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October 6, 2019 

Mr. Garza; Refuge Manager Coffman; and Ms. Fields: 

RE: Final Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) -National Bison Range. 

These comments are submitted on behalf of the Blue Goose Alliance, a private, non
profit conservation organization. The BGA's focus is primarily the National Wildlife 
Refuge System: its Integrity, Stature, and Autonomy. We have closely followed and 
often commented upon issues associated with the National Bison Range (NBR) and 
Complex (NBRC) since our founding 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 conservation of wildlife (including 
plants) and their respective habitats across North America. 

At the outset, while writing these comments on the Final draft of the NBR CCP, I 
reassert the BGA comments to the Draft CCP, believing that most of them remain 
pertinent to the FWS issued Final CCP. I herein present some slightly altered comments 
that on topics I presented in our previous submission. These are often brief statements 
I believe are fundamentally important and feel the Final draft remains inadequate in 
properly and/or fully presenting the topic to the general public. I strongly urge you, the 
FWS planners involved in the NBR documents, to read these constructive comments 
and consider making changes to the draft in order to better serve the national public 
interest. I also present several new observations on portions of the CCP/EIS. 

Establishment ofThe National Bison Range 

The establishment of the National Bison Range was unique in several important features 
deserving recognition in this CCP. Unfortunately, the history section in the Final CCP 
document omits important details or explanatory information concerning primary 
purposes, origins of the founding bison and other large grazing mammals, as well as 
past management concerns and practices. Those omissions prevent the interested 
nationwide public from having information regarding the national significance of this 
vital National Wildlife Refuge and the need and rationale for continuing to achieve its 
primary management within the statutory mandates and restrictions of the National 
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Wildlife Refuge System as required by the National Wildlife Refuge System 
Administration Act. The current documents fail in this essential CCP purpose. 

Invoking Congressional power of Eminent Domain to establish the NBR was not done 
lightly. It required President Roosevelt to "reserve and except" a relatively small area 
from the Flathead Indian Reservation thereby removing them from that reservation for 
a broader public purpose - permanent conservation of the American plains bison. 

The unique genetic composition of founding members of the NBR bison herd derived 
from several prior private bison herds. Although largely from Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
and Manitoba, a diversity of other areas from which those founding bison originated 
included Wyoming, Kansas, Texas and Montana, all captured over a period of years.1 

With that broadly diverse basis coupled with diligence by previous NBR managers in 
selecting animals for culling the population over the past 111 years, NBR bison currently 
comprise founding stock for three of the other FWS refuges managing bison as a single 
metapopulation. Those bison are particularly significant within the limited number of 
bison managed solely as 'conservation herds' because only NBR, among those four 
refuges has demonstrated a 111-year history of husbanding that unique and important 
genetic structure. The newer NWRs with bison have yet to prove a capacity and 
capability to maintain disease-free bison with high genetic integrity. 2 

Maintaining a successful metapopulation requires a demanding commitment of 
resources, experienced biological expertise, dedicated attention to exacting record 
keeping among all participating herds, and continuing, updated, attention to the science 
involved. NBR is a vital anchor point in the FWS metapopulation concept. 

Federal Payments for NBR lands removed from the Reservation 

The final acquired acreage removed from the Reservation totaled 18,523.85 acres and 
the calculated appraised value amounted to $28,955.48. 3 (equal to $813,485.73 in 
current dollars) A later lawsuit by the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes made its 
way to the U.S. Court of Claims. A full discussion of related issues, opinions, findings, 
and conclusions was published in Docket No. 50233 on Jan. 22, 1971 (as amended Apr. 
23, 1971). Cited as: 437 F.2d 458-485 (1971). 

1 Garretson, Martin 1938. The American Bison. New York Zoological Society, pp. 215-217; Coder, George, D. 1975. 
The National Movement to Preserve the American Buffalo in the U. S. & CN - 1880 and 1920. Ph.D. Thesis, OH State 
Univ. 348 pp.; Zontek, Ken 1993. Saving the Bison: The Story ofSamuel Walking Coyote. M.A. Thesis, NM State 
Univ. 167 pp.; Zontek, Ken 1995. Hunt, Capture, Raise, Increase: The People Who Saved the Bison. Great Plains 
Quarterly, Vol. 15(2); pp. 133-149; Wood, Judith H. 2000. The Origin of Public Bison Herds in the United States. 
Wicazo Sa Review, Vol. 15, No. 1., Univ. MN Press, Spring, 2000, pp. 157-182. (Available at http://www.jstor.org) 
2 Asst. Sec., FWP 2008. Department of the Interior Bison Conservation Initiative. DOI, Wash., D.C., Oct. 28, 11 pp.; 
DOI Bison Report- Looking Forward 2014; DOI, National Park Service, 75 pp.; Jones, Lee and T. J. Rolfe 2008. 

Management of Bison in the National Wildlife Refuge System - U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 02/27,/2008, 11 pp. 
3 Ruth, Clara op. cit. pp. 2-5. 
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The Court set a new appraisal date of Jan. 1,1912 (previously dated ca. 1907),resulting in 
a substantial increase in payments to comply with the U.S. Constitution Fifth 
Amendment requirement for "just compensation". CSKT and their attorneys stipulated 
those results satisfied the Constitutional requirement. The final payment, ca 1975, 
amounted to more $24 million ($110,000,000 in current dollars equivalency) for the 
485,171.31 acres removed from the Reservation. That included NBR lands; thus the 
amount ultimately paid to CSKT and its members for the NBR (3.8% of all lands 
removed) in equivalent current buying power, exceeded $4.1 Million. 

Sentiments ofthe People 

An excerpt from Dr. Elrod's Am. Bison Soc. Report, later published by the Society, 
expressed the feelings of a noteworthy and respected elder. His sense of other tribal 
elders is important because it established belief among American Bison Society leaders, 
the Bureau of Biological Survey, President Roosevelt, and the public that the efforts to 
be unde1taken were supported by impmtant tribal members and respected elders living 
in the Valley. (Emphasis added) 

"Sentiment of the People - Duncan McDonald rode with me over the proposed range and talked freely. I told him 
exactly what was proposed. He was bitterly disappointed that the Government of the United States had permitted the 
Pablo Buffalo herd to go to Canada. 

'"What is the use of hunting for a buffalo range if the Buffalo are all gone?' was his laconic query, as he turned 
fiercely toward me while bemoaning the loss of the herd." 

"Duncan, the Buffalo of America are not all dead yet, nor are the men who are trying to save them, I replied." 

"Then I told him of the animals yet living, of which he had read something, and of the plans of the American 
Bison Society, the men back of the effort to save the noble animal, and the great value to the community if 
such a herd were located in its midst." 

"If we can get the range, the animals will be put on it, I stated." 

'Do you think so?' 

"I am sure of it." 

'Professor Elrod, I hope they will do it. We all hope so. The Indians are very sorry to see the Buffalo go. They 
all love them. They all think the Government should keep them. They don't want to kill them. They love to 
see them roam over the hills and plains. Every Indian will be glad if the Government can and will save them 
and keep them where they can be seen. And if there is anything in this world I can do to help, I want to do it.' 

"All the intelligent men whom I have talked with on the reservation express the same opinion. Enterprising people in 
Missoula with whom the matter has been discussed are hopeful of the outcome, and greatly desire that the 
undertaking will be worked out successfully. The press has in a number of cases spoken highly of the proposed plan. 
Few have knowledge of the proposed range, and when its boundaries and the character of the land are understood 
the plan will meet with universal favor. I have previously mentioned the efforts of Joe Allard to interest Congress in 
the herd. Col. Rankin, allotting agent, is full of enthusiasm over the plan. There will not be a dissenting man, unless 
perhaps it may be someone who wants a portion of the range for himself."4 

4 Elrod, Morton J., PhD. 1908. The Flathead Buffalo Range -A Report to the American Bison Society ofan 
Inspection of the Flathead Indian Reservation, Montana, For the Purpose ofSelecting a Suitable Location for a 
National Buffalo Range. First Annual Report - Am. Bison Society, NY; pp. 39,41. 
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Common Elements (Section 2.2) 

The BGA heartily endorses the FWS commitment to comply with all applicable laws, 
regulations, and policies for management activities that could affect listed refuge 
resources. 

The EIS being prepared for this CCP does not and cannot accurately and entirely 
address issues requiring NEPA documentation under laws governing AFAs that must 
also comply with the provisions of the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration 
Act without specific negotiated terms upon which to base impact analyses. FWS is 
currently subject to a Federal Court order regarding NEPA compliance for any future 
AFA at the NBR. BGA's earlier comments addressed this matter in more detail and 
referred to FWS documentation in NBR and Regional Office files that belie the claims 
made in these Final CCP/EIS documents. Past documentation of CSKT staff 
performance on the NBR demonstrated that statements indicating impacts from CSKT 
management on the NBR "would be the same as Refuge Staff management" have proven 
not to be true. 

The BGA requests that all related premature and erroneous statements regarding 
possible future CSKT operations within the NBR now in the Final CCP draft should be 
removed prior to the Regional Director signing a Decision Document. 

We strongly recommend that the fifth bullet in this series be entirely deleted. 

The bulleted item concerning the Realignment strategy is discussed later in these 
comments. We briefly note here only: 1) The BGA strongly objects to the realignment 
because the effects upon the long existing NBR Complex are negative in the extreme and 
are unwarranted. 2) This document, as in the case of the earlier Draft CCP, claims that 
the realignment is a matter for the future--while the obvious, provable fact is that the 
Denver Regional Office of the FWS has made WMTC decisions final and has already 
implemented them. 3) It is a major Federal Action as defined by NEPA and therefore 
requires full NEPA compliance. 

The Novel Ecosystem Proposal 

Mention of this apparently new idea several times in the CCP has been noted with 
alarm. No explanation is made of the process by which this concept will be designed, 
who will do it; how, when, where it will be tested or evaluated nor the criteria by which it 
will be applied in the future. No discussion is provided of what controls will be used to 
ensure the resulting new plant complex doesn't emulate, or facilitate, an unintended 
expanded invasive species scenario, or otherwise negatively impact the native 
grasslands. Sources and limitations on components being tested, criteria for defining 
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success, costs, including FTEs (expertise and level of experience required) are also 
unmentioned. 

Lacking that basic information on the listed subjects, this idea cannot claim to have 
been properly evaluated for future impacts in these documents. Is it the intent of the 
FWS to complete NEPA compliance for this matter after an actual design and all 
necessary details for its testing, criteria for determining success, actions to avoid 
unforeseen consequences, likely funding and personnel matters, etc. are developed? We 
have not found such a commitment in these documents. Without such a commitment 
regarding future research and full NEPA compliance, this "idea" should be removed 
from the Final CCP. 

WMTC NEPA Analysis 

The statement in the Draft CCP that the WMTC is "beyond the scope of this EIS" is 
obviously untrue and unacceptable. Although claimed in this Final CCP to be a decision 
to be made in the future, the WMTC was decided and implemented while the Draft CCP 
was being finalized and released to the public. Potential negative effects, and resulting 
environmental impacts from the decision are likely to originate from: 

1) Replacing the long successful, geographically sound, staff efficient and fiscally 
logical NBR Complex by incorporating it (plus the Lee Metcalf NWR) into a 
previous Refuge Complex located 249 miles (a three to four-hour drive) from 
the NBR headquarters (and further from Lee MetcalfNWR) along with its 
already extensive complex of refuge and conservation easement issues. 

2) Placing the NBRC, with its proven needs for specific specialized staffing 
expertise and experience levels, physical plant maintenance requirements, 
demonstrated huge and demanding visitation stresses under the supervision 
of a distant unit lacking demonstrated capacity or experience in dealing with 
many of the above listed management challenges, further complicated by the 
presence of hundreds of ungulates with a growing presence of large predators, 
all located within an enclosed 18,900 acre reserve; 

3) The significant migratory bird management areas, needs and resource 
commitments on the Bison Range resulting from its designation as a bird 
reservation, thereby extending the complexity of on-the-ground management 
expertise required and the range of operations (particularly vital inventory 
and monitoring requirements and protocols) coupled with geographically 
distant maintenance demands derived from the other areas of the NBR 
Complex resulting in impossible demands upon its present and currently 
planned limited staff. 

4) Reducing staff grade levels (modifying previous grade certifications and 
approved staffing plans) for the existing NBR Complex thereby depriving the 
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NBR and the Complex of adequate experience levels with demonstrated 
capabilities; 

5) Implementing the described changes without general public notification 
( except the misleading information in the current documents that it will be a 
future decision and action), lacking acceptable disclosure of resulting lines of 
authority, budgeting decisions, staff availability during periods of special 
needs at the NBR, or in case of emergencies. 

The WMTC matter obviously represents a major federal action requiring full NEPA 
consideration. The present CCP/EIS presents the proper time and place for fulfilling 
that obligation. Proceeding without NEPA compliance brings a potential for a legal 
challenge to this CCP planning process. 

Co-Management: not permitted in Refuge Laws 

The National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act was amended in 1976 (P.L. 94-
223), following a disruptive series of actions related to the then existing "joint 
management" refuges in the System. Also, specific statutory elements were included in 
the Federal Land Policy and Management Act related to public land withdrawals for 
National Wildlife Refuges. 

Statutory changes also eliminated authority of the Secretary of the Interior and the U.S. 
President to abolish any refuge then in the system or any refuge subsequently added to 
the system. Legislative History of these changes reinforce the intent of Congress that 
co-management of National Wildlife Refuges was to be banned. 

Final court decisions since these described events have resolved Refuge System 
jurisdiction conflicts uniformly in favor of the intended sole management by the Fish 
and Wildlife Service. 

CCP Alternatives 

There is only a single item proposed in Alternative C distinctive from previous practices 
and demonstrated achievements by NBR staff prior to 2004. That is the proposal to 
"conduct a comprehensive rangeland health assessment." Looking at Alternative C, 
considering the documented parameters and demonstrated successes of the NBR prior 
to 2004, there is no unique vision to be found in its discussion. The BGA supports the 
proposal to complete such a comprehensive range-wide health assessment. It is a 
logical proposal that would bring latest best management techniques and assessment 
capabilities to help guide habitat management during this uncertain time of climate 
change. It is important that the Regional Office follow through and provide the funding 
and other resources necessary to accomplish this proposal. 
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Regarding Habitat Management 

The following discussion is based on a published 1931 article (The Montana Bison Range. 
In: The Forestry Kaimin 1915-1931, pp. 23-26, 76, 78; MT State Univ.), written by Frank H. 
Rose, the "Manager" of the National Bison Range during 1923 - ca 1930. Mr. Rose had 
come to the BBS and NBR from the U.S. Forest Service (U.S.F.S.) having a college 
degree in Forestry and experience in Intermountain grasslands, desirable grazing 
practices, and the cool season plant species with special values to grazing animals. 

This article was found and copied by the author of these comments in NBR files during 
2008 while he volunteered during the Centennial celebration. 

