost Trail and for a while he was also 
acting as the project leader for the whole complex although his experience and training was not for that 
coverage.  There is no complex supervisory wildlife biologist as had always been the case before the CSKT 
started pushing to take over inherently federal positions.   

Prior to the CSKT interference, the NBRC maintenance crew was a well-oiled team of 6 to 7 federal 
workers, CSKT members or not, but ALL qualified and experienced FEDERAL WORKERS.  They were 



selected for their experience through the Civil Service Commission process. Now there are only 3 
maintenance workers and that well-oiled team is gone. The maintenance workers are vital for the proper 
care of all aspects of the buildings, water tanks, and all working aspects of all the national wildlife refuges 
in this National Bison Range Complex and also works with the administrators, wildlife biologists, and 
recreation specialists as part of the team.  Without them, weed control, building maintenance, water 
production for wildlife, and many other vital aspects of care for this national wildlife refuge complex does 
not get done.   

Prior to the CSKT’s interference, the NBRC had a minimum of 2 federal law enforcement officers, 
plus the project leader and assistant project leader that also were authorized federal law enforcement 
officers.  Right now, there is 1 federal law enforcement for the entire complex, as I understand it and the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service no longer allows the project leader or assistant project leader to do law 
enforcement duties. 

Bottomline, is that ALL five of the draft CCP staffing suggestions are dramatically inadequate to 
properly maintain one of America’s most famous and most historical of the 550 national wildlife refuges 
in our 50 states and U.S. territories!  The emphasis for any CCP must be on the enhancement of wildlife 
and wildlife habitat, NOT on the enhancement of human entertainment.  Law enforcement and 
maintenance to assist wildlife biologists in their effort to help wildlife and its habitat are also vital to this 
national wildlife refuge and ANY national wildlife refuge, for that matter. 

The lengthy printed materials I picked up at the poorly publicized “public” meetings at the May 
10th Leon Hall “open house” in Charlo, Montana and the day-long “open house” at the National Bison 
Range visitor’s center on May 11th had a thick packet of details about the staffing but no specific numbers 
of federal employees to be hired under each of the 5 CCP “management alternative concepts and actions” 
options so, I am stating that the MINIMUM the National Bison Range Complex, including Lost Trail 
National Wildlife Refuge, needs is 12 employees for the complex not including Lost Trail, and 4 
employees for Lost Trail. 

In other words, in case you don’t catch on with this discussion, I do not support ANY of these 
options and recommend that another alternative just after Alternative A be included that includes my 
suggestions for proper staffing.

AT MINIMUM, the National Bison Range Complex needs 1 full time project leader with full federal 
law enforcement duties (bring back Jeff King, if he will return), 1 full time assistant project leader with 
full federal law enforcement duties, 1 refuge manager for Lost Trail, 1 recreation supervisor for the whole 
complex, including Lost Trail (Pat Jamieson had this position before she retired, and I don’t know the 
exact title), 1 supervisory wildlife biologist for the entire complex including Lost Trail, 1 wildlife biologist 
for NBR, and 1 wildlife biologist for Lost Trail (since it is so isolated from the rest of the complex), 6 
maintenance workers at NBRC that are INHERIENTLY FEDERAL WORKERS, not contract workers from 
anywhere except Civil Service pool of workers, 1 maintenance worker at Lost Trail, 2 federal law 
enforcement officers for NBRC, 1 federal law enforcement officer for Lost Trail.  For the entire NBRC, 
including Lost Trail NWR, I count a recommended 13 inherently federal workers assigned to NBRC, 
excluding Lost Trail, and 4 inherently federal workers assigned to Lost Trail NWR. 

