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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Introduction

This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared to evaluate the feasibility of a
limited public hunt for bison from the Yellowstone herd that enter Montana. While some
people oppose hunting of bison by licensed sportsmen, others believe that it is the best

~ option available if the Yellowstone population has to be controlled (see National Park
Service 2000, volume 2 for comments from both viewpoints). The perceived need for
control of bison in and outside YNP has varied substantially over the past 40 years
(Meagher 1973, Yellowstone National Park 1997, National Research Council 2002), but
agencies with responsibility for bison occupying the Montana — YNP boundary area,
NPS, Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (MFWP), and Montana Department of Livestock
(MDOL), have accepted the necessity of controlling both numbers and distribution of
bison. The agreement under which bison numbers and distribution are currently managed
(State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2000b) emphasizes hazing,
brucellosis testing, and removal of bison from the population (either by capture and
shipping to slaughter facilities or shooting by agency personnel) when specific spatial,
temporal, or numeric limits are exceeded. Hunting by the public was analyzed in the
Final EIS for bison management {National Park Service 2000} and is considered to be
one of the tools available for management of numbers and distribution of Yellowstone
bison when biological and social conditions are appropriate. The Environmental
Assessment process will be used to determine if conditions are suitable for introducing
public hunting.

SB395 was submitted to the 2003 Montana Legislature to give Montana residents the
opportunity to harvest bison that migrate from YNP. The bill passed, and a statute (MCA
87-2-730) consistent with earlier statutes related to management of wild bison in
Montana (see MCA 81-2-120 ) was drafted that authorized MFWP to explore the
potential for developing a hunting season for bison that: 1) does not interfere with
management efforts by YNP, MDOL, or MFWP personnel; 2) is compatible with
accepted land uses on public and private lands; and 3) can be conducted under ethical
hunting conditions (i.e. fair chase). MCA 81-2-120 requires MDOL and MFWP
authorization for a bison hunt and requires that both agencies cooperate in developing
rules for such a hunt. Any hunt configuration approved would have to minimize bad
publicity such as that generated by the public hunt authorized by the 1985 Montana
Legislature and rescinded by the 1991 Montana Legislature. The hunt would not be the
primary mechanism for controlling the Yellowstone bison population unless and until the
brucellosis issue has been resolved and substantial numbers of bison are allowed to reside
outside YNP, but it would allow a limited number of hunters the opportunity to harvest a
native species that was a historically important source of protein.

Bison from the Yellowstone herd were legally hunted in Montana in the early 1950s and
late 1980s (Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks 2001). Public hunts in 1933 and 1954
corresponded with the initiation of an aggressive program to eliminate brucellosis in
cattle herds in Montana but did not result in substantial harvests of bison. The second



public hunt period (1986-1991) occurred ~20 years after YNP adopted a policy of
minimal management of bison {(1967-1968). Annual harvests were modest except in the
winter of 1988-1989. Negative publicity from this winter led to closure of the public hunt
by the 1991 Montana legislature and a greater concern for agency cooperation in bison
management.

In 1989, MFWP and YNP personnel began developing an Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS) on management of the Yellowstone bison herd. This resulted in a “Final
Interim Operating Plan” signed by YNP, Gallatin National Forest (GNF), MFWP, and
MDOL in 1992. EIS development continued, and a “Revised Interim Bison Management
Operating Plan” was signed by the same agencies in 1994. Although concern over loss of
brucellosis-free status spurred Montana to sue the federal government over bison
management in YNP, concern over excessive bison removals led to suits by non-
governmental organizations, and inter-agency disputes slowed selection of preferred
alternatives in the EIS, bison were managed under the revised interim plan (which
allowed MDOL and YNP to remove bison by capture and shooting) through 1999.

The draft FIS on bison management was released in 1998, Public comment and
negotiations among agencies on the preferred alternative occurred until late 2000.
MDOL, MFWP, and YNP signed a final record of decision on the preferred alternative in
December 2000 and began managing bison under the new document in January 2001.
The preferred alternative described in this document (State of Montana and National Park
Service 2000b) emphasized risk control. Bison and cattle were to be separated in time
and space, but some bison in areas with no cattle were to be tolerated outside YNP.
Brucellosis incidence was to be reduced through capture and slaughter of sero-positive
bison and vaccination of sero-negative bison. The plan emphasized adaptive management
and phase-based changes in management tools. More bison would be tolerated outside
YNP as managers became more efficient at controlling sero-positive animals. Hunting
was not included in the early phases of the management plan, but it was not precluded,
and the Final EIS (National Park Service 2000) included an intensive analysis of hunting
that implied that hunting could be adopted as a management tool when conditions were
appropriate.

This EA will allow managers to determine if conditions are appropriate for public
hunting. After evaluating alternatives presented in this EA and the public response to
alternatives, MF WP will pursue one of three actions: 1) implement a hunt; 2) reject any
hunt at this time; or 3) develop a complete Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) from
which a decision on the feasibility of a bison hunt will be reached at a later date.