Mr. Rose analyzed the obvious overgrazing of the NBR rangelands and sketched out the 
founding and growth of the bison herd and other ungulates released within its initial 
boundary fence. He summarized the findings of U.S.F.S. studies regarding cool season 
grasslands, focusing on the critical spring growth period. Rose initiated the practice of 
'penning' the buffalo herd while providing them supplemental feeding thereby giving 
most of the NBR grasslands time for key grass species to gain essential growth. His 
article provides a brief lecture on the damage caused by the total numbers of grazing 
wildlife during the period 1921-1929. He centered attention on "Scabrella fescue, the 
grass that kept the early Montana freighter's animals' fat and able to work through the 
winters .... " Rose explained key features of its growth, needs, and likely results from 
"close grazing" or where the loam soils have been leached. He focused his grazing 
program and modifications on maintaining that key grassland species. 

Mr. Rose was also responsible for installing the first cross-fencing of the NBR 
(completed in 1929!) which allowed staff to alternate the supplemental feeding and 
spring grazing regime thereby permitting rest periods of major grazing areas in alternate 
years. 

He stated his firm intention to have further sub-fencing accomplished to expand the 
options for periodic grassland rest cycles and to give prime protection of the Scabrella 
fescue areas and documents the successful results from the initial modifications. He 
also indicated that plans had been made for disposal of surplus animals and that 
reductions had already reduced the numbers to safer grazing levels. His analysis of 
expected habitat degradation if Scabrella was allowed to be harmed by too early and 
continuous overgrazing is well worth reading. 

Perhaps the severe austerity of the early 1930s defeated his fencing program; however, 
the presence of CCC personnel looking for projects during the later 1930s should have 
resulted in further pasture fencing in the Bison Range. The refuge files may contain 
records on that matter. 

Scabrella Fescue is now called Rough Fescue (i.e. Festuca campestris) in Montana. My 
discussions with prior Project Leaders and staff familiar with NBR grazing practices 
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affirmed that the main fescue species of emphasis has been Rough Fescue on the north 
facing grassland slopes and Idaho Fescue along with Bluebunch Wheatgrass on the 
south facing slopes. Deferred grazing has often been used to give Rough Fescue needed 
rest periods. Aggressive invasives have brought complications to the grasslands and 
grazing equation. However, I have been given to understand that at least until circa 
2009-2010, those two fescues continued to be a focus of attention both in grazing 
practices and in invasive species control protocols. 

I raise this matter because the CCP Grasslands section doesn't mention the fescues as 
keystone species to be given priority in determining range condition. It seems that a 
keystone species has been "lost" in the current landscape scale efforts to maintain the 
NBR grasslands. 

Another reason for raising this topic is to add our voice to the matter of the proposal to 
remove interior fencing and stop herd rotations to avert overgrazing, especially in the 
spring period prior to calving. Given that the Draft CCP went so far as to indicate that 
fence removal would be undertaken - a very expensive practice that is hugely labor 
intensive, thereby demanding high levels of staff and funding commitments - fence 
removals should be done only when there is demonstrated that the existing fences are 
directly inhibiting sound grazing practices. And, given that the Draft CCP indicated that 
there are data indicating specific pastures have problems, it would seem that an 
alternative to simply removing fencing might well be to redesign the pastures using 
those data, coupled with the expected comprehensive health assessment, to improve the 
valuable existing functions of pastures in general. That could include moving pasture 
fences according to those data sets which might provide better overall capabilities for 
seasonal aspects as well as to provide improvements related to the native grassland 
complexes on North facing vs. South facing slopes. 

And, finally, this section on habitat management, focused on the essential 14,000 acres 
of NBR grasslands, is a prime example ofthe failure to accomplish Preplanning for 
this CCP. Many commenters of the Draft CCP questioned the lack of preplanning and 
urged correcting steps be taken, but they were ignored. One must ask just how many 
additional documented management improvements, data sets, analyses, cautions and 
recommendations were overlooked? 

The unacceptably low staffing level, worsened by reassignment of the experienced and 
knowledgeable Project Leader, endured without relief throughout the initial CCP activity 
obviously diminished on-board staff capability to properly glean refuge files. The 
regional planning staff, just as obviously, wasn't able during their periodic visitations to 
adequately assist that important requirement. The resulting failure to reasonably 
comply with Refuge Manual guidelines rests squarely on Regional leadership that 
denied the resources required to comply. 

Conclusion 

As a representative of the Blue Goose Alliance, I appreciate this opportunity to review 
and make comment on the CCP/EIS released by Region 6 of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
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Service. Although critical in some instances, these comments are intended to be 
constructive and based on direct field and administrative experiences of the author. 
Those experiences spanned a 24-year period of employment with the Agency and 
another 32-year period of close association while engaged as part of Non-Governmental 
Organizations devoted to seeking funding and important policy guidance for the 
National Wildlife Refuge System and federal Wildlife management on all U.S. publicly
owned lands. It is with great respect for the devoted and talented men and women in 
the service of refuge management and wildlife conservation that I offer both the 
criticisms and the suggestions. 

tu~~ e- l?r!~ 
William C. Reffalt, Vice President 

Blue Goose Alliance 
Albuquerque, NM 87123 
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Bison on the Range. 

THE MONTANA BISON RANGE 
T:11 f'r1111J.· If. Ro.~,· 

Defining an ex pcrt as "A man a Ion~ way from home," I 
pose a:; au expert on buffalo grazin:?, I took what might be 
calkcl my undergraduate training lookill;?' through the Denver 
Zoo fence and for graduate work spent some time running from 
an old buffalo cow· called "Snort" on the Wichita N'ational For
ei:;t in Oklahoma. It is much easier to be an expert in a field 
without competition. 

I came to the Bison Range at )foiesc b1 the fall of 1923. It 
was not. howeYer, for me to disco,·er that this rnn~e was over
litockecl. I was told in Dcm·cr that it "·as an oYergrazed game 
range and a splendid opportunity to attempt the solution of some 
interesting problems in grazin:r management as applied to game. 
I found the range rapidly going down with annual weeds and 
worthless gras:.cs replacin:? the originnl 1111tiw bunch ~asses 
of the nrca. For sLx year:. after I took chnrgc the Bison Unnge 
carried nearly twice as mauy animals as I thought it should sup· 
port, chiefly because no saN:-;factory pro\'ision had been mac1e 
for disposing of the surplus. It shoul<l be unnecessary to have to 
argue the need for cfo;posing of surplus animals. Thi~ practiee 
is always necessary on a fenced game range "·here protection 
permit!> a birth rate in excess of the lossc$ from natural causes. 
'l'he excesshe stocking between 1923 and ]929 should in itself 
have put our range almost past redemption. That we were able 

·to·-carry this surplus with so little damage was clue to a number 
of things, chiefly spring feeclin:? and tlte fir:-;t rate CDoperation 
of the weathel' uun•au in scmlin!! us wet iwnsons when we ha•J 
to hn \'c t them. ' 

J c.1111101 sc1\· whcn thr Hison Ranir1• \\'lls first O\"l'l'"l'll:te<I. 
('c1·t.ii11l.,· p,1rts ~f it \\"l'l'l' hurt hl•l'ore ii "·as f1•11<•ed for :: :rarne 
1·a11~•• in ]!)CJ!). Prol,nhly from J!l02 tn l!HJ7 mis :i p1•riorl of 

https://gras:.cs
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heavy utilization ·throughout this region. Bcfo~e _then great num
bers of cattle were wintered on the Flathead Indian Reservation. 
It ,vas not then the practice to feed hay in winter and some heavy 
losses were suffered bv stoch,nen from starvation during hard 
,\·inters. Old skulls of domestic cattle can still be found along 
Mission creek ,vithin the Bison Range area. These winter losses 
quite probably followed too close summer grazing of the original 
nnfrr,·e bunch grasses, particularly Scabrella fescue and spiked 
wheat grass. Failure of the Scahrella fescue, the best grass ev·er 
known to the .Northwest, has been attributed to a change in 
climate, a late freeze, a dry stimruer, hordes of gras::;hoppcrs, and 
to about everything except excessi,·c grazing. 

Tl1c Bison Range area, as 0t·iginally selected by Dr. Elrod 
of .Montana U11i,·crsitv, was pnrchascd from the Indians and 
fe-,1ee<l in ]!JO!) :tnrl th~ t"ortx 

0 
buffalo the Nn.tionnl Riso11 Socictv 

gave to sl arl 011 r hen! coultl 11ol ha,·e g•·c1zed the 18,G00 ac1·cs Yer;• 
closc!J·. The buHnlo increased from year to year 111111 elk, dee•· 
and mountain sheep were adclcd but the range must ha,·c im
p.roYed steadily for a number of years. 'fhe summrr of 1919 wal) 
dry, tl1e dr.rcst in tln·ee consecntiYc dry years. I !-inspect th;1t 
damage was done by the grar.ing game of the Bison Han::;e at 
le.1st as carh· as that Year. .All 1920 "'HS wet and it was not until 
1921 01· 1922 that the records Ii1ention the range as llOt holding 
up. In 1919 there "·ere GOO animnls on the area, by 1921 these 
had increased to 750 and by 1922 to 890. Tl1e carrying capacity 
under grazing methods practiced at that time could not h:n·c 
exceeded the number on the range when it first began going 
clown. and was less titan the 1mmber on the range when o,·er
grazi1~g was noticed. 

Most people probably think o.f ranges as able to carry wbat
c,·er 1mmbf'r of :-;tock the focd tlrnt grows thet"e l'aeh y e:tl· will 
:-;npport a11<l I. ha t 1mthi11g ca n h1 done about. it. As a matter o!: 
faet. it is c1s pos~ihl1• to incrpasc 1·h1? :vielcl of ranic•.-; hy irnprovccl 
111rll111ds ;ts ii is In iur r1•;is r. 1hr yi,•lrl nl' crtltintfl'cl 1•rops. Jo'or 
l"in~ \ "1';Irs lwg-i1111i11_!! i11 1!12 J I la, • J.!l'l·:1lr•1· par-I nf 1111 1· h111T:ilo hf'rcl 
was j11:11111•d ;~11d fr:cl 11:1.1· i11 III<' spring- to hold them nil tl11: ra11:rc 
whil,i the :rrass (.!Of. a start.. Jlow thr.y were penned is a11othc1· 

an,l wilder story, hut the plan was an t.Jmcrgency mcasme based 
on Forest Sl·rvicc strnl ic.i; which sho\\" 11 greater total for:1gc YOl
nme prodnel'd wht'll the rnu~c: is 11ol g-razed before tire 1wrin1l of 
,·cgetativc readiness (grass abnnt six or eight inches J1igh and 
beginning to boot) and ·when the stocking is rcclucecl one half 
<lurin g tl1e main growing sca.c;on, here from April 1 to .June :JO. 
'l'his was 011e method of incrensi11'' the \·icld and was jmme<liately 
a ppl ieahlr. 'l'hc cadicst spring '\!rO";th is slow, owing to low 
l1!lll[H~rllf11n•. :rncl is lar~Pl_\" front foocl storccl in the ttrnll'l"l!l'Ollllll 
parts tlt1ri11~ the p1·,•c1•ilin~ sc•asoH. \\' IIL'n the wc;illu•1· fim~lly 
warllls up. a rapitl g-rnwth co nti11t1cs as long as ;1mpl,~ sprmg 
n1Qist11rc is avc1il11blc. ln this latter :r1·0,\· tll Jllan t food i::; 11rnnu-

____1c...•~_I1·; FOHESTRY KAllllX 

facturecl b,r the plant in the chlorophyl b_oclies of tl~e !eaves and 
other green parts. Since volume growth 1s largely lmuted to the 
period of aYailable moisture and moderately warm weather and 
the plant food used for this growth must be !1ianufactured by 
the plant during this perio? , the greater the vigor of the plant 
at tlw bcf?inning of the pcr1od , the greater the total vol~me pro
duced. A large factory can turn out a l_a1·ger prod~ctlon than 
a ·mall one. Actual measurements one sprmg on the Bison Range 
showed the a1·owth the 111st week of April !O be equal to ~he total 
:iccumnlated J?rowth or the seYen preccdmg weeks. ~mce th.e 
:rrass a t the end of April is onlr coming to the YegetatIY~ readi
ness stage, buffalo thc1t ~n1zc on green feed before that_ time are 
serionsl:,· cuttin~ down ti.i t> Irafage that should _be aYa1l_able for 
,·olumc pro<lndion in l\fay c1ncl Jnne. Our si:mng fee~lmg con
scrv1:c1 this e:irly sprin~ l!rowth and r_esulted m ~ ma:x:1mnm use 
or the r:1rl:,· spri11;.r moist 11n· wht•n optm~um growrng weathc~ ar
rivccl. 'l'h(' resultinl! incrN1se in the yJelcl of forage perm1t:ted 
us to carry our too large herds through t~e rest. of_ the year_with
out the sacrifice of our ))etter forage species. L1m1ted grazmg on 
the other ltand if not too early encourages many plants to stool 
out. It is not therefore necessary or desirable to keep all stock 
off tho rim•"e tJ1rou,..h the entire spring season. We gathered 
only part of olll" l1c;,ds and usually ·returned the yearlings and 
some others to the range in May. 

Dnrin(J' these critical years of our forage supply I may have 
appeared to be cold blooded concer~ng the animals under my 
enrc. I filled each authorized reduction 100 per cent and as each 

old bull fell I saw not so 
-- · ·-·-· .,_ · ··--·-· 7 much the sacrifice of a 

·· ! game animal but rather 
from two to four tons of 
fora~e plants saved to 
guard ag-ainst a 1·epetition 
with lmffalo of the winter 
sl:1rvat.io11 losses of the 
earlY s to ck m e n. How 
muc'h better any game 
animal looks breast deep 
in forage than when seen 
in a hare corral. How 
much thriftier, too, is om: 
given a wide choice or 
suitable feeds than one 
forced to subsist on for
age ill suited to its needs. 

Gradually by one meth
od ot· another improve
ment); were built on the 
Bison H.mge and the ani-
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m~ls hroug-ht 1111<11.'r control. Plm1s for the disposal ot' surplus 
ammals Wl'I"t' workt•<l out and b~· l!J~tl our IH'nls had been re
cluccc~ to a 11111:11>1.•r that I cons idered sa fely b<.'IO\\· the present 
carr)-rn;? capacity of tl1t• a rra . · Ro tation o-razinn- ,vas tl1en sub
stituted for s1win~ frrcling-. This year w~h a furagc crop gen-
1•rall.:r b!'l1,w nor.mat we l111t <! hc1·Nl nn nninwls ;incl our nmg-c looks 
so t!<>O<I that h1•lon• you rn11rlc•11111 our plan as ,n1st1•1'nl I want to 
teJI you "·hat Wl' are g-oin~ to <ln with the ck•ad gras;; carried 
0\·er. 