If that is not financially possible because of the financial devastation created from the decades 
of the legal and political push by the CSKT government officials to insist they should have complete 
control and ownership of the National Bison Range and other national refuges in the complex that has 
wasted money originally set aside for wildlife and its habitat, I recommend that 13 NBRC inherently 
federal positions be divided between the NBRC and Lost Trail NWR with a minimum of 1 refuge manager, 
1 wildlife biologist, and 1 federal law enforcement officer being specifically assigned to Lost Trail and the 



rest assigned to the rest of the complex with the complex project leader, assistant project leader, 
recreation supervisor and wildlife supervisor also responsible for duties to help Lost Trail NWR.

With such a short staff, naturally, all the inherently federal workers would help each other at the 
entire NBRC, including at Lost Trail NWR anyway as a TEAM. 

Any other local, Indian, or regional government wishing to participate in anything at the National 
Bison Range can do it on a voluntary basis or on a project by project basis, managed by the appropriate 
federal worker, and a core of volunteers needs to be cultivated again to the levels of several years ago up 
to 70 volunteers under the leadership of Jeff King and Pat Jamison before they left the NBRC.  

Nowhere in the alternatives listed during the “open houses” did I see a discussion of the 
importance of volunteers and that is a vital part of the work that is done at the NBRC and 
elsewhere in the National Wildlife Refuge System. I support urging local, Indian, and regional 
governments, local universities, national conservation and environmental organizations, and 
dedicated individuals that love the NBRC to volunteer their time to assist the paid federal workers 
assigned to the NBRC. 

I must comment on the fact that the four “open houses” were poorly attended except for the last 
one at the visitor’s center of the National Bison Range’s complex headquarters at 58355 Bison Range 
Road in Charlo, Montana.  I called into statewide radio shows and told thousands of Montana residents 
about the last “open house” at the visitor’s center on May 11 because the previous three “open houses” 
attracted 4 or 5 people due to VERY POOR publicity.  I called all my media contacts and learned that none 
of them had received a press release about the public meetings but upon talking to NBRC staff, they were 
told press releases from the regional office in Denver were sent two weeks before the meeting.  I sent a 
written notice to my media contacts in Missoula and the Mission Valley asking them to post the last 
meeting on their websites, which they did, but it was far too late for much response.  No follow-up phone 
calls or guest appearances on local radio or television shows were done by any FWS staff at the regional 
or local level to further promote the open houses as I would have done if I were in charge of getting the 
word out. 

My conclusion and that of the few other citizens that attended the Charlo meeting and the open 
house at the visitor’s center was that the regional office in Denver WANTED NO ONE TO ATTEND AND 
GIVE FEED BACK to them about the National Bison Range. 

The last open house, thanks to my getting on two statewide radio shows and talking about the 
meetings, generated several large groups of people coming to the open house, but it was far too late to get 
a large number of people from the general public to submit comments or pick up the paperwork.   

In the spirit of Theodore Roosevelt, Ding Darling, and the Flying Blue Goose, symbol of the 
National Wildlife Refuge System created by the artistic genius of Ding Darling, I say, the wildlife and its 
habitat cannot speak, so I must and so must all of you. 
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May 25, 2018

Vanessa Fields, Planning Team Leader, NBR
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Scientific Resources
922 Bootlegger Trail
Great Falls, MT  59404

Ms. Fields:

RE: Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) for the National Bison Range – and 
other units of the current NBR Complex.

These comments are submitted on behalf of the Blue Goose Alliance, a private, non-
profit conservation organization.  The BGA is primarily devoted to the National Wildlife 
Refuge System: its Integrity, Stature, and Autonomy.  We have closely followed and 
often commented upon the issues associated with the National Bison Range (NBR) and 
Complex (NBRC) since our establishment in 2000.  Our members and supporters often 
visit the refuges in the complex. Most of our BGA Associates are retired refuge managers 
and employees, refuge and Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) administrators, avid past 
and present volunteers and others deeply interested in wildlife and habitat conservation 
matters across America.

Although we appreciate an opportunity to comment, past such experiences with the 
Denver Region of the FWS have consistently demonstrated an agency practice of failure 
to in fact analyze, utilize or answer even the most thoughtful and constructive 
submissions of detailed and authoritative comments from knowledgeable, obviously 
interested people.  We hope this effort will not be received and treated in such a manner. 