_ Rir~h ~oil is black from tlw '.h•ca.n<1 Ycg-ctahle mattl'r it con
ta!n;;. flus hm'.111;; no:- only cnrwlw;; thr soil, it tends to keep it 
frrnblc aml to gn·e to 1t the prop<>rt~· of ,1h;;orhin"' water readih
and holding- it tenaciously. Ohl stuff, Yt'S. but it cannot be re: 
peatpd too often. Before ,·egetation ,lc~ayR to hecome humus. it 
fo!·ms a mnlf'l1 o,·pr thl' g-ronml chc-ckin~ tlw fot·cc of heating 
!·;um; hy hrP:1ki11g- tlw drin•n raindrops into dropll'ts :11ul mor~ 
1rnpo1:t:rnt i-;fill for-rns_mi1111l1! cl11111s ag-11in;;t tlre g-rowing- plants to 
J1o_ld 11o_ocl wafers mr(il ll11•y c_an soak into the :-;oil. thus increasing 
soil mo1st1.1r<'. checkmg erosion, chcckin"' floods and retainin•~ 
tl1c fin_e i:;o~l particles ~o necc,;sary to pfrnt gro;1·th. .After th; 
storm it sh11,J1ls the soil from the direct snn's raY:-i and forms~ 
<lead air spae<> n<.>xt to the gronml that reduces· evaporation in 
the drying hot winds. 

All t.his means so much to ns. Our annual rainfall at the 
Bison Rirng(' a ,·crag-es fiftct'n inc hes. In onr drrcst Year it was 
o,·er t<.>n. '!'he cliffprence in rainfall between a ~ir:v ,:ear and an 
arerage one is less than one third and the run 0£(£;0111 an 0\'er
grazcd, th in-soill'd hillside may easily be much more than this. 
The s?il is still fertile on our semi-arid range and moistme is the 
most_ m_1portan~ Ii_miting fol'tor in forage production. So import
ant rn 1t that 1t 1s g"<'nt'r1tlly true that Yolnmc production is di
l'l'<'.f I.'· J1rr>J>orf·io11;i) to the 11n1ilahl<' 111oist111•p snppl_v. By huilrling 
lip our soil_con•r nml h1111111s conknt we hope to cheek and hold 
;;11rplt1s rno1sf11r<~ and in this \\".t,\· make an a\·er;q.!e year ont oE I! 
dr_\. one_ and 11 1.!'H?<l ):1•ar llllf· or 1111 11\"('1'/l/,!(\ Olli'. rn my opinion 
pr1ul11d1011 1:'.111ld 111 1111w !11· do1d,l,·d 11.r tl1<! appli1'.:1lio11 ol' mois
ture consen·mg metho<h on 111a11.'·, perhaps most, of the lowe~· 
Montana ranges. 
. _ Scab!·clla _fcscuc, the grass that kept the early ]l[ontana 
freighters anunals fat a111l ahle to work thronrrh the winters 

• • 0 ' 

reqmres moisture a rnilablc through a longer gro"·ing season than 
~he Jc~~- Yaluablc plants that replace it on impoverished soils. It 
1s the first grass green in the sprin~ and the last brown in sum-
111<'1' and is soug-ht after summer and winter Irv all our rrame ani
mals. It will rn>t sun-ive under close o·razin;,. nor ,;here the 
orig-inal hlaek loam has lcneherl to a pal; grin-:lly clay. It will 
nuder moderate )'('llr-long- g-rnzing- maintain itself against the 
inn1sion of foreign species and produce its abundant and highly 

(Contimw<l on page 70) 
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THE MONTANA BISON RANGE 
(Continued from page 26) 

nutritive leafage in quantities to provide grazing animals more 
palatable forage than is produced by the replacing short season 
grasses with ample left to catch and hold moisture, maintain the 
soil and build for the future. One shower will mature annual 
brome. In three to six weeks it may mature seed and with no 
other grass on our range our buffalo would have star,red many 
winters ago. 

Of the for ty grasses that l1ave been identified on the Bison 
Range, four or five make up 80 per cent of the palatable foraae 
with Scabre11a fescue the most ._aluable and the most unstable ~f 
these. A management plm1 that fails to consider the needs of 
this grass is inadequate for the Bison Range. Just as long as 
this fescuc is maintained one of the dominant grasses of the area 
the Rison Range will be a suitable game range and winter feeding 
of buffalo will not become necessarY. 

If Scabrella fcscue is permitted to fail, spiked wheat grass 
and Idaho fescue will in turn take the brunt of the grazing and 
they in their turn ·will fail, giYing way to something less valuable. 
This is to be expected as buffalo, like the rest of us, uike first 
what they like best so long as it is readily available. While they 
have free access to the entire area the highly palatable Seabrella 
fescue will be closely grazed during the growing season each year 
and if the range is stocked much beyond the capacity of this one 
of om· forty grasses, it, by this repeated summer use, will be 
c1c1ruagccl while others show little or no use. It might eYen dis
appear almost unnoticed. 

It was largely to guard against this excessive use of certain 
species that a system of interior fencing for bette1.· grazing con
trol was started. One fence across the area completed in 1929 
divided the Bison Range into two pastru·es. The buffalo were 
put :,outh of this fence after grass started in the spring of 1930 
and lichl until tlH! area north of the fence was suf ficiently ad
vanced to seed. 'l'hl'?y were thcu moYccl north of the fcnce early 
enough to prmit some growth on the :,pring fed area. While 
grazing this deferred north pasture they tend by trampling to 
scatter a11cl plant such viable seed as were produced, a li.mited 
crop as it happened this year. The same rotation is to be prac
ticed a second year to permit the new plants on the seeclec1 area 
to establisl1 themseh•es and then the order of feeding "·ill be 
reversed. Feeding the area part at a time this way forces the 
animals to make better use of the less palatable species and per
mits the unhampered growth of the better species on a pal.'t of 
the range each year. ·with additional fencing we will r•efine our 
methods ancl 11ot fc(•d any ,1n'a clnring th e growing season in 
cons~cutiYC year:;. 

Alread}: u marked improYcment of the forage conditions on 
the Bison Hangc is to be noted. Such original grasses as have 

https://mo1st1.1r
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survived have gained in vigor, thickened up and extended their 
clumps and this year new plants are starting which if they be
come established should after a few years fill in the open spaces 
to the extent that moisture can be conserved to support growth. 
Although erosion and the remoYal of humus had started on our 
range, both before the area was fenced and again in the years 
following 1919 it has not proceeded far and the soil is still such 
that it can be readily rebuilt to sustain the better native bunch 
grasses and perennial wcedc;;. With the range definitely on th'! 
mend the number of animals maintained upon it may be gradu
ally increased to follow this improvement. Any such increase, 
however, must be carefuUy considered, for to exceed the capacity 
even by a few head will start the area again on the decline. 

On ranges where overgrazing has been practiced over a suf
ficient period of years to materially change soil conditions com
plete range recovery is a long, slow, discouraging process. There 
i~, howcnr, no virtue in failure to recognize the condition for pcr
ma.uent improvement can only come through the· consistent pnlc
tice of constructi,·e range management. 

Heard after an exam: "He ougt 'a gin me sometl1ing fo1· 
bei:i1g original1 anyhow." 
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Scoping NBR, FW6 <scoping_nbr@fws.gov> 

[EXTERNAL] Comprehensive Management Plan comments 

Mon, Sep 16, 2019 at 2:42 PM 
To: "scoping_NBR@fws.gov" <scoping_NBR@fws.gov> 

Hello. 

I'm writing to express concern over the general lack of staff at the Range. I grew up in the area and worked at Bison 
Range as a teenager on a maintenance crew in the late 1990s. I am a wildlife biologist by trade and am all too aware of 
the general reduction in staff for refuges (and USFWS) nationwide. I believe that unless the public demands more money 
-> greater staff presence, there won't be any change anytime soon. As much, please consider this a request from a 
concerned citizen. The staff has been halved since I worked at the Range, and that means less management, less 
scientific studies, and less visitor engagement. The latter is largely what made me decide to get into wildlife research for a 
career - I attended summer day camps at the Range as a child. Less staff could mean a critical lack of future biologists 
(who need in the face of a changing climate and general disconnect from nature in our society). Please consider asking 
for more funding for full-time staff. Thank you. 

mailto:scoping_NBR@fws.gov
mailto:scoping_NBR@fws.gov
mailto:scoping_nbr@fws.gov
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Scoping NBR, FW6 <scoping_nbr@fws.gov> 

[EXTERNAL] EIS comments 

Fri, Sep 20, 2019 at 4:53 AM 
To: "scoping_NBR@fws.gov" <scoping_NBR@fws.gov> 

I want to commend you on the excellent job you have done preparing the document and your public involvement 
process. I also appreciate the effort you went into in responding to the comments.  I do have one serious remaining 
concern. Federal Register 15625, April 25, 1986 Section 1502.23 deals with Benefit -cost analysis which I am in 
agreement with your decision that a benefit cost analysis is not required. However, the last sentence of that paragraph 
does not exclude the necessity of providing the cost associated with the elements of the plan. For example the plan 
discusses a new visitors center.  It would be helpful to have a preliminary cost estimate? You should be able to inform 
the public whether this is a million dollar structure or a 10 million dollar facility.  There are many places in the plan where 
cost estimate would provide a better vision of what is being proposed and the merits of choices. 

I was a Senior Economist with NRCS, USDA prior to retiring. 

Sent from Mail for Windows 10 

https://go.microsoft.com/fwlink/?LinkId=550986
mailto:scoping_NBR@fws.gov
mailto:scoping_NBR@fws.gov
mailto:scoping_nbr@fws.gov
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Fields, Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

Fwd: [EXTERNAL] final comment 
Garza, Bernardo <bernardo_garza@fws.gov> Thu, Oct 10, 2019 at 2:10 PM 
To: Vanessa Fields <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

FYI 

---------- Forwarded message ---------

Date: Tue, Oct 8, 2019 at 12:03 AM 
Subject: [EXTERNAL] final comment 
To: Garza, Bernardo <bernardo_garza@fws.gov> 

Hi Bernardo. We want to make this final  comment that we hope will reach the Department of Interior Leadership. 

We cannot emphasize enough the need for the National Bison Range and all associated units within the current complex, 
to be transferred to the leadership of the Portland Regional Office. This supports the Secretary's realignment structure 
and we feel it is only way that the National Bison Range and this and other long range planning documents for the entire 
Complex will ever be completed in a fair and unbiased manner. Given the history and past proposals, including the 
Denver Regional Leaderships proposal to remove the NBR from the National Wildlife Refuge System, we feel clearly 
demonstrates that they are incapable of thinking objectively about what is best for this refuge complex. Any associated 
stations, such as Lost Trail, have suffered collateral damage as a result of being associated with the NBR and all units 
must transferred as a whole to protect them. We feel strongly that this is the only way the NBR and its staff will be fully 
protected and finally be given equal and fair consideration and protection afforded to other members of the National 
Wildlife Refuge System. 

Thank you, 

Bernardo Garza 
NEPA and Hunting & Fishing Coordinator 
National Wildlife Refuge System 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Mountain-Prairie Region 
Office (303) 236-4377 
Fax (303) 236-4792 

https://mail.google.com/mail/?view=cm&fs=1&tf=1&to=bernardo_garza@fws.gov
mailto:vanessa_fields@fws.gov
mailto:bernardo_garza@fws.gov
mailto:vanessa_fields@fws.gov
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Fields, Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

Fwd: FWP to pay for CWD testing statewide 

Jones, Lee Thu, Sep 12, 2019 at 2:07 PM 

Hi Amy, 
I haven't had a chance to review the release of the NBR CCP/EIS for final public comment in detail yet, but I don't think 
that CWD was ever incorporated into this document in spite of being included in an internal draft circulated back in 
August. I know that this CCP is especially challenging to cram so many issues into the limited length allowed; 
however, with CWD in multiple areas of the state now, including lots of media documenting that the carcass of the first 
case ever detected in MT was inadvertently transported out of state, I strongly recommend adding just a sentence or two 
that references presence of the disease in the state, acknowledging that it is a state-led management program for which 
DOI agencies may provide support (and the Wildlife Health office has in fact have provided a good deal of funding to 
MTFWP for CWD work in the past few years) and providing a link or web address to the MTFWP CWD information 
website and MTFWP state CWD plan. When CWD is detected near the Bison Range in any cervid species, we will likely 
receive a tremendous amount of pressure to depopulate the NBR elk herd, so it would be prudent to establish the 
presence of this disease in the CCP now.  I'm happy to discuss any of this in detail at your convenience. Thanks! Lee 

Lee C. Jones 
Wildlife Health office 
USFWS-Natural Resource Program Center 
10 E. Babcock, Rm 105 
Bozeman, MT 59715 

For DOI personnel - please see https://sites.google.com/a/fws.gov/fws-wildlife-health/ 

---------- Forwarded message ---------
From: Montana FWP <montanafwp@public.govdelivery.com> 
Date: Tue, Sep 10, 2019 at 1:13 PM 

Chronic wasting disease surveillance continues in high-priority areas in parts of northern, western and southern Montana 

Subject: FWP to pay for CWD testing statewide 
To: 

https://www.google.com/maps/search/10+E.+Babcock,+Rm+105+Bozeman,+MT+%C2%A059715+Office:+406?entry=gmail&source=g
https://sites.google.com/a/fws.gov/fws-wildlife-health/
https://mail.google.com/mail/?view=cm&fs=1&tf=1&to=montanafwp@public.govdelivery.com
https://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDExNTAxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAxMTUwMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDY0JmVtYWlsaWQ9bGVlX2Nfam9uZXNAZndzLmdvdiZ1c2VyaWQ9bGVlX2Nfam9uZXNAZndzLmdvdiZ0YXJnZXRpZD0mZmw9Jm12aWQ9JmV4dHJhPSYmJg==&&&100&&&http://fwp.mt.gov/
mailto:vanessa_fields@fws.gov


Northern Montana CWD Management Zone 
NOTE: Fort Peck Reservation follows FWP's Northern CWD Management Zone Regulations. 
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~ FWP Priority Sampling Areas for 2019 
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• 
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Southern Montana CWD Management Zone 
NOTE: Currently no carcass movement regulations in 
place on Crow and Northern Cheyenne Reservations. 

FWP to pay for CWD testing statewide 

In 2019, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks will continue chronic wasting disease 

surveillance in high-priority areas in parts of northern, western and southern Montana, 
primarily from hunter-harvested animals. Hunters who harvest a deer, elk or moose in 

these areas should stop at a local CWD-sampling check station to have the animal 
sampled. FWP staff will collect samples and submit them for testing. 

There will be Special CWD Hunts occurring during the general hunting season around 

Libby and in the southeast portion of hunting district 400. All animals taken in these 

Special CWD Hunt areas must be sampled. Visit FWP.mt.gov for details. 

In other areas across the state, FWP will pay for sampling for hunters who collect their 

own samples and send them to the FWP lab in Bozeman. Here are the steps: 

Remove the retropharyngeal lymph nodes, located in the animal’s throat area. A 

video is available on the FWP website that demonstrates the process. 
Fill out a Hunter Harvest Submission Form, which is available on the FWP website, 
and include a phone number and email address so FWP can send a unique CWD 

number. This CWD number is what hunters will use to look up test results online 

at fwp.mt.gov/CWD. Be sure to record the location of harvest as accurately as 

possible. Samples without location information will not be tested. 
Put the lymph nodes in resealable bag, double bag the sample, and wrap the bag 

in a paper towel. 
Put the filled-out submission form in a separate resealable bag so it doesn’t get 

wet and include it with the sample. If you are sending samples from more than 

one animal fill out a separate submission form for each animal and make sure that 

each form is with the correct sample in a sealed bag. 

https://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDExNTAxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAxMTUwMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDY0JmVtYWlsaWQ9bGVlX2Nfam9uZXNAZndzLmdvdiZ1c2VyaWQ9bGVlX2Nfam9uZXNAZndzLmdvdiZ0YXJnZXRpZD0mZmw9Jm12aWQ9JmV4dHJhPSYmJg==&&&101&&&http://fwp.mt.gov/fishAndWildlife/diseasesAndResearch/diseases/chronicWastingDisease/management.html
https://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDExNTAxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAxMTUwMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDY0JmVtYWlsaWQ9bGVlX2Nfam9uZXNAZndzLmdvdiZ1c2VyaWQ9bGVlX2Nfam9uZXNAZndzLmdvdiZ0YXJnZXRpZD0mZmw9Jm12aWQ9JmV4dHJhPSYmJg==&&&102&&&http://fwp.mt.gov/fishAndWildlife/diseasesAndResearch/diseases/chronicWastingDisease/management.html
http://fwp.mt.gov/CWD
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Place the bagged samples, an ice pack, and the bagged submission form(s) in a 

small box or shipping envelope and send via your choice of postal carrier. FWP 

recommends using a carrier that offers tracking and can deliver samples within 24-
48 hours to prevent the samples from rotting. Please try to ship samples on 

Monday, Tuesday or Wednesday of each week, and avoid shipping on holidays, to 

prevent the samples from sitting over the weekend. 
Send to: 

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 

ATTN: Wildlife Health Lab (CWD) 
1400 S. 19th Avenue 

Bozeman, MT 59718 

Test results will be posted online within three weeks. 

Archery season 

Check stations will not be set up during archery season, which began Sept. 7. For 

animals harvested during the archery season in one of our 2019 Priority Sampling Areas: 

Hunters can remove their own samples and bring them to a regional office for 

collection/submission 

If within the Northern Zone they can bring their carcass to Havre or Glasgow.  If 
within the Southern Zone, carcasses can be brought to Billings for sampling. 
Head collection barrels and a submission kiosk will be set up at the FWP Office in 

Libby during the archery season 

For more information, visit fwp.mt.gov/cwd. 

This email was sent to lee_c_jones@fws.gov using GovDelivery, on behalf of Montana Fish, Wildlife& Parks 
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BISON 
CONNECT 

Fields, Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

National Bison Range CCP/EIS 

Mon, Oct 14, 2019 at 9:32 AM 
To: "Fields, Vanessa" <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

Vanessa, 
This email comment for the National Bison Range CCP is probably too late for consideration. However, I doubt that 
makes any difference since R6 leadership has ignored the efforts of all those who care about the integrity of the NWRS 
and specifically the value of the National Bison Range. 

First, now that we have seen how poorly the leadership of R6 has protected the National Bison Range Complex it is my 
opinion all of the national wildlife refuge system interests located in Montana and west of the continental divide should be 
immediately reassigned to R1. R6 has a precedent for this type of action as it gave Boyer Chute NWR to R3 about 15 
years ago. 

Secondly, as we know, R6 will ignore my above comment.  Therefore once R6 finally succeeds in ruining the National 
Bison Range and letting the CSKT manage the property, the name "National" should be removed from its title. 

[Quoted text hidden] 
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BISON 
CONNECT 

Fields, Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

National Bison Range Final Plan and Press Release 

Fri, Sep 6, 2019 at 2:17 PM 
To: "Fields, Vanessa" <vanessa_fields@fws.gov>, "Garza, Bernardo" <bernardo_garza@fws.gov> 

Dear Vanessa Fields and Bernardo Garza and the men and women of the CCP Planning 
Process of the National Bison Range, 

Bless you both.  Thank you, Vanessa, for sending the attached press release and final 
planning update to me SEPARATELY from the website regarding the planning for the 
National Bison Range as it is time-consuming for the media to download this.  Time is 
everything for busy media so if they receive these PDF files they can upload them to their 
websites and social media easily without having to hunt for things on your U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service website, which they might not find. 

I will send this to all my media contacts in hopes they will post these PDF files and do 
stories, broadcasts, and social media articles about the final Comprehensive 
Conservation Plan (CCP) for the National Bison Range that I have followed since 1994. 
Many of the USFWS staff that started with this issue have retired and many of my 
conservation heroes that started with me have died.  The tragic case at the National 
Bison Range is a NATIONAL story because what happens at the National Bison Range is 
being applied to the management of federal money and staffing throughout the National 
Wildlife Refuge System and elsewhere in the federal land systems, which is why I have 
followed and written about this case for so long.  Over these long years I have been 
grateful when some national media have picked up on this story but always grateful 
when Montana media has done stories on it in ANY fashion because federal land systems 
of ANY kind mean so much to me, as they do to both of you, and I know it. 

As I have said before, I am an outdoor writer with 22 big-game and wildlife conservation 
books under my belt and am currently a national columnist for a magazine, Wild Sheep. 
I work with Montana and national media on veteran and wildlife conservation issues all 
the time and the media know me for my work, so they trust that what I send them is 
accurate, so you sending these PDF attachments helps get the word out about a very 
dearly beloved issue of mine, as you know. 

Highly qualified federal workers at the local, regional and national levels have been fired, 
sidelined, and harassed for speaking up against ongoing agreements at the National 
Bison Range that violate many federal laws, which makes this issue equally tragic 
because current federal workers are afraid to speak and won’t speak to the media that 
wish to interview them for the truth.  In many, many cases, I have been willing to talk to 
the media when federal workers could not. Only after some federal workers retire do they 
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feel more willing to speak up and some do but that is wrong because they are defending 
the very federal laws that were put into place to protect our wild places that are national 
wildlife refuges, national parks and all other special federal lands we all love. 

My husband, a wildlife biologist since 1973 who authored and edited more than 50 
books, and I even hosted a public hearing in 2003 to try and get the word out about this 
tragic issue and to delay action by corrupt political appointments in the Bush 
Administration to advance efforts to turn over the National Bison Range to a sovereign 
Indian government, contrary to many federal laws.  This effort continued under the Bush 
and Obama Administrations but stopped with Secretary of Interior Ryan Zinke when he 
reversed efforts to turn over the National Bison Range to the CSKT.  Since then, the 
entire issue has remained in a holding pattern after Zinke was replaced and this entire 
CCP process has been a frustrating process for me and many others that worked to 
protect the entire National Wildlife Refuge System since this nightmare began with the 
passage of the Indian Self Determination and Education Act of 1994.  That Act flies in 
the fact of many levels of federal law set up in the early 1900s to protect national wildlife 
refuges and national parks. 

I am fighting as hard for both of you as I am for ANY qualified federal employee of any 
color or belief.  All I have ever wanted for the National Bison Range and the National 
Bison Range Complex is the BEST for all our federal land systems and the National 
Bison Range is a part of the federal land systems begun for far-thinking individuals from 
the late 1800s and early 1900s that saw our vast U.S.A. lands being destroyed and 
stopped the destruction by putting these lands under federal control with Civil Service 
workers who were not bound by political or family ties.  These federal workers hired by 
the Civil Service Commission, like you and Bernardo, were hired because of your 
experience, education and knowledge, not for your political or family connections as was 
the system BEFORE the Civil Service Commission where workers were corrupt. 

Theodore Roosevelt signed into law the Civil Service Commission to make federal workers 
professional and you are tow of them, Vanessa and Bernardo, as are the thousands of 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Dept. of Interior, U.S. Dept. of Agriculture and all the 
other federal agencies that are GENERALLY staffed by qualified scientists and 
professionals and technicians that are the ones I want running my federal public lands. 

Trouble is, a limited few within these agencies has corrupted the agencies and allowed 
non federal workers to come into the system that works fine if people like you are 
selected through the Civil Service Commission system. 

I am very troubled that the overall mission statement that begins the final CCP 
statement was not changed and the CSKT is included even though they are NOT the 
owners of the National Bison Range or the Complex.  ALL Americans are, including 
members of the CSKT and the Flathead Indian Reservation who are American citizens, 
too. 



 

 

 

 

With deep respect and appreciation but deep frustration that I wasted my time in the 
public meetings for note being heard, I say, the wildlife and its habitat cannot speak 
English so I must for them and I will. 

We all must do what is best for THEM. 

And, allowing non-federal workers to manage the positions and federal money outside of 
the Civil Service Commission and other federal laws does not help and only hinders our 
wildlife and its habitat.  That in the long run is what I worry about the most. 

[Quoted text hidden] 

2 attachments 

National Bison Range Final CCP News Release - 9.5.19.pdf
170K 

Final Planning Update_NBR CCP_September 2019.pdf
1916K 
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UNITED STA TES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 
REGIONS 

1595 Wynkoop Street 
Denver, CO 80202-1129 

Phone 800-227-8917 
www.epa.gov/region08 

Ref: 8ORA-N 

Mr. Will Meeks, Assistant Regional Director 
National Wildlife Refuge System 
c/o Bernardo Garza, Planning Team Leader 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Region 6, Mountain-Prairie Region 
Branch of Policy and Planning 
P.O. Box 25486 
Denver, Colorado 80225-0486 

Dear Mr. Meeks: 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 8 has reviewed the Department of the Interior Fish 
and Wildlife Service ' s April 2019 Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), CEQ No. 20190213, 
that analyzes the National Bison Range Comprehensive Conservation Plan (Plan), pursuant to Section 
309 of the Clean Air Act and the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The Plan establishes 
goals for managing habitats and wildlife, research, monitoring, cultural resources, public uses, 
partnerships, and refuge operations for 15 years. 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has selected Alternative C as the Preferred Alternative. Our review 
focused on assessing the project's potential to impact water resources, and Alternative C appears to be 
the environmentally preferable alternative based on the ecological benefits. Under Alternative C, the 
Service will collaboratively develop and use a prioritization framework to identify and define future 
conditions. These identified thresholds will drive management actions to build ecological community 
resiliency, promote species and genetic diversity, and build sustainability into management capacity and 
operations. We support Alternative C as the Service moves forward with its final decision in the record 
of decision (ROD). 

We appreciate the opportunity to participate in the review of the Final EIS. If we may be of any 
assistance, please contact me at (303) 312-6704, or your staff may contact Melanie Wasco at 
(303) 312-6540 or wasco.melanie@epa.gov. 

Sincerely, 

Philip S. Strobel 
Chief, NEPA Branch 
Office of the Regional Administrator 

mailto:wasco.melanie@epa.gov
www.epa.gov/region08


     
 
                                                                                               

   
 

   
   

  
  

 
   

 
  

        
 

         
            

           
          

       
           

     
  

 
    

       
          

        
         

     
     

       
          

       
        
      

      
         

      
     

 
           

           
         

        
       

October 6, 2019 

Bernardo Garza, Branch of Planning and Policy 
U S Fish and Wildlife Service 
134 Union Boulevard, Suite 300 
Lakewood, Colorado 80228-0486 

Dear Mr. Garza: 

The following comments are submitted regarding the final Comprehensive Conservation 
Plan (CCP)and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the National Bison Range. 

Even though the CCP was finally completed well past the 15 year deadline, lets not 
overlook that it was only initiated as a result of the lawsuit filed by the Public Employees 
for Environmental Responsibility (PEER). Had it not been for the litigation I doubt any 
plan would ever been prepared. At any rate it provided a great opportunity for the 
Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) to finally produce a quality plan for this 111 year old 
iconic refuge, but it was hastily put together to satisfy the settlement agreement 
conditions of the lawsuit and missed the mark with regard to potentially restoring 
greatness once again to the NBR. 

The entire document reads more like a Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 
(CSKT) CCP/EIS, as they are mentioned more then 130 times compared to half as 
many for the managing agency. There is no question that the FWS is obligated to 
work with, consult, and coordinate with Native American Tribes as well as other 
Government Agencies and neighbors, which has occurred at the NBR for years. The 
CCP/EIS could have been greatly improved and considerably shortened if for example 
on page 6 and 7 where the FWS Native American Policy (510 FW1 of 2016) is 
adequately addressed and details the FWS trust responsibilities of federally recognized 
Tribes. That said, by simply quoting the Native American Policy almost every specific 
reference to the CSKT in the document could effectively be eliminated or deleted as it is 
adequately addressed by this policy. The 2nd paragraph on page11 is just one 
example by simply removing the CSKT and simply state “Recognizing its importance 
we will collaborate with Tribal Governments in a manner consistent with FWS Native 
American Policy, etc. etc.” By eliminating the word CSKT the paragraph is still 
accurate and improved. The entire plan is filled with overkill of citing specific mention 
of the CSKT, which makes my point. 

Again, I as well as many others have stated that, all references to Annual Funding 
Agreements (AFA’s) should be eliminated or deleted from this CCP/EIS. Frankly put, 
AFA’s are counter to partnerships, not only does the FWS lose considerable ability to 
manage and control crucial programs, but regulations and ambiguity (without a FWS 
AFA Policy) for negotiating and implementing these agreements has been the basis for 



        
          

         
       
        
           

      
          

          
       

        
      

            
      

 
    

     
       

          
      

          
      

           
         

          
        

          
         

      
            

          
    

         
      

      
       

 
        

         
      

      
         

       
            

   
       

past failures and lawsuits. These failures have also not been without considerable 
costs and waste of scarce refuge dollars, as well as hardships on affected employees 
Statements made by former Director Ashe and current Regional Director Walsh that, “if 
the transfer of the NBR to the CSKT fails there would be no more discussions or 
negotiations for any future AFA’s. Sure Ashe is gone so we can’t hold him 
accountable, but the NBR is still suffering from his ineptness, but Regional Director 
Walsh is still around and in the interest of transparency should be held accountable for 
her statement. Also, a FWS representative stated at the scoping meetings that there 
would be no AFA discussions for this CCP:. So once again the FWS has been less 
then candid, and all references to future AFA’s should be removed from the final 
CCP/EIS. Work with Tribes would be more effectively carried out through the use of 
cooperative agreements initiated at the field level, without any regional office 
interference. This would allow for payment for tasks when completed, rather then up 
front, thus eliminating the potential for waste fraud and abuse. 