Proposed No Action Alternative is Unacceptable

At the outset, it is necessary to urge the Planning Team and the Region to replace the 
proposed “No Action Alternative.”  As proposed, that Alternative would “continue all the 
current management activities, and maintain funding, infrastructure, all programs, and 
staffing at the existing levels. (emphasis added).  Those levels are demonstrably, and 
without doubt, incapable of accomplishing the mandates expressed in 16 USC 668dd 
(a)(2), (a)(3), and (a)(4).

Given the mandate in subsection 668dd(a)(1) that the units of the National Wildlife 
Refuge System “… shall be administered by the Secretary through the United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service” –coupled with the explicit responsibility set forth in subsection 
(e)(2): “In developing each comprehensive conservation plan under this subsection for a 
planning unit, the Secretary, acting through the Director, shall identify and describe—”
[see 668dd(e)(2)(A-F)].  The requirements thus placed upon the FWS, particularly in 
subsection 668dd(3)(A), vis: “each refuge shall be managed to fulfill the mission of the 
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System, as well as the specific purposes for which that refuge was established;” and 
those in 668dd(a)(4)(A-L) are vitally important mandates.

Implementing Alternative A as described and including currently severe restrictions of 
staffing and funding plus elimination of previously operational practices and programs 
would result in utter failure to comply with the basic National Wildlife Refuge statute –
its “Organic Act” as it is often called.

The BGA recommends that FWS develop a new “No Action Alternative” based on the 
operation of the NBR Complex in FY 2012.  The Secretary and FWS were mandated in 
the Refuge Improvement Act of 1997 to complete Comprehensive Conservation Plans for 
all refuges and other areas of the Refuge System no later than October 9, 2012.  
Therefore, there is a substantial logical argument that FWS should utilize that final 
deadline year as the basis for its No Action Alternative.  

The present depleted operations and other programs of the complex are entirely based 
upon two factors: 1) anticipation of entering an Annual Funding Agreement with the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes; and 2) reductions of staff and funding because 
of a proposal initiated in 2015 to negotiate a transfer of the refuge including its wildlife 
and physical facilities etc., to the tribes. Neither of those two factors are relevant to the 
CCP, nor should be permitted to affect the mandates of the National Wildlife Refuge 
System Administration Act.

It is noteworthy -- and should be so stated in the CCP that the NBR was (a) the first 
refuge in the System created by Act of Congress; (b) the first national wildlife refuge 
created for preserving the American plains bison; and (c) the first national wildlife 
refuge acquired by Congressional Appropriations, and (d) the first national wildlife 
refuge to receive congressional appropriations for its operations and maintenance
beginning in 1908. Since then, the Congress has never failed on behalf of all Americans 
to appropriate the funds and staff necessary to sustain wildlife and habitats of the NBR, 
including units of the Complex added later.  

For more than 100 years, the National Bison Range has successfully preserved and 
managed the plains bison herd donated to the Federal Government by the American 
Bison Society in 1909-1910.  Thus, the FWS cannot claim that this vital refuge and its 
equally vital bison herd and other wildlife and habitats is not sustainable at the level 
required to achieve its primary purposes and properly contribute to the mission of the 
Refuge System.

The Collaborative/Partner-Based Landscape Level Conservation Alternative 
Should be eliminated

Proposed Alternative E would be better labelled “The NO PLAN ALTERNATIVE.” Its 
provisions (with but few references to an undefined “Same approach as Alternative A, 
plus ….”), indicate that all future decisions related to management of the NBR—and 
other units of the complex—would be developed later in consultation with other entities. 
In all, more than 27 “teams” would be created in the future or specific programs would 
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be developed via “collaborative, cooperative, and coordinated management actions by 
the Refuge staff (even though such staff would be lacking a Project Leader and/or 
Deputy, a Senior Biologist, a Range Specialist, or a designated Foreman).  The result 
would be complete lack of a CCP as directed by the Congress, and an impossibly limited 
staff at the Complex to effectively convene and participate with 27 individual and 
distinct “teams” on major issues with little guidance on purposes or objectives.  