The discussion on page 18 that any AFA would require the CSKT to operate the refuge 
according to the National Wildlife System Administration Act of 1966 as amended is 
grossly misleading and inaccurate, primarily because there is no legal basis for the 
CSKT to operate or co-manage the NBR, period. Doesn’t anyone from the Denver 
Regional Office realize the reason why all the lawsuits were filed and were always lost 
by the FWS regarding this issue? Also stating that the environmental effects of 
CSKT operating the NBR would be identical to the impacts of the FWS performing these 
functions is also blatantly inaccurate. Anyone from the FWS that believes that there 
are no negative impacts for Tribal management of the NBR must have a bad memory or 
been asleep for the past two decades. One only needs to interview former managers 
Jeff King, Bill West, Steve Kallin, David Wiseman, Jon Malcolm Marvin Kaschke or Joe 
Mazzoni who have a cumulative NBR management experience of well over 60 years. 
A number of commenters addressed the issue of co-management and its impacts only 
to see in the FWS response section that the Service disagrees. Just who is the 
Service in this statement? They might want to refresh their memory as to just why 
King, West and Kallin were forcibly transferred from the NBR. In addition a review of 
the Refuge Administration Act and other laws governing the National Wildlife Refuge 
System, may be in order, before making foolhardy statements like this. I would also 
suggest that the comments submitted by PEER and the Blue Goose Alliance be 
reviewed again and the final CCP/EIS revised accordingly, as they accurately and 
correctly addressed this issue, making your disagreement baseless. 

We all know that rules and guidelines governing the preparation of CCP’s require 
in-depth input and discussions with the general public and others. I find it highly 
unethical for the Denver Leadership to pursue and implement what is called the 
Western Montana Complex (WMTC) which includes the NBR in the middle of this 
planning process. No mention of this complex was ever raised or discussed during any 
of the scoping meetings, then vaguely appeared in the draft, without any public 
discussion. On page18 of the final CCP/EIS it states that the new complex will be 
formed, which is 
another untruth as it already had been formed and the top positions are already in 



        
          

        
         

           
 

 
       
     

          
         

    
          

        
 

        
      

   
 
 

  

 

 
 
 

  
  
  

 
 
 
 
 
     
     
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
         

place. Making Benton Lake NWR the Complex headquarters is also another lame 
idea because of it being located over several hundred miles from the Flathead Valley. 
The NBR would have been the better choice because of its central location. The 
general public should be allowed to see the cost analyses of this ridiculous decision, as 
it was never fully analyzed in this CCP/EIS, which just opens the door for a legal 
challange. 

Lastly there was no discussion of the Department of the Interiors latest reorganization 
effort, which would move administration of the Western Montana Refuges from Denver 
to Portland. Historically Government reorganizations make little sense, but in this 
case I wholeheartedly support moving the NBR to another region where hopefully it will 
again be properly administered and managed by professionals.who treat every refuge 
as being important. Hopefully this transfer would finally put an end to the meddling 
and continual actions to relinquish control of this 111 year old iconic refuge. 

My comments are not directed toward the regional planner or the current NBR refuge 
manager, but to the regional leadership, who continue to be less then transparent 
regarding the management and administration of the NBR. 

CC Montana Delegation 
Senator Tester 
Senator Daines 
Congressman Gianforte 



J., 
___--:!li ___________________ 

Ii 



U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Bernardo Garza, Branch ofPlanning and Policy 
134 Union Boulevard, Suite 300 
Lakewood, Colorado 80228 

Dear Mr. Garza, 
The following comments have been prepared on the draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) 
and associated draft Environmental Impact Statement · 
(EIS) for the National Bison Range headquartered in Moiese, Montana. 

My comment is in part come from the 16 years I worked at National Bison Range maintenance 
Department. With a crew of four full time and 2 seasonal. It was a full time job to keep the National 
Bison Range up to refuge standards. I hope Fish and Wildlife Service will not lower those standards. As 
noted and by admission within the CCP, the proposed establishment ofthe Western Montana Complex 
is a significant planning issue. Rational decision makers would have chosen the National Bison Range 
for the complex headquarters, primarily for its location and having the infrastructure in place, as well 
as its historical status and resources for drawing the highest number ofrefuge visitors. Total disregard 
and adherence to the guidelines ofNEPA is setting the table for another challenge in court, and as 
already stated the Region's track record is dismal in winning any litigation. Complexing ofthe National 
Bison Range should have been addressed and totally analyzing in each of the alternatives, as the 
argument that this is a dollar saving issue is political. 
Environmental consequences. This decision ofsuper-complexing the National Bison Range Complex 
Lee Metcalf Refuge with the Benton Lake Refuge Complex is the pentacle of arrogance with a total 
disregard ofdisclosing impacts as directed within the spirit ofthe National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA). 

The Bison Range has been reduced to 4.5 on site staff, less than a third of the staff it had 15 years ago 
and less than half assigned only 5 years ago. These Bison Range-based employees are also responsible 
for the management ofPablo and Ninepipe refuges a long with several waterfowl production areas; 

By contrast, there are 23 FTEs currently assigned to the Rocky Mountain Arsenal in Colorado, a refuge 
which is smaller in size then the Bison Range but with similar visitation and purposes for preserving 
plains bison. This disparate treatment at its best. 

In its 111 years heritage the National Bison Range has never faced as much disregard for land wildlife 
and the public. This goes directly against the very reason it was created. 

This is a result of the regional office in Denver over riding sound on the ground management. 

It would be no wiser than to allow a banker to manage the ranch. Bankers bottom line is more 
important then the survival of the ranch. A fine example ofpoor decision making by the Regional 
Office. A brand new maintenance shop at the National Bison Range none operational before it had to be 
condemned. The $800,000 building had no on job inspector to save money. Which is not standard 
procedure for such an investment. The building now broken in half and has sunk 7 inches. The answer 

= from the Denver Regional Office is to tear.it down and start over at the cost of over a million dollars. 
This could have been avoided. ·-
These are the very Regional Leadership that be in full charge of fmancing the National Bison Range 

under complexing. and CCP. 



Complexing with out added maintenance workers to do the qualify work is no more then a shell game. 
The added cost ofwindshield time perdeam and veical wear is compounded by loss of on site time. 
Maybe ·the regionai office will make the staff report to a satellite refuge on there time and. dime. When 
a refuge staff is detailed to a different refuge there work at home refuge goes undone, And when the 
complex refuge sends it's staff to help their work goes on hold. this is a very expensive shell game 
indeed. 

I was told at more then one public meeting that complexing can change the CCP if the regional office 
see fit. Hard for me to understand how. Complexing can be trump. Since NEPA and EIS are required. 
then it should be required for complexing. The negative impacts will be to numerous wildlife resources 
and neighboring communities of each refuge within the Complex. 

Partnership: I also want to point out that the FWS already has a very successful partnership with the 
CSKT, despite the absence of an AFA. Refuge employees and the Tribes natural resources department 
(NRD) prepared a joint grant to restore grassland habitats on the refuge. The grant, which can only be 
applied to federal lands within or adjacent to Tribal Reservations in nearly $1 million dollars, most of 
which has been given to the Tribes to implement the restoration program designed by the FWS. Tribal 
employees have been removing invasive Douglas Fur trees in order to restore native grasslands, critical 
to bison and other refuge wildlife. The NBR also has a long standing and successful partnership with 
the Tribes fire management program. The CSKT are responsible for initial attacks of any fire on FWS 
lands within the Reservation boundary. These same individuals have assisted with prescribed burning 
programs, used to improve refuge habitats. It must be pointed out that these successful partnerships 
were negotiated at the field level with little or no interference from regional or national leadership, and 
attorneys on both sides. 

Visitors Center: The discussion regarding the visitor center is also troubling, and seems to deliberately 
diminish the outstanding environmental education and interpretive programs that formally existed at 
the NBR. The Region's action not to fill any vacant visitor services position's and selectively keeping 
the center closed to the public during peak visitor periods in unforgivable and requires an in depth 
discussion. The CCP indicates a smaller visitor contract station will replace the visitor center under 
alternative A. Doing this will result in diminishing the environmental education opportunities and 
interpretive programs. This is definitely another deliberate efforts to diminish the NBR's once 
outstanding programs as well as necessary funding. This downsizing effort should be handled as a 
current management action under Alternative A. Also, the enhanced visitor services option to improve 
programs. It is confusing using the terms visitor contact station and visitor center together within this 
document, and clarification is needed. Here again the entire discussion regarding the visitor center and 
contact stations seems deliberate to reduce the NBR's funding and true potential for maintaining or 
expanding visitor use. This is yet another fine example ofhow the Denver Regional Leadership in 
charge can in vision what is best suited for not only there budget but also for the ecological 
preservation of the existing refuge. To move and build new is more than a waste of valuable resources. 
It is a unrevesable destruction of habitat. With a no square foot gain on the wildlife refuge. What good 
could come of that? 

I hope the FWS, will use the comments they receive to the best of their abilities. With out increase 
~-_ qualified staffing and funding at the National Bison Range none of the alternati1::s will work. 

I would urge the service: 
l .no complexing 
2.increase maintenance staffing by three 



3.a partnership with the CSKT, pay as you go, no AFA 
4.leave the visitor at Moiese and build office space as needed 
5.altemative A will do the lest amount ofdamage to the National Bison Range 

The Fish Wildlife Service should take note. If they do not make a wise choice in regards to the National 
Bison Range. They will find itself in court again.-They have a poor track record so far. The Regional 
Office seems to try everything else before doing the right thing. Ifthey screw this chance to do the right 
thing this time. Maybe a different region should replace region six. · 
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October 7, 2019 

Bernardo Garza 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Branch of Planning and Policy 
134 Union Boulevard, Suite 300 
Lakewood, Colorado 80228 

Dear Bernardo, 

Please accept the following comments on the Final Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) 
and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the National Bison Range. 

The following comments are provided in 
response to the Service’s request for comments on this final plan for the National Bison Range 
(NBR). Since we both were stationed at the NBR for over 9 years (even at the start of this CCP 
process), many of our comments were duplicative so therefore we have collaborated on these 
responses but both she and I agree with the contents. Before we provide our comments I think 
it’s important to again describe our backgrounds and association with the National Bison Range 
and the Services CCP planning process and regulations. 

In October 2018, I retired from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) after serving as the 
GS-14 Project Leader for the National Bison Range Complex for over 9 years. The National 
Bison Range Complex is composed of the National Bison Range, Lost Trail National Wildlife 
Refuge, the Pablo National Wildlife Refuge, Ninepipe National Wildlife Refuge, and the Lake 
County and Flathead County Wetland Management Districts. 

I was brought to the NBR Headquarters in October 2008 to specifically implement the second 
Annual Funding Agreement (AFA) negotiated with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 
(CSKT) so I consider myself an expert on not only on negotiating and implementing AFAs but 
the laws, rules, and regulations that govern their use on National Wildlife Refuges. 

I am one of the longest serving project leaders in NBR history and I am intimately 
knowledgeable about the resources, issues, and opportunities that this amazing but challenging 
refuge can provide to the American public. I am extremely proud of the time I served as the 
Project Leader, not only because of the amazing and unique public resources we managed, 
including the mighty plain bison, but the staff I worked with, who despite being dismissed 
repeatedly by the very leaders who are tasked to protect them, continued to do their job and 
fight for the resource that they loved. 

Both and I provided extensive comments on the draft CCP/EIS. While some minor 
changes were made, which we appreciate, the most significant flaws in this plan were left intact. 
In an effort to carry forth the concerns she and I shared previously, we are restating many of 
these same flaws so they are carried forward in the record. As stated previously, this final 
CCP/EIS sets the refuge back by decades. It’s a sad and missed opportunity and once again 



           
       

 
 

 
              

           
         

    
 
         

           
 

  
 

          
           

       
         

     
 

         
          

          
              

 
         

       
   

 
            

     

              

              

        

                

          

         

            

          

       

              

           

            

            

           

the Regional Office Leadership in Denver has left the NBR the crumbs. This amazing resource, 
loved by the American public has and always will deserve better. 

In September 2018, I retired from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service after 28 years. During my 
tenure I served both as a refuge manager and a GS-12 Refuge Program Specialist assisting 
National Wildlife Refuges with their CCP planning processes. I served as a planner in Region 6 
for 15 years. 

I consider myself an expert in refuge planning and NEPA and the practices and standards of 
prior CCP efforts in Region 6, the region in which the NBR is located. 

General Comments 

While we appreciate that you made some minor changes to the plan based on our comments, 
the most critical comments, which affect the validity of this plan and leave the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service vulnerable to legal challenges, were completely ignored. The justifications for 
not making these critical changes are weak and sometimes confusing. Other times, the answers 
are wrong (e.g. claiming you did adequate preplanning). 

Since we provided voluminous comments for the draft review, we are simply going to restate 
some of the most critical comments we provided. We highly doubt that Denver Regional 
Leadership will make any changes based on these comments; however, we feel it is important 
that they again be highlighted and entered in to the record for this review of the final CCP/EIS. 

1. The Vision Statement, which serves as the foundation for any planning effort, essentially 
remained unchanged. We will restate our comments and suggestions that we provided for the 
draft review. 

The leadership in Denver needs to look at the planning policy (602 FWS3) and read what a 

vision statement is. It says 

“The vision statement should focus on what will be different in the future because of our efforts, 

capture the essence of what we are trying to do, and why. It should be future-oriented, concise, 

clear, compelling, and give a sense of purpose to our efforts.” 

The vision statement does none of this. It is flowery statement that doesn’t say much of anything 

about the unique characteristics or future of this truly unique and historic refuge that is loved by 

the public. Except for this statement (inter-montane valleys of northwestern Montana shaped by 

glacial forces) and the statement about the Flathead Indian Reservation, you could put this 

vision statement in any refuge complex plan and it would be fine—it would still be a poorly 

written vision statement, but it’s so generic it fits anywhere. 

We do not know why you wrote a vision for the refuge complex. Remember, this CCP only 

mentions the NBR. When you decided to do a stand-alone plan for NBR you should have 

written a vision statement only for NBR and it would have been much more meaningful and 

useful and followed policy on the importance, content, and values of vision statements. We are 

concerned that this weak vision statement will simply be put in to other CCPs that will be 



          

            

            

           

 

        

            

       

        

       

      

     

          

        

      

         

       

         

          

            

          

          

        

        

  

    

    
        

           
        

        
          

         
        
       

        
       

 
 

 
 

completed for the remaining complex. This will perpetuate the impacts of this poorly written 

statement. Again, we are providing examples of other Region 6 vision statements to clearly 

demonstrate that Region 6 staff knows how to write a vision statement based on standards and 

policies. All we are asking is that the NBR be given the same effort. 

Rocky Mountain Arsenal CCP/EIS (another Region 6 bison refuge): 

As the sun rises, bison thunder across the prairie, red-tailed hawks soar overhead, and the 

urban bustle begins. Lands once known for their agricultural and industrial uses are being 

restored on the Nation’s premiere urban wildlife refuge, where time moves at nature’s pace and 

wildlife have the right-of-way. Propelled by public and private partnerships, refuge stewards at 

Rocky Mountain Arsenal, Two Ponds, and Rocky Flats National Wildlife Refuges continue to 

work to repair and regenerate wildlife habitat. These prairie oases nestled within Colorado’s 

Front Range communities welcome visitors from near and far and foster an appreciation for 

nature. They will connect people with the land for generations to come. 

San Luis Valley National Wildlife Refuge Complex CCP/EIS 

The San Luis National Wildlife Refuge Complex, set in a high expansive desert valley, is cradled 

between the snowcapped peaks of the San Juan and Sangre de Cristo Ranges. Mountain 

snowmelt feeds the Rio Grande, numerous streams, and a dynamic ground water system, 

creating a diverse mix of playas, wet meadows, and willow and cottonwood riparian corridors 

that are in stark contrast with the surrounding arid landscape. As reflected by 12,000 years of 

human history in the valley, the refuge complex attracts many people. Visitors experience the 

ancient song of the sandhill crane, witness evening flights of thousands of waterfowl, and listen 

to bugling elk. Through ever changing conditions like climate change, the refuges support and 

foster a collaborative spirit between their neighbors and partners to conserve the valley’s 

treasured resources. 

Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge CCP/EIS 

Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge’s expansive badlands, cottonwood river 
bottoms, old-growth forested coulees, sagebrush steppes, and mixed-grass prairies appear 
out of the sea that is the northern Great Plains. Encompassing more than a million acres, 
the refuge affords visitors solitude, serenity, and unique opportunities to experience natural 
settings and wildlife similar to what Native Americans and, later, Lewis and Clark observed. 
The diversity of plant and animal communities found on the refuge stretch from the high 
prairie through the rugged breaks, along the Missouri River, and across Fort Peck 
Reservoir. The refuge is an outstanding example of a functioning, resilient, and intact 
landscape in an ever-changing West. Working together with our neighbors and partners, 
the Service employs adaptive management rooted in science to protect and improve the 
biological integrity, biological diversity, and environmental health of the refuge’s wildlife and 
habitat resources. 

Suggestions: 
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If you do choose or are forced to rewrite the vision statement, we suggest adding some 
important features of the National Bison Range for example 

 Bison and their unique genetics and their future conservation with other DOI and Tribal 

herds (e.g. unique bison genetics). 

 The fact that the NBR has one of the largest intact intermountain grasslands in the 

Nation, one of the most endangered habitats across the West. 

 Mention some of the many native plant species such as perennial bunch-grasses, Idaho 

fescue, and bluebunch wheatgrass, along with abundant wildflowers exploding across 

the rolling hills in the spring. This highlights the unique native component that you have 

proposed to protect and enhance. 

 You could have also mentioned the refuge as an Ambassador for the Refuge System, 

since over 80% of all annual visitors are coming to the NBR for the first time, many from 

targeted Urban areas and other Nations—giving the Service thousands of opportunities 

to tell the story of the NBR and the NWR System. 

 You could mention the American Bison Society, since they had the original vision for this 

refuge. 

 How about the fact that the Plains bison is now our National Mammal? 

We could go on and on since it’s easy to have vision for such a unique and special place 
with such a rich history.  

2. We want to re-enter in to the record that neither of us were permitted to review or comment 
on the alternatives developed by the planning team even though we both were working for the 
Service and had extensive experience both in managing the refuge and in refuge planning. We 
now understand why. We would have vehemently objected to the alternatives, including the No 
Action Alternative. Simply put, this critical No Action alternative is false and was designed to 
give the public the appearance that the Service was adding staff and positions to the NBR 
through this planning process. You did not, in fact more positions were removed or downgraded 
then what was present in the approved 2016 organizational chart, which was in place at the 
start of the CCP process. This is simply unprecedented in any of the other CCP processes done 
in Region 6. While other regional plans reclassified or even removed positions that no longer 
served future management objectives, those released resources were used for other station 
priorities identified in the CCP to further expand capabilities, not permanently remove them. In 
no case has the Service ever removed positions during a CCP process and then added them 
back under a proposed alternative, pretending they are new positions. You are being dishonest 
to the public. 

A perfect example is the GS-11 supervisory visitor services manager and the GS-11 wildlife 
biologist positions proposed under alternative C, the preferred alternative. First of all, there has 
been a GS-11 supervisory visitor services manager stationed at the NBR for decades-this is not 
a new position. It would be completely unthinkable to not have a visitor services manager on a 
high visitation refuge like the NBR, which has over 200,000 annual visitors coming to the 
Complex. It should also be noted that this has been the only permanent visitor services staff 
person on the complex for years. The other two high visitation refuges (Rocky Mountain Arsenal 
and Elk Refuge) have GS-12 visitor services managers and several on-site permanent support 
staff. This disparity between these refuges and the NBR should have been addressed and 
corrected in this planning process—it was not. The opportunities are endless if the NBR were 



        
        

           
 

       
            

           
          
         
         

     
         

        
         

              
       

 
           

           
         

        
        

         
         
       
       

            
           

        
      

       
           
              

         
            

        
         

            
            

 
        

             
            

           
         

         
           

         
           

          
         

provided adequate visitor services staff to design and offer programs to the public. The location 
and resources are an amazing draw to the public and gives the Service the opportunities to tell 
the story about the NBR and the NWR System as a whole. 

The GS-11 wildlife biologist position proposed under Alternative C had been a GS-12 
supervisory wildlife biologist for many years. The plan makes no mention of this well established 
GS-12 position; instead they imply under the preferred alternative that a ‘new’ GS-11 wildlife 
biologist has been added to implement this alternative. Also, in alternative C you will be 
removing both the GS-9 fish and wildlife biologist position and the GS-9 wildlife biologist and 
replacing them with a single GS-7 biological science technician. Even though you have removed 
a supervisory biologist position and downgraded two others, your alternative proposes to 
expand and emphasize the biological program over the next 15 years. Typically when a certain 
refuge program (e.g. biology or visitor services) is expanded in a CCP, associated leadership 
and support staff positions are retained and typically, more are added. Once again, the NBR 
CCP is treated differently than any other plan previously done in region 6 and your proposals 
cannot be implemented and monitored with the proposed staffing structure. 

In October 2017, after raising numerous objections about the CCP process and the critical lack 
of staff and funding for the NBR, we were both forced in to involuntary Regional Office details, 
which included forbidding us from having any interactions with the NBR, including this CCP 
process. Within a matter of days, Denver Regional Leadership arbitrarily altered the 
organizational chart, removing 6 long standing positions from the NBR staffing structure and 
leaving only 5 employees assigned exclusively to the NBR station. The remaining CCP planning 
team members were directed to use this new staffing structure as the baseline upon which all 
other alternatives would be compared. This was done in November 2017, 6 months after the 
CCP process had already started. This gave the public a false ‘baseline’ (No Action) on which to 
consider the other alternatives. It is true that many of these positions were unfilled at the time; 
however that wasn’t because they weren’t needed or that the funding wasn’t there. The 
positions were only vacant because the funding was being withheld during the 2010-2015 
Annual Funding Agreement (AFA) negotiations with the Confederation Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes (CSKT) and the associated NEPA analysis (which both  and I were intimately 
involved in). This limbo continued another year and half when the Service then proposed to 
transfer the NBR in to a trust for the benefit of the CSKT. Even after both of these initiatives 
failed, the Denver Regional Leadership did not restore any of these vacant positions, despite 
commitments made to the NBR staff to do so. These were long and painful processes, and 
when combined, lasted almost 7 years during which time the organizational chart remained 
unchanged, leaving unfilled positions intact and funded (even though funds retained in the 
regional office), but vacant. This limbo had dramatic effects on the staff, resources, and visiting 
public, including missed opportunities to improve conditions for wildlife and the public. 

During the 2015 AFA negotiations these same vacant positions and the associated operating 
funds were offered to the CSKT as part of an AFA proposal. In addition, another 5 new positions 
(not included on any approved organizational chart) were offered in this agreement for a total of 
16 NBR staff. If these positions were needed a mere two years prior to the start of the CCP 
process, how can the Denver Regional Leadership arbitrarily and drastically eliminate all but 5 
of these positions (almost all higher graded leadership positions) without any justification or 
input from or other staff intimately knowledgeable with the needs of the NBR Complex. The 
Regional Leadership did not eliminate any programs other than keeping the visitor center closed 
during high public use times. Also, these 16 staffs included in the AFA proposal were only 
assigned to work on the NBR, Ninepipe, and Pablo National Wildlife Refuges. This clearly 
demonstrates that even Denver Regional Office Leadership recognized the need for additional 



           
       

 
         

           
            

         
 

            
        
           

             
      

 
             

           
        

           
               

             
           
              

            
        

    
 

 
 
        

         
        

         
 

  
      

 
           

         
         

         
       

              
          

              
       

         
       

        
        

 

staff to manage the complex NBR operations and yet they chose to dismiss these same critical 
needs in such an important 15 year-long range planning document. 

We see in this most recent document that the Denver Regional Leadership has defended their 
No Action alternative by stating that it supports the Region 6 realignment strategy. We will 
discuss this and the history of how the NBR was treated in the preparation of this document in 
our subsequent comments; comments we provided for the draft plan review as well. 

The 2016 organizational chart, in place at the start of this planning process, should have served 
as the baseline (No Action Alternative) for this plan. The staffing baseline outlined in the No 
Action alternative makes any new proposals void and misleading to the public. It also sets in 
stone the critical loss of staff that is not sustainable and certainly cannot support any of the 
proposed alternatives, including the No Action (current management). 

3. We want to include in the record the recent article published in the Missoulian on June 23, 
2019, titled, “Failing and Struggling: How financial decisions hobbled the National Bison Range.” 
This 10 month investigation clearly demonstrated that the Denver Regional Leadership was 
deliberately withholding NBR operating funds for years, critical funding that was needed to 
protect the public and the resources of the NBR. By the time the transfer proposal was ended by 
Secretary Zinke, the Regional Office had already distributed all the critical staffing and funding 
needed to properly manage the NBR to other stations and programs. During this time, they were 
treating the NBR like it had already been transferred and refused to provide for any additional 
staff or funding despite numerous requests from for added help. Here is the link to that 
article that cited numerous documents obtained through FOIA requests sent to the Denver 
Regional Office. 

https://missoulian.com/news/state-and-regional/failing-and-struggling-how-financial-decisions-
hobbled-the-national-bison/article_a6cafaf0-bb94-5d9b-9f84-f8d55cad9b74.html 

We believe this well researched article, based on documents obtained from the Region 6 
Division of Refuges, supports our earlier statements about the Denver Regional Office 
leadership deliberately withholding and then transferring critical operating NBR funds and 
staffing while claiming that funds were not available or allocated by Congress for NBR programs 
and facilities. 

4. Region 6 Realignment Strategy Staffing Framework 

This entire CCP is based on the Region 6 Realignment Strategy Staffing Framework; however, 
this framework had yet to be tested or implemented at the NBR and most other stations in the 
region when the CCP was initiated in May 2017. Prior to our retirement, there were even 
discussions that this regional proposal to redistribute staff and funding would become null and 
void with the Secretary’s regional realignment proposal, which would have moved stations like 
the NBR to the Columbia Watershed Region under the direction of the Portland Office. We feel 
that using this framework as the basis for the No Action proposal is wrong and misleading to the 
public; particularly since the NBR was not even given any consideration until after most of the 
positions and staffing had been allocated across other refuges (see below). Also, the 
realignment framework, which almost certainly alters approved Region 6 CCPs that went 
through extensive NEPA processes, most certainly conflict with many of the objectives and 
strategies outlined in these previously approved plans. Nevertheless, the Region 6 realignment 
framework and staffing restructuring did not go through any NEPA or public review process. 

https://missoulian.com/news/state-and-regional/failing-and-struggling-how-financial-decisions-hobbled-the-national-bison/article_a6cafaf0-bb94-5d9b-9f84-f8d55cad9b74.html
https://missoulian.com/news/state-and-regional/failing-and-struggling-how-financial-decisions-hobbled-the-national-bison/article_a6cafaf0-bb94-5d9b-9f84-f8d55cad9b74.html


     
 

       
 

          
          

      
         

        
           

         
         
       

 
       

             
     

        
        

        
             

        
              

          
          

         
        

 
      

               
           

         
           

                  
            

         
          

       
        

           
         

       
          

 
            

       
             

          
            

        
       

Also, this framework document clearly states that: 

“…this staffing framework is deliberately designed as a guidebook, not a cookbook.” 

Nevertheless, the NBR CCP was prohibited from deviating from this so called ‘guidebook'. 
Instead it was used to set in stone the proposals in this framework, which stunts any 
opportunities for expanding refuge management programs and public use opportunities over 
past efforts. Although the CCP does contain some good proposals, it is completely unrealistic 
because this ‘guidebook’ was used as the sideboards for any planning proposals, particularly 
the future complex structure and staffing, which are the very heart of any good planning effort. 
Only so much can be achieved through partnerships. Quality Service staff are the backbone of 
any refuge program and this plan does nothing to improve the staffing conditions of the NBR; 
but rather sets it back by decades. 

This realignment strategy is based on budget restrictions and limitations today and could be 
altered at any time, allowing new opportunities for funding and staffing offered by future 
congressional appropriations and priorities. It could also be as simple as a change in Service 
National or Regional leadership who no longer support the proposals in this plan. There are 
numerous examples of these types of Service led initiatives that have died on the vine with 
changes in priorities and administration. Despite these facts, the entire NBR CCP was 
hamstrung by this regional strategy document; a strategy that had yet to be tested or 
implemented to determine its effectiveness. This becomes even more concerning considering 
the fact that the NBR was excluded from most of the region-wide planning that determined how 
available regional refuge staff and funds would be distributed across all stations. This planning 
included the creation of some ‘mega-complexes’ spread over hundreds of miles, including the 
new Western Montana Complex (WMTC), which now includes the stations managed by the 
NBR Complex (NBR, Pablo, Ninepipe, Lost Trail national wildlife refuges). 

Most of this realignment framework planning took place while the Service was planning to 
transfer the NBR out of the National Wildlife Refuge System and so and the other refuge 
managers were told by Chief of Refuges Will Meeks to completely ignore the NBR when 
determining how staff and funding would be allocated amongst the different zones in the region. 
The justification for this decision was the fact that the Service had encouraged the CSKT to 
actively work on legislation to transfer the NBR to them in to a tribal trust and out of the National 
Wildlife Refuge System. It was not until it appeared that the transfer proposal would not be 
successful (March 2016), that the NBR’s name was arbitrarily added back to the realignment 
document by simply adding it to the Western Montana Complex. They did this without any 
added positions despite the fact that in December 2016, and his then refuge supervisor 
Mike Blenden did come up with some proposals for positions that could be included in the 
realignment document were the NBR to remain in the National Wildlife Refuge System (e.g. GS-
12 Visitor Services Manager and GS-12 Range Conservationist). However, even after 
forwarding these suggestions to the Denver Regional Office leadership, it appears they were 
ignored and not added to the WMTC or considered during the planning process. 

This CCP/EIS does state that 8 positions were added to the WMTC but it is unclear where those 
positions were actually placed and based on the staffing structure under alternative C, we do 
not see where the NBR benefited from these additions. All of these additions appear to be 
placed in the other stations in the WMTC (although we couldn’t find where this is described). 
The operations of the NBR are so unique and require special skills to safely manage a herd of 
plains bison that simply rotating staff from other stations is ineffective and could be potentially 
dangerous if they are not adequately trained and experienced. 