In short, this proposed alternative would be totally in non-compliance with the 
NWRSAA and should be eliminated from the proposed CCP.

Alternatives B, C and D are mere “Labels” lacking essential details for 
evaluation

Based on reports received by the BGA from members and supporters who attended the 
recent FWS-sponsored CCP meetings in Montana, in response to questions regarding 
the particulars of these alternatives, FWS personnel stated that the Alternatives – other 
than the No Action Alternative, were merely labels (i.e. “placeholders) which could not 
be developed until a “preferred alternative” has been selected by the FWS.  

In our experience, the BGA has never encountered a released draft CCP where the public 
meetings (beyond the initial agency Scoping Process) attempted to obtain public input 
to such a “non-proposal” proposal.  This is an indisputable admission that the entire 
“Preplanning process” outlined in the Refuge Systems’ Manual has not been 
completed—in fact it would appear, based on all available evidence, that no preplanning 
effort has been initiated.  That is unacceptable and, in our view, violates provisions of 
the Department of the Interior/Department of Justice settlement in the lawsuit by 
Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility. 

The FWS should withdraw the released “Draft CCP for the NBR and initiate 
actions to comply with provisions of their Planning Manual and the Court 
approved settlement

The Blue Goose Alliance is committed to work with the Fish and Wildlife Service to 
achieve a meaningful, thoughtful, and much deserved Comprehensive Conservation 
Plan for the National Bison Range and the National Bison Range Complex.  The 
interested public deserves to have meaningful proposals laid before them upon which to 
provide comments, suggestions and recommendations.  To date, the FWS has failed to 
provide the basic planning elements for the public to review.  The FWS should withdraw 
this “Draft” and begin anew by diligently completing all elements of the Preplanning 
process and, based upon those products, developing a realistic and hopefully forward-
thinking draft, with a realistic No Action Alternative as required by the Council on 
Environmental Quality standards for Environmental Impact documents and legitimate, 
fully explained, reasonable alternatives for public consideration.

We respectfully point out, once again, that the NWRSAA itself places explicit mandates 
on the Secretary of the Interior and the Director of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
regarding development and content of Comprehensive Conservation Plans.
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(Note: for your convenience, we have scanned provisions of the National Wildlife 
Refuge System Administration Act (NWRSAA) referred to herein and attached them to 
these comments).

As indicated at the outset, we appreciate the opportunity to comment and sincerely hope 
that the FWS will carefully consider these constructive comments.
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APPENDIX A – Selected Excerpts
from the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act

(16 USC 668dd) related to DOI and FWS responsibilities
regarding development of Comprehensive Conservation Plans.
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Vanessa Fields 

Planning Team Leader 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Division of Scientific Resources 

922 Bootlegger Trail 

Great Falls, Montana 59404 

SUBJECT:  Comments CCP & EIS National Bison Range 

Thank you for the information and discuss you and the staff provided at the Leon Hall meeting May 10, 2018.  The lack of 
product and cost data hampers the review of the document. 

Comment one 

  I have made some budget estimates based on the FWS FY 2019 budget justification. Using the National Wildlife System 
cost on page NWRS-1 as a source.  I made three estimates one based on number of units managed by FWS and based on 
percentage of visitor days using 200,000 and the 2014 number of 250,000.  There is a significant issue with this table as 
the Total national Wildlife Refuge Cost and FTE are about half the total of the six components.  Cost estimates need to be 
included in this document.  