 
          

           
             

       
           

           
               

           
    

 
              

       
        

            
          

         
            

              
       

 
        

      
        

              
               
          

           
         

           
         

 
                

          
       

             
          

          
           

              
           

    
 

           
    

           
            

          
             

        
       

This new mega-complex spread across hundreds of miles and several different watersheds, is 
now headquartered out of the Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge office, 4 hours away in 
Great Falls. The newly recruited GS-14 project leader, moved to Benton Lake, is now 
responsible for not only the Benton Lake Complex (which was also designated as a stand-alone 
GS-14 project leader position), but all the units in the NBR Complex and another popular public 
use refuge, Lee Metcalf, out of Stevensville, MT. Knowing intimately the challenges of just 
managing the NBR, including all the political wrangling that regularly occurs, on top of managing 
one of the most complex management programs in the Region, including adding the NBR to this 
proposed WMTC, is simply uworkable. 

We do know that an on-site manager (now downgraded from a GS-14 to a GS-12) been placed 
at the NBR. This individual was recruited at two grades lower than the two previous project 
leaders (including the position occupied) and will now have to answer to an off-site GS-14 
project leader who is located at a least a half days drive from the NBR. This new project leader, 
headquartered hundreds of miles away, will almost certainly be unfamiliar with the day to day 
operations of the refuge, the intricacies of the refuge programs, managing large mammals and 
their habitats, dynamics of the local communities, and the challenges of managing a high 
visitation refuge, yet they will have the final say on what is best for the NBR. Again, this is 
unprecedented in the 111 year history of this refuge. 

This NBR manager position was regularly classified as a GS-14 position and unless the 
Service’s classification system has dramatically changed, we question how this position could 
have been suddenly been downgraded two grades when the NBR program has never been 
more complex. Also, the Lost Trail NWR (part of the NBR complex) was previously managed 
out of the Benton Lake office and it was disastrous, given the distance and lack of knowledge of 
the resources managed on Lost Trail. During tenure, the Denver Regional Leadership 
restored Lost Trail to the NBR Complex because of these significant management structure 
problems. It’s unfortunate that the current Denver Regional Office leadership refused to learn 
from the mistakes of the past (despite objections from and others) and instead expanded 
the impacts of this poorly designed management structure. 

It is also important to note that given the fact that the NBR CCP was put off repeatedly, it is now 
the only refuge in the region that is now restricted by the proposals in this ‘guidebook’, a 
document designed to address the limited resources currently available for the National Wildlife 
Refuge System today. If the NBR CCP had been initiated even a few years past the 
congressionally mandated 2012 deadline, the refuge would not be limited by this regional 
proposal and would be permitted the same opportunities other refuge planning teams had to 
think broadly about what was best for their refuge. Unfortunately, in 2015 the Service initiated 
the transfer proposal and refused to allow the refuge to do any of the congressionally mandated 
CCP planning. The domino effects of all these poor decisions have resulted in the plan you now 
present as a final. 

As described in her background section, is an expert in NEPA analysis. In her opinion the 
management structure proposed in the realignment framework could cause significant impacts 
to the quality of the human environment and should have been evaluated in this plan and any 
future CCP revisions. Also, it must be evaluated and made clear whether the proposals, 
including staffing, for this new complex plan conflict with CCPs that have already been 
completed for Lee Metcalf, Lost Trail, and Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuges. These plans 
have already gone through a separate NEPA process and vetted with the public and should 
take priority over this arbitrary regional staffing restructuring plan. 



 
          

 
              

              
             

        
           
      

        
          

    
 

                 
           

           
          

       
          

              
          

           
 

           
           

         
        

     
 

    
 

         
            

            
           

          
              

          
              

       
       

            
          

     
 
           

            
        

 
        

          

6. Review period for this final CCP/EIS limited to 30 days (or is it?) 

requested that the public be given an extra 15 days to review this final plan. In prior 
CCP/EISs Region 6 gave the public a minimum of 45 days vs. the 30 offered for the final review 
of this NBR CCP/EIS. In the 15 years that worked for the Region 6 Division of Planning 
she never recalls regional leadership refusing to give additional time for the public to review a 
plan. The planning staff were always encouraged by the public’s desire to provide their input in 
to the planning process and we always provided extra time if requested and welcomed and 
encouraged dissenting opinions. Also, if no decision had been made, we always accepted any 
comments that arrived after our deadline had passed. Public outreach was always a critical part 
of the process. 

Again, the NBR is the exception to the rule. It took 5 days of the 30 day review period for the 
Denver Regional Office Leadership to respond to her request for an extension and the answer 
was, No. There was not even a compromise offered, just No. They even stated that the 
solicitor’s office was consulted. This too is unprecedented and simply absurd. Regional office 
leadership has the ability to offer such extensions without seeking legal advice. This whole thing 
is particularly strange since Chief of Refuges Will Meeks also recently sent out letters stating 
that there is no deadline for comments until the Record of Decision is signed and the plan is 
implemented, which could take another 30 days. This letter was only recently received by 
certain members of the public, at the end of the public review period. 

We believe the answer she was given was in an effort to silence the dissenting opinions that we 
now share. Again, this is unprecedented and it is evidence that even the Denver Regional Office 
Leadership has concerns about the validity of the proposals in this plan; otherwise, they would 
welcome a thorough (and extended) public review of this very important document prior to it 
being approved and implemented. 

7. Horseback Trail Ride 

Please review the previous comments about the horseback trail ride made by during the 
review of the draft plan. The CD you prepared on page 140 describes the exact restrictions and 
stipulations that were present when he and other staff in the Regional Office found this event an 
inappropriate and incompatible use of the National Bison Range. This was not based on 
personal opinion but on facts both rooted in the laws governing compatibility policies, past 
history of this event, including serious injuries of both riders and refuge staff, a lack of staff to 
properly manage and monitor this event (you are proposing to have even fewer staff in this 
plan), and the introduction of weeds on the refuge, despite the requirement that all horses be 
fed weed free hay. This last stipulation was impossible to manage. Also, the refuge has a 19-
mile long tour road that provides an unprecedented opportunity for visitors to view and 
photograph wildlife, at great cost to the Service to manage and maintain. These and other 
factors surrounding this event made it clear that it was an inappropriate and incompatible use of 
the National Bison Range. 

I see no justification for overturning the inappropriate use determination made by myself and 
other staff in the Denver Regional office not even a decade ago and if you allow this event to 
proceed, you will be vulnerable to legal challenges. 

8. Since both of us were stationed at the NBR years prior to the CCP being initiated in 2017, we 
can both state that any preplanning efforts completed by us and others were woefully 



           
          

             
      

        
      

          
          

            
           

     
 

 
 

         
        

         
       

 
             

             
               

             
              

   
 

inadequate to serve as a basis for this CCP/EIS planning effort. Based on your own planning 
steps listed, you only had 4 planning meetings with the planning team, which is not even 
minimal for a complex CCP/EIS. We see no evidence of biological or visitor services workshops 
where refuge data is scrutinized or summaries of research data collected from the many 
universities and private research groups are evaluated. The Parkers Data you frequently 
reference was never fully analyzed and frankly this is an antiquated and ineffective method for 
analyzing range conditions yet you proposed to continue using it. This is just one of many 
examples of poorly thought out proposals that clearly show a lack of preplanning and analysis 
for such a complex plan. Frankly you did not have enough staff to adequately complete this 
critical step, even something as simple as developing an effective mailing list, a simple yet 
essential step in this process was completely missed. 

In Conclusion 

There is certainly more we could say but we feel between our comments on the draft and these 
statements we have covered some of the most glaring concerns that we have; however, the 
additional time we requested (and was denied) would have given us the opportunity for a more 
thorough review and opportunity for more thoughtful comments. 

The years we served at the NBR were some of the best and most challenging times of our 
careers but we always put the resource and the public first and it is in that light that we offer 
these comments. We want the National Bison Range to thrive and we want it to be there, in all 
its glory, for future generations to explore and enjoy. It is a unique and amazing icon of the 
National Refuge System and it deserves our best effort to ensure it will be here for the next 111 
years and beyond. 



Fields, Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

Phone comment today 

Fields. Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> Tue, Oct 1, 2019 at 3:13 PM 

Hi everyone-

I received a comment today on the CCP/EIS via phone call today. The commenter was , a resident of 
Missoula. 

He had questions or concerns about several items. He had not had a chance to read the plan and had not commented 
earlier in the process. He brought up: 

1. Concern over noxious weeds. He emphasized the need for early detection and rapid response along roadways 
especially. 
2. He mentioned concern over the pronghorn numbers and also said he visited the refuge a few years ago and saw 
pronghorn with flagging on their horns. He was not happy about seeing the flagging. 
3. He expressed concern about the big horn sheep numbers as well. He hopes that the refuge will continue coyote 
control. 
4. He said that it seems the buffalo and elk are doing well. ,, 
He also shared how much he enjoys the refuge and has been coming to visit for many years. He is 73 years old and 
remembers seeing Big Medicine as a child and how special that was. 

I shared with him how we are addressing these issues in the preferred alternative in the Final Plan. He was glad to hear 
what we are planning to do. He asked to be added to our mailing list, which I will do. 

Let me know if you have any questions. I will add this email to our comments file. 

Thanks, 

Vanessa Fields J 
Division of Science Resources 
US Fish and Wildlife Service 
922 Bootlegger Trail 
Great Falls, Montana 59404 
406-727-7400 x219 
406-217-6473 (cell) 

mailto:vanessa_fields@fws.gov
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Fields, Vanessa <vanessa_fields@fws.gov> 

National Bison Range CCP/EIS 
-- ---------- -------- ---

-- -
To: "Fields, Vanessa" <vanessa_fields@fws.gov>, amy_coffman@fws.gov 

Thu, Oct 3, 2019 at 10:32 AM 

Vanessa and Amy, 

My comments to the draft are brief. Brevity doesn't mean I am not passionate about the topics. You folks are now the 
pilots of NBR. I caution you not to throw out learning from past 11 O years for sake of the paper you site as justification, 
ie, Briske, et.al. (2008) I agree that in 1992 the grazing rotation system established in 1988 by 13 year Refuge manager 
Jon Malcolm was modified by himself because it wasn't working. I don't agree that rotation was no longer implemented 
at NBR. The three southern pastures were converted to winter grazing in 1992 with gates kept open. Rotation was still 
maintained/implemented on all northern pastures until I left in 2008. Bison were moved to south units in fall 2008 so any 
abandonment of rotation took place next spring 2009. It is my understanding that rotational grazing was not being 
implemented because there were not enough skilled riders to move the bison. Not a very scientific reason to change 
management. Hanging your hat on Briske when you have abundant data of your own, specific to NBR, is something I 
can not understand or support. Removing the fences between the three southern pastures seems reasonable adaptive 
management move but not elsewhere. It is my memory that entanglement of wildlife was happening between upper west 
and lower west pastures. Those units need to be separated or bison will camp out in Pauline riparian or on top of wild 
horse mesa. 

I am glad to see the changes in the CCP saying you will move slowly and develop HMP after "robust analysis". 
encourage you not to jettison the idea of protecting habitat from overgrazing during the spring growing season. That is 
the primary goal of rotational grazing systems. Passive methods of encouraging reasonable grazing by bison during 
spring growing season may, in reality, be more demanding of employee FTEs than) s maintaining a fence. Just opening 
gates is passive and may work some but not always. I support the concept of slow adaptive management of interior 
fence but not the vision that bison will heal the land just because they are not cattle. If pastures are too large for current 
bison herd size to benefit habitat by short duration/high intensity grazing then smaller grazing units are needed not 
removal offences.larger. Bison are not known to have evolved with the grassland types found at NBR (Palouse Prairie). 

You might move away from grazing rotational practices fully supported and championed by USFWS, NRCS, Montana 
DNRC, BLM and USFS for mitigating impacts to prairie birds such as sage grouse in 13 states. You say nothing about 
how birds have been affected since you no longer "implement rotational grazing". NBR is not well funded and or well 
staffed to monitor affects of going in a different direction from policy of other agencies? I suggest data at NBR is better 
than anecdotal and shows benefit to rotational system despite wha.t Briske may say about grazing systems in general. 
That study is a study of other studies and does not address issues 'specific to NBR such as massive invasives and 
Palouse ecology. ( 

Concerning the specific statements in Briske, plant and animal production may be equal or greater with season long 
grazing system but conversion of native plant ecosystems to so~ething else (invasives or non palatable red three awn) is 
not addressed by that paper. Conversion is what is going on at NBR and it is due to invasives, not grazing system failure 
. Continuous season long grazing by bison is not going to fix it. To the contrary bison will camp out in favorite places 
during spring growing season and make optimum seed bed for the abundant seed of whitetop, Dalmatian toadflax, 
spotted knapweed and sulphur cinquefoil. 

Rather than hanging your hat on Briske, take a look at Elk Lane for a great example of short duration, high intensity 
grazing outside the spring growing season. It should be thought provoking for anyone using an adaptive management 
approach to problem solving. If you want to see what season long grazing results are, drive outside the NBR and go 
south of the entrance about 1/2 mile and look up onto the NBR, across CSKT land that has been continuously grazed for 
a century. CSKT land is dominated by juniper, NBR is still bunch grass of rough fescue. The later will be destroyed if 
bison are allowed to graze every spring where they want to. 

In my career, I listened very closely to opinions of former managers from stations I was selected to manage. It was very 
helpful in avoiding issues they had tangled with. 

History: I request that you take down the PDF displayed on NBR website that is credited to myself, Bill Reffalt and Pat 
Jamieson "From the Past For the Future". The document has been altered since we drafted it for 2008 NBR Centennial 
Celebration . However, none of us altered it. Someone else in USFWS did and our names have been retained. 
Needless to say we are very disappointed. I do not agree with the document reference to "Latati". CSKT refers to 

mailto:vanessa_fields@fws.gov


Latati but their view of history has changed in recent years. I can not support their changes given they are 2nd and 3rd 
hand ac;;counts through oral history translation from 1970s, 100 years post events. The story we developed for the 
Centennial was developed from Aubrey (1902) a first hand account of Walking Coyote only 25 years after events. That 
account is well supported by the book 'I Will be Meat for my Salish', published by Salish Kootenai College and Montana 
Historical Society in 2001 . 

Needless to say, the modifications lessen my trust of USFWS, even though by blood will always run Blue Goose Blue! 
The quicker you confirm PDF's removal the better. 

I have attached a word document with "track changes" from our document developed in 2008 and the document you now 
exhibit. Seems rather dishonest, wouldn't you agree? 

Anything I can do to help you, know that I still care. 

[Quoted text hidden] 

~ Comparison Version 6 and PDF on NBR Web site.docx 
51K 
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By signing the Act of May 23, 1908 to establish the National Bison Range in Montana, President 

Theodore Roosevelt laid a substantial cornerstone in the emerging edifice of wildlife conservation. 