ADMIN UNITS VISITOR DAYS
566+38+50+7 

200000 250000 NBR
53000000 53000000 TOTAL 

2019 budget request 661 0.38% 0.47% 

wildlife and habitat management $228,332,000 $345,434 
 $ 
861,630 $1,077,038 

FTE 1370 5 6 
refuge visitor services $71,267,000 $107,817 $268,932 $336,165 
FTE 517 2 2 
conservation planning 0 0 $0 
FTE 0 $0 $0 

refuge operation 
 $  
337,582,000.00 $510,714 $1,273,894 $1,592,368 

FTE 2125 8 10 
refuge maintenance $135,487,000 $204,973 $511,272 $639,090 
FTE 574 2 3 
TOTAL OF SUM $772,668,000 $1,168,938 $2,915,728 $3,644,660 
TOTAL OF SUM 4586 7 17 22 
TOTAL REQUESTED  $473,069,000 $715,687 $1,785,166 $2,231,458 
TOTAL FTE REQUESTED 2699 4 10 13 
DIFFERENCE DOLLARS $299,599,000 $453,251 $1,130,562 $1,413,203 
DIFFERENCE FTE 1887 3 7 9 



COMMENT 2 The economic benefit to the community should be included the FWS 2011 evaluation estimated 
$13,000,000.  Based on 200,000 visitor days. Using the CPI index the current value is $14,500,000.  If 250,000 visitors is 
more realistic the benefit would increase to  $16,250,000. 

COMMENT 3.  The No Action alternative should include a discussion of the limitation the current budget has on 
infrastructure, programs, and staffing.  What is the current budget sacrificing compared to the management level and 
resource uses when the refuge was fully funded. 

COMMENT 4.  Support most action items in alternative A.  Except restoring and sustain original fire regime to the 
maximum extent possible.  In the natural state after a fire the animals might not return for four or five years.  I would 
suggest that implementing and intensive grazing system which included a fire management and restoration would be a 
more effective method of addressing wildfire on the NBR. 

COMMENT 5.  Increase hunting opportunities on the NBR by implementing a Trophy Hunting Program that would include 
using the existing bidding process or raffle provide the opportunity to Harvest a Post Breeding Bull Bison.  Five trophy 
bulls would provide more income to the NBR than the current auction of young animals.  These would be guided hunts 
using volunteers or staff as appropriate.  Several Trophy Bull elk tags could also be included in the hunting program as 
well as a Big Horn Ram and several Mule deer bucks.  These additions would significantly increase revenue without 
significantly altering the normal biological properties.  The revenue would be specifically utilized toward under funded 
habitat programs.   The program would be sensitive to the public interest.  Shooting a large bull elk in the picnic area 
would be prohibited.   

COMMENT 6 Restore the annual horse and mule ride through the NBR by requiring horse diapers and liability insurance 
and working with local and tribal interest. 

COMMENT 7.  Implement all the staffing recommendations included in Alternative B.  Plus add a manager position with 
volunteer participation goal of 5000 hours per year. 

COMMENT 8. Continue the photography special use permits. 

COMMENT 9. Investigate the potential for NBR tours similar to the Glacier NP old tour vans. 

COMMENT 10.  Alternative E has merit.  The challenge is to secure public input to the extent possible without the product 
being an endless series of meetings that significantly reduce the effectiveness of NBR management. 

COMMENT 11. Alternative D should be included in the selected plan recognizing the competition for the available 
resources between species. For thousands of years a herd of buffalo most likely utilized over a million acres of landscape. 
That is not feasible today.  The best we can do today is utilize an intensive grazing management system. 

COMMENT 12.  I support the Friends Group concept. 

Thank you for the opportunity to review the plan.  Given time constraints, available staff, and available resources your 
task is challenging to say the least.  If you have any questions I would be happy to assist. 
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Comments on draft concepts and actions 

Topic Area - Birds, Alternative B: consider expanding this action beyond distributing information to 

include construction of bird viewing platforms. The Flathead and Mission Valleys lie in an important 

migratory waterfowl corridor and few people are aware of the importance/magnitude of this annual 

event. Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks {FWP) has three public viewing areas specifically for wildlife 

watching and new ones on Complex properties would add to this public education opportunity. This 

comment would also apply to your proposed Access/Facilities actions. 

Topic Area - Other ungulate populations, all alternatives: Sustainable population levels are critical to 

meeting many of your other management goals. Your environmental documents should clearly outline 

what you consider those levels to be. Sustainability for closed populations (NBR) is very different from 

herds that can move freely across the landscape. FWP is ready and willing to work with you to manage 

population levels through our season-setting authority on the northern units of the Complex. 

Topic Area - Other Wildlife and Plants, Alternative B: This alternative proposes to increase hunting 

opportunities as a management tool and does not seem to fit well under this action. It would fit better 

under "Other ungulate populations." 

Topic Area - Predators, all alternatives: Predator control is a very controversial topic and your proposed 

actions are sharply contrasting on the NBR and the other units of the Complex. You need to clearly 

explain the rationale for the contrasting approaches. 

Topic Area - Wetlands/Riparian (Water Management): All alternatives focus on removing artificial 

structures and enhancing natural flowing water where possible. The habitat values on the Batavia WPA 

are dependent on management of artificial structures to manage water levels for wetland benefits. 

Seems like this approach may differ for lotic and lentic systems. 

Topic Area - Fire: This section needs to be clarified. Why is restoring original fire regimes to the 

maximum extent possible important under Alternative B? How does fire threaten to damage bison 

under alternative C? What is "a wildlife corridor concept" and how does it apply to fire management 

under alternative E? 

Topic Area -Water rights and management, Alternative A: The no action alternative calls for conducting 

water manipulation to the extent possible to benefit waterfowl/wildlife. This statement seems to 

conflict with the Alternative A language under Wetlands/Riparian (Water Management). 

Topic Area - Fishing, Alternative C: This alternative suggests that you "minimize federal regulations that 

differ from state/Tribal regulations. Seems like this would fit better under the Collaborative/Partner­

Based alternative rather than Ecological Sustainability. 

Topic Area - Interpretation: Alternative B suggests that you would, "Examine opportunities with 

partners to develop new materials that emphasize the unique quality of resources on the Complex." 

Seems like this approach would fit best under Alternative E or at the very least under both alternatives. 

Topic Area - Access/Facilities, Alternative E: Consider adding working with partners to construct wildlife 

viewing platforms along the North Shore WPA. We have discussed this need and potential with your area 

staff and it would fit well with your language evaluating "the possibility a new viewing area along Highway 
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6/15/2018 DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR Mail - [EXTERNAL] National Bison Range Comments for CCP Planning Process 

a. Habitat Management (Conserve, restore, and promote biological integrity in functional and sustainable ecologically of these species' diverse 
habitats of the inter-montane ecosystem of western Montana); 

b. Invasive Spp: (Prevent, reduce, and contain the invasion and spread of noxious, invasive, and harmful nonnative species within the Bison Range 

while working with partners to address off-Bison Range infestations within the surrounding landscape); 

c. Increase Collaboration and Partnerships: Work collaboratively with adjoining private and public landowners to reduce threats of invasive 

species, extend habitat values across private/public lands to other protected landscapes. 

2. Cultural Resources: Preserve and value the Native American cultural resources and pre-Columbian history of the region that are relevant in the Bison Ran,ge 

context. Suggested strategies include: 

a. Collaborate with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes and other Tribal governments in a manner consistent with the Service's 

Native American policy and with other Federal, State, and local government entities in a manner consistent with applicable Service policies. 

b. Provide specific cultural programs at the Bison Range from ohildren's through adult educational activities that give the historical perspectives and 

context for this unique area and its unique history. 

c. Connect staff, visitors, and community to the area's past and the more recent continuing traditions that help achieve the vision and supporting 

goals and objectives of the National Bison Range. 