Never before in the history of America had the U.S. Congress appropriated money to buy lands expressly 

to provide shelter and space for wildlife-a refuge constructed and operated to help bison recover from 

the debilitating slaughter of the previous 60 years. 
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Bison were an essential part of American Plains~Indians= lives, providing food, clothing, shelter, • ------{ Formatted: Right: O" ~---~~-------------
utensiis, weapons, aAd mere. Triees lil1e tile CeAfederated Salisll aAd KeeteRai llaYe maiRtaiAed a deeJ) 

SJ)iritwal eeRReetieR. The animals continue to t ile eiseR. Tlleir llisteriea l arellives eeRtaiR be of important 

~cultural and religious significance to a number of present-day tribes. Lewis and Clark were able to 

see bison herds large enough to cover the plains and valleys. Early settlers wrote in their journals about 

trieal traditieAs aRd traditieRal lluRtiRg areas usiRg erigiRal area J)laee Rames. seeing herds of bison 
traveling pass for a whole day., ________ _____ ______ __ _ __ ___ ____ _____________________________________________ .----{ Formatted: Font color: Auto 

The American bison originally ranged from Great Slave Lake in Canada sewtllward iRte!Q Mexico, and • ------{..__Fo_r_m_a_tt_ed_:_R-'ig:...h_t:_O_"____________ 

from Nevada and Oregon to Tennessee and Pennsylvania, VirgiRia, aRd iRte Geergia. " The great herds 

that wandered over the prairies prior to the ~ 1800's contained perhaps 30 to 60 million animals. 

Pressures on bison Rumeers started with competition for forage from horses, brought te Amerieaover in 

the ~lS00's by Spanish explorers. ~Further competition came in t he form of cattle cemJ)eted 

tee. Tlle•1. which also brought transmissible diseases. ElemaRdThe demand for bison robes and leather 

increased the hunting JlFesswrespressure by Nativenative Americans and fur trappe~s. -The railroads paid 

professional hunters to provide meat to their workers, J)rimarilv frem eiseR.. The 40-year period ~ 

t&ending around 1880 marked the major slaughter ofaise&.-the an imals. Miliion(of these great beasts 

were shot aRRuall•( dwriRg tllis time. for meat (sometimes only the tongue). for hides. for sport, for 

military reasons. Many carcasses were left to rot in the prairie sun. -By 1883, they were ~ 

extinction. -As.Af the t"'eAtietll eeRtwry eegaA~tart of 1900, there were fewefless•than 100 w+kl 
YAEeRfiAed bison known to exist~ in the wild. The aweseme spectacle of bison elaAlrntiAgcovering the 
prairies was lostTforever. 

Fifi~· years A half-century before tl½e-U.S. ga"e ettieial reeegAitieA te law required a list of endangered • ------{__F_o_rm_ att_e_d_:_R-'ig'-h_t:_O_"_ ____ ______ _ 

and t hreatened species, the American bison became an icon for athe crisis in conservation. -Although we 

€ilflfletcan not experience the endless bison herds seen before the ffiie-19"'~urn of the century. 

we can still enjoy these magnificent creatures at places such as the National Bison Range iR western 
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MeAtaAa. ~ The history of the slaughter and the comeback is a story of sa dness and ~ triumph, of 

shame tempeFed by pFeYailiAg filllLcourage. -It is about the people w+thwho had the foresight ~ 

will te fashieA •1,•avs te €8ASeF¥e this ieenie speeies.to preserve these animals. 

It was through the vision of far-sighted individuals that we still have bison today. Even at the turn of the 

century, there were people who felt that this magnificent animal was worth saving. Ranchers•tcilli;u~ T 

Hamada'(, the PFesideAt efthe AmeFieaA BisoA Soeiee,, (founded in ~lew Vari( City iA 1905), assisted bv 

his membeFS, aetively lebbied CeAgFess te b11•1 suitable laAS aAd pre•1ide a pFetestiAg waFdeA. The BiseA 

Sesiet'f pFemised te suppl•f puFe bleoded biseA te begin a ne .., heFd GtheF uisieAaFies such as Charles 

Goodnight of Texa~, C. J, " Buffale" JeAes ef KaAsas, James McKay of Winnipeg, Canada, TFibal membeFs 

Michel Pablo and Cha rles Allard of Montana, and se·,eFal etheFsCJ " Buffalo" Jones were ameAg thoselJ!il 

a handful of the ranchers who established and maintained a few small herds. Their motivation for 2 

maintaining bison herds,.. was a combination of respect and feeling for the great animals and part for the•--·--·{ Formatted: Right: O"'---- - -"------------~ 
economic benefits. From 5\lffithese scattered FemnaAts toda•(sbands, public herds, including the 

National Bison Range in western Montana, were started. 

Bison herds in the Mission Valley dated te the 187Q's back more than 20 years when Latati, a Pend •-·····{ Formatted: Right: O"'------"------------~ 
d'Oreille man of the Flathead Reservation, returned home from the plains with six bison calves. H+s_!!y / 

1884, his herd grewhad grown to 13 animal~,when IM!Samuel Walking Coyote sold them to 
partners Michel Pablo and Charles Alla rd, both of Indian and European descent. -They already herded 

cattle &Afil the ReseF\•atien'svalley's open grasslands. +IM!-Pablo- and Allard heFd be same bought 

additional bison from C. J. "Buffalo" Jones in 1893 (but sold them back to him in 1895, when he 

recovered from financial woes). The Pablo-Allard herd thrived and became one of the largest private 
bison herds in t he country. 

When Allard died sudden ly in 1896, a Refd.division of the herd became necessary. -Beginn ing in 1901, • ·-· ···{ Formatted: Right: O"'------=------------~ Allard's family 5&1&-began to sell their portion of the f()mtbison herd.- Part was sold,in that year by 

AllaFd's widowMrs. Louise Allard to Charles and Alicia Conrad of Kalispell. 

About 1907-08, the 1/.j_,_government was developing plans fefto begin t he India!) allotment process on 

the FeSeF¥atieAFlathead Reservation as defined by the 1904 Flathead Allotment Act. The TFibes bitteFly 

eppesed the epeAiAg ef the Resers~atien It provided that once all eligible Ind ians had an allotment, 

reservation lands would be available tefor non~lndian settlement under public land laws, w ith 

persons selected by lottery. The Flathead AllotmeAt Aet had in 1910. U.S. Senator Henry Dawes 

championed the Allotment Act of 1887, along with several organizations, like the Indian Rights 

Association. Despite tribal opposition, the 1904 Flathead Allotment Act passed with substantial support 

from western Montanans. E:lespite TFibal ebieetioAs, theThe bill was pushed through Congress by 

Montana's U.S. Senator Joseph Dixon, also owner of the Missoulian newspaper. 
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Witliam T. It aligRea witll tile earlier Oawes IRaiaR •llatR'teRt AEt af 1887. Tllat law was SUJJJJartea lly •--- ---{ Formatted: Right: O"~---~~------------~ 
seYeral argaRi2atiaRs ealleeti¥ely lmawRHornaday. the President of the American Bison Society (founded 

in New York City in 1905. with President Roosevelt as "frieRas af tile IRaians_" It ultiR'tately was 

eaRsidered a failure aRd was reJ)laeea llv a ne·..,. JlBliey reeagRi2iRg Tribal ga·~erRR'leRts aRa tlleir 

J!9Wef§Honorary President), assisted by many of its members. actively lobbied Congress to purchase 

suitable land while committing the American Bison Society to supply the pure-blooded bison to begin a 

new herd. 

In 1908, Morton Elrod, Professor of Biology at the University of Montana, was commissioned by the • - - -- - -{ Formatted: Right: O" 

American Bison Society to locate suitable bison range.- He sought assistance from many knowledgeable 

people, including Michel Pablo, Joseph Allard (son of the deceased partner), and Duncan McDonald, of 

the Flathead Indian Reservation. MeOaRala was af Indian and EuraJ)eaR aeseeRt ans was resJ)eetea iR 

llatll eaR'tR'tURities.On horseback, Elrod and McDonald rode many miles aR llarsellael1together exploring 

for a suitable site. MeOanala tald Based on McDonald's statements to ElrockRat, the Indian community 

would support the Bison Society proposal to buy bison and place Dlseflthem on a Government 

reseweBison Range within tlletheir reservation.- McDonald was explicit, "Every Indian will be glad if the 

Government can and will save them, and keep them where they can be seen." Afterwara, MeOanala 

e11JJressed aisapJ)aintR'tent tllat tile BisaR Range was elasea ta ·,•isitars_ His eaReerns were e .. entuall•f 

addressee in tile l!l:!O's ll•f aJ)ening tile Range ta tile pulllie. 3 

Range land was purchased by the Government from five allotments and from the Flathead Nation in • ------{ Formatted: Right: O"'----- -=----- --------1908, removing it from lands to be made available in 1910 to non-Indian settlers. -Meanwhile, after the 

law J)assea,President signed the Bison Range Act, the American Bison Society began soliciting donations 

throughout the country to purchase bison. Muell af tile R'tane·f This effort predated radio broadcasts by 

which to seek donors and was heavily focused in the East. Hand-written letters. newspapers and group 

meetings served to send forth the messages of need. While a few wealthy donors came forward to 

support the effort, there were many small donations of $1 to $5, much of which were collected by 

women's groups.~In all. people from 29 of 46 States then in the Union contributed $10,560.50 
during the one year effort {e~ua l ta $245,47S~ in 2007 dollar5*' that equa ls $245,474.80 based on 

Consumer Price Index adjustment. 

Meanwllile,Fences and loss of open grazing due to the Allotment Act meant Michel Pablo was • ------{ Formatted: Right: O"'---- - -=--------- - ----' fufeeewould have to reund lolJl and sel l his llera lleea1o1se aftlle ~latllead AllatR'te'Rt Aet.bison. Hornaday 

attempted to buy bison from Pablo, still corresponding as late as June of 1909 ta ll1Pf llisan fraR't Pall la 

for possible delivery to the new range,- in October. Pablo and Hornaday did not make a deal nor could 

Pablo find another American buyer. -He sold and delivered 700 bison to CanaEla, anEI tile raunauJJ taal1 

se..,eral seasans, e11teRaing ta 1912. Nearl•r 100 llisen wraRglers warkeEI fraR't llarsellael1 ta aeeaR'IJ)lisll 
~theCanadian government. 
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MeFAaela•t kAew ttlat However, bison with Pablo-Allard genetic heritage liAkeel te ttle PeAel el'OFeille • ······ { Formatted: Right: O"~---~~------------~ 
FAaA's lliseA aAel ttle Pallle AllaFel ReFEI were stil l available in Kalispell. -By 1909 Charles Conrad had died, 

but his wiaewwife Alicia had become a staunch supporter of the bison cause. -She agreed to sell 34 

bison to the American Bison Society and .HS&then donated a bull and cow she described as her two 

finest animals. During the same time William Hornaday persuaded Teuas FaAeller Charles Goodnight-, 

the famous Texas rancher to donate two bison from his Texas panhandle bison herd.- Good night's bison 

were shipped to Alicia Conrad where they were added to ~the herd~ J one of which died 

before EleliYefy,reaching the new Refuge}. From New Hampshire, Austin Corbin donated three more. -4R 

~Together, these were the animals that became the herd fill.National Bison Range visitors oow 
enjoy~today. Only twelve new bison freFA etlleF Ile Fels have been added since 1910k 

As one of fetifthe three initial reserves set aside early iA tile 20"' ~ for preseNiAg the preservation•···· ··{ Formatted: Right: O"'------=------------~ of the American bison, this National Wildlife Refuge has played an important role in the sueeessfulgreat 

success story of recovery of the once endangered plains bison. -Today the Bison Range herd is 

maintained atbetween 350- and 500 lliseA wtlile entra animals and excess bison are sold or donated to 

provide a gene pool and breeding stock ~ or geAetieallr augFAeAtiAgaugment other 

herds.- Animals are also donated to tfibestribal governments and the lnter-_Tribal Bison Cooperative 

(ITBC) to support thelrbison restoration,.. on Tribal lands. The National Bison Range herd shows high 

genetic diversity E8FAJlaFeelin relation to bison of the &tl¼ef.federal herds a A el eeAtiAues te. The Range's 

herd will play iHff!Van important role in the wllcontinued recovery of the species. / 

Baseel eA The stated mission of the National Bison Range in the original enabling legislation tile NatieAal 

BiseARa Age's FAissieA was "was " to provide a representative herd of bison. or buffalo, under reasonably 

natural conditions, to help ensure ~he preservation of the species for continued public benefit and 

enjoyment.,!!...@_, To ele•1elep a fullhelp round out the wildlife component iA ,tlle Ra Age, other large 

mammals ~were brought to the Refuge. Even before the final tllree feuAeliA!l3 bison i!ffi¥e4.from 

New Hampshire arrived in 1910, f&uf~ white-tailed deer ~ 

donated by the City of Missou la arrived and were released into the~~Aritelope from • ······{..__Fo_r_m_a_tt_ed_ : R_ig"-h_t:_ O"_ _____ _ _____ 

Yellowstone National Park (with capture and shipping costs donated by the Boone and Crockett Club of 

New York) were released on the Range in December 1910. -The first 5eYeRl elk,,clonated by the State of 

Wyoming, arrived at the Range in April 1911. -Mule deer were brought to the Range from Yellowstone 

Park in 1918. -Twelve Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep, donated from CaAaela's Banff National Park i!l 
Canada. were released on the Range in 1922. -The final large FAaFAFAalsmammal:component of the 

Range was released in 1964-Rocky Mountain goats v•ere releaseel iA 19fi4." Each new species 

brought challenges and new requirements for sueeessfultheir incorporation into the ecological complex 

of the Range. Progeny from these original Bison Range reintroductions have been captured and used to 

restore wildlife populations across Montana. 

The wildlife roam an extensive native Palouse Prairie at the Bison Range. one of the largest remnants of 

this rare prairie. which once covered lands in Idaho and eastern Washington. Predominant grasses of 
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the Palouse system are rough fescue. Idaho fescue and bluebunch wheatgrass. Other habitats at the 

refuge include montane forests of Ponderosa pine and Douglas fir. Along the rivers and creeks grow 

cottonwoods and Rocky Mountain juniper. The diverse habitats and ecosystems represented on the 

National Bison Range provide for a wide diversity of wildlife species which share the Refuge with bison. 

The refuge was also designated a bird reserve in 1921. 

Today. the Refuge and its ecosystems are intact but fresh studies and adjustments are often necessary +------i Formatted: Right: O" ~-----------------~ 
and desirable. The Range animal and plant complex is the resu lt of dedicated Service employees. 

volunteers and partners seeking ways to overcome difficu lty and achieve desired outcomes. The 

National Bison Range represents a flill_Century of successfu l development and application of 

sigRi~icaRtimportant land and habitat management practices for large mammals within a dynamic, 

enclosed system. -lt is a National Treasure, a gift from the past for future generations..._ ________ ____ ---------------I___Fo_rm_ a_tt_ed_:_F_o_nt_: _11-'-pt___________..., 

I 
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