3. Public Education/Use: Provide eem�atible, wildlife-dependent recreational and educational opportunities for persons of all abilities, consistent with sustainable 

wildlife management, that facilitates learning, enjoyment, and appreciation of the inter-montane landscape of western Montana, the fish, invertebrates, \wildlife and 

plants. (Do this through Collaboration and Partnerships to identify compatible public use needs and strategies). 

4. Administration and Operations: Effectively use and increase funding, for staff, partnerships, volunteers, and equipment to restore and manage Complex habitats, 

conduct programs, and improve and maintain all necessary infrastructures to the benefit of the Complex and the Refuge System. (Do this through Collaboration and 

Partnerships to identify ways to improve staffing, budget, systems, etc.}. 

5. Research and Science: Encourage high quality research and promote the use of scientifically sound management decisions. (Do this through Collaboration and 

Partnerships to identify research and science needs). 

6. Monitoring and Adaptive Management: Through the life of this plan, we will monitor and evaluate the consequences of our actions and use adaptive 

management to reach desired outcomes. (Do this through Collaboration and Partnerships to best means for monitoring and evaluating USFWS programs successes}. 

https :/Imai I .google .com/mai I/b/ AOg3vwm Tp I LWvpGftlZQs YLEKq3DP3hzkStSL YKKhVrwMdTFQXDx/u/0/?ui=2&ik=67 cef2c66d&jsver=IAJ IQM DSXzY.e . . . 2/2 



Comments for National Bison Range CCP Development 
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I have these few comments regarding development of your CCP: 

1. For alternatives, I believe the focus species on the "Range" are Bison, Antelope, and Bighorn
Sheep. Conceptually this was determined at the onset and documented clearly by Morton Elrod
just following the turn of the last century during his assessment of this location for the Bison
Range for the American Bison Society. The wildlife focus alternative and the last (Landscape
Mgt with partners) makes sense to combine. First the remaining animal populations migrate on
and off the Range and are dependent on neighboring habitats, as well as others for seasonal
use (winter range).  Because the full range of animal species is enjoyed by the public, the
sanctuary provided by the Range allows animals to wander into public view. So the association
of the Range habitats and outside habitats are inextricably linked. These two alternatives
should be combined.

2. Funding for the Range to incorporate more natural processes into management, specifically
use of fire, needs to be a priority. Although it has long been identified as a need, funding has
been absent to support this kind of management. The Range overall suffers because of it with
increased tree encroachment into grasslands, as well as promoting older plants and less
diversity through natural changes. Forest in-growth has been a continuum since the very early
1900 and the forested areas suffer from a host of issues stemming from lack of change, lack of
fire, and increased insect and disease effects (dwarf mistletoe and armillaria root rot).

3. Noxious weeds are an issue. I think we as a public and land managers have to realize this is
an impossible task to eradicate noxious weeds in the long term. The Bison Range is surrounded
by major travel ways that transport weed seed, agriculture land that support cows and weeds.
Seed will never be eliminated under the current lack of policy that identifies noxious weeds as
detriment to productivity in the private agricultural sector as well as management of public
lands. Whatever selected alternative is going to be the basis of management for the Range,
there does need to be strong statements of impacts from weeds, and what the realistic goals
for weed management are. Purely maintenance of the grasslands without exceptional gains
until a comprehensive approach is taken off the Range as well. Weed management currently
can restrict use of natural processes like prescribed fire. This is mitigation, not a management
action that necessarily benefits the resource.

4. Tree encroachment into grasslands has occurred since 1900 and has progressed with some
management to restrict it from further movement into available grass for Bison. NBR
management plans address “encroachment” as an expansion of the forest perimeters. This has
occurred and will continue, however it occurred and will into the future at a relatively slow
progression. The overall occupation of grasslands has been relatively minor considering no
management of it for the last 100 years. The greatest impacts are caused by “in-growth” of
trees into forested stands and have prompted population explosions of disease, primarily in
Douglas-fir (mistletoe and root rot). This is the natural way to promote change, which will be
large and sudden, and non-selective for leaving desirable trees following the change by fire.
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Understory and middle stories of the original forested stands are now progressing toward this 
kind of change.  
The forest resource on the “Range” is part of the original proposal; however it was recognize 
only as a resource to provide materials for building infrastructure to display and pasture Bison. 
Today, if we look at the surrounding landscapes, NBR supports one of the few original inherited 
stands of old growth ponderosa pine. Everywhere else old growth pine has been harvested and 
managed toward younger, faster growing stands for financial profit. NBR now houses some of 
the remaining links to the past and the genetic code from the past. It is however coexisting with 
over-crowded understory’s, unprecedented levels of litter and duff, and developing survival 
systems that will not survive fire intensities produced by the levels of surface and aerial fuels.  

I am recommending ponderosa pine become an index species that is identified in management 
plans as a manageable and desirable species on NBR. Efforts to add years to the existing old 
growth should be recognized and a field action taken to promote the old growth and manage 
understory development of pine as it naturally was pre-1900. Initial actions will be labor 
intensive and expensive due to amounts of tree “in-growth”, and surface fuel accumulations. 
The goal should include moving toward a prescribed fire program that uses aerial ignition and 
affect blocks of 1000-2000 acres at a time. This will allow easy block management throughout 
NBR, as well as promote the most economical means to create natural processes.  

You must also create a realization of what exists now and what it will turn into in the near 
future. You have extensive areas of Douglas-fir that is visible to the viewing public. These stands 
are riddled with disease and can be seen today in the active dynamic of falling apart 
structurally, promoting disease, and moving rapidly toward the dramatic change agent of 
intense fire. The impacts are public safety, employee safety, and animal management. The 1935 
fire is an example of potential, except since then there has been 73 more years of developing 
available fuels. 

5. Mission Creek is another good example of forest succession. Western juniper has almost
totally excluded Cottonwood. The water table undoubtedly has also been affected because we
know how prolific juniper is at drafting and transpiring water. Trying to gain some
understanding of what Mission Creek might have look like during the mid-1800 would go a long
way toward understanding what has occurred to get the conditions today. It is a huge draw to
animals during the summer for seasonal feeding and thermal cover; and in the fall for during
the rut. There is a large draw from professional photographers to capture the ceremony of
deer, elk, and antelope here. I suspect the juniper is a result of no tree management, but the
area has been affected by grazing from cows and the Allard bison herd up to forming NBR and
fencing. Juniper is very tolerant, and Cottonwood very intolerant. Cottonwood supports more
cavity nesting birds and mammals than any other riparian tree species we have. So to the
exclusion of Cottonwoods, so has been the species and populations of what likely used to
inhabit this area.
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I recommend a look at juniper to identify the ingrowth of the species, identify a period that 
could restored by removing juniper, creating tree habitat for Cottonwood and use “in-planting” 
of Cottonwood seedlings to begin another riparian stand that could be dominated by 
Cottonwoods and managed to maintain it. Removing juniper encourages a higher water table 
and more favorable conditions for Cottonwood and associated riparian shrubs and forbs. 

6. Lastly I will suggest that all of the known tribal references to landmarks and locations on NBR
be re-instated. Signs can provide both the reference locations by name as determined by NBR
at its beginning, and the native designations in their language with an interpretation. This can
be highlighted by providing the public brochures with native spelling, and perhaps a phonetic
spelling. American Indians lived here and co-existed with this landscape; you cannot determine
management schemes without acknowledging the influence and affects caused by tribes. Their
perspectives and actions helped provide the landscape so attractive to Morton Elrod for
locating the NBR. Their culture has been sorely lacking USFWS descriptions of natural processes
here at NBR and 9-Pipes. This is a good period to return the emphasis what things used to be,
how we reached this point today, and how will you incorporate processes from the past to
make it good again.
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