Issues raised in scoping, comments on the draft EA, and public meetings

Public input directly related to this EA was initiated at the MFWP Commission meeting
on September 11, 2003 when MFWP personnel were directed to determine the feasibility
of a limited public hunt for bison in southern Gallatin and Park Counties. This EA will
allow a decision on the hunt to be reached by the MFWP Commission in October 2004
and possibly authorize a public bison hunt by January 2005. Public comment was sought
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during the scoping process (February — March 2004), during the comment period for the
Draft EA (June ~ July 2004), and at two public hearings (Bozeman - 38 registered
attendees; Butte — 22 registered attendees) and one public meeting (West Yellowstone —
25 registered attendees) held in MEWP Administrative Region 3 during June and July
2004. Additional public comments will be accepted following release of the Final EA,
and the public is welcome to attend MFWP Commission meetings and Board of
Livestock (BOL) public meetings where the issue is scheduled to be discussed.

During the scoping process, 232 letters and e-mails arrived by the closing date (including
6 unrelated to bison hunting). These documents were used to identify issues included in
the Draft EA. The Draft EA drew 891 valid written responses, including e-mails and
letters from individuals (870) and organizations (21). Sixty-nine individuals signed 13
petitions requesting consideration of a different alternative than those included in the
Draft EA, a “citizen’s alternative.” Multiple documents by the same individuals or
organizations were only included once in these totals, and mail that did not include
opinions on the bison hunt (those requesting information but not expressing opinions on
the hunt and messages on topics unrelated to bison hunting) were not included in totals
Comments received during the scoping process were approximately evenly split between
those favoring and those opposed to a bison hunt. The majority of responses to the Draft
EA opposed a public hunt, at least at this time and under conditions described in the Draft
EA. The “citizen’s alternative™ was the only new issue identified in comments we
received in response to the Draft EA.

We categorized issues raised by the public as: 1) issues appropriate for evaluation in this
EA; 2) issues considered but not evaluated in this EA; and 3) issues determined to be
beyond the scope of this EA. The issues we evaluated included concerns about the impact
of a limited hunt on YNP bison numbers, population viability, and genetic integrity;
questions about the ethics and humaneness of killing bison; questions related to the
fegality of a hunt for bison in Montana; worries about the edibility of meat due to
brucellosis vaccination; the potential for contracting brucellosis while handling bison
carcasses; public safety issues; impacts of a bison hunt on other species; the potential of a
hunt to impact (positively or negatively) bison damage to private property; impacts of a
recreational bison hunt on activities mandated under the Interagency Bison Management
Plan; problems specifically associated with hunting bison near the boundary of
Yellowstone National Park; and economics and social impacts not directly associated
with YNP.

Issues considered but not evaluated included allowing “natural” control mechanisms to
limit bison numbers, the role of brucellosis in elk, and the impacts of designating bison as
wild animals on private ownership of bison. Alternatives to human action as mechanisms
for controlling bison numbers in the Yellowstone area were not evaluated because the
policy of “limited management” under which bison were managed in YNP from 1967-
1996 did little to control the population or emigration into Montana. Brucellosis in elk
was not evaluated because it is not directly related to hunting bison and it is not a major
problem in Montana. Elk do not seem to be able to support self-sustaining infections
with brucellosis unless they are lured to feed grounds. Montana does not allow elk feed
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grounds. A few respondents were worried about loss of bison as livestock if they were

hunted by the public. This would not be a problem since bison are defined as “wild”

(currently animals in the Yellowstone herd) and domestic (animals owned by private

individuals). Questions about the authority of MDOL to manage bison were not

addressed in this EA since MDOL has specific legislated authority to prevent bison that

carry brucellosis from jeopardizing Montana’s compliance with livestock disease control
efforts on private and public land (MCA 81-2-120).

A “citizen’s alternative” presented in petition form called for four specific changes in
bison management { 1) MFWP must be the sole agency responsible for bison
management in Montana; 2) bison must be allowed unfettered access to public lands
outside YNP year-round; 3) additional habitat (beyond that identified in the IBMP) must
be designated for bison; and 4) MFWP should cease participating in the Interagency
Bison Management Plan). While we do appreciate the concerns expressed by the people
who signed petitions supporting the citizen’s alternative, MFWP cannot meet any of the
four conditions without legislative action in Montana and/or changes in cooperative
agreements with other federal and state agencies. Because these actions cannot be
completed in the time period under consideration in this EA, the citizen’s alternative
would, in effect, require MEWP to adopt the “no action” alternative at this time.

Several respondents raised issues that were clearly beyond the scope of this EA. Morality
of hunting, the role of bison in reparations for ill treatment of Native Americans, tribal
hunting rights, wolf management, corruption in public agencies, and the need for
educating ranchers to tolerate damage from bison were not appropriate to address in this
EA. Distribution of bison captured, sent to slaughter, or shot by agency personnel and
hazing and capture protocols were determined in the Interagency Bison Management
Plan. A suggestion to establish a state bison management plan is a good idea but best
covered in other forums.

Alternatives

Four alternatives were evaluated (no action and three limited hunt scenarios). All
alternatives that permitted hunting include 13 common conditions/restrictions:

1. Hunting will be restricted to individuals with permits issued via a drawing process
similar to that employed for other special permits issued by MFWP. Hunts will not
be administered via a call-up list.

2. Fee structure will follow MCA 87-2-113: $75 for residents, $750 for non-residents.
3. Hunters will not be allowed to harvest bison that have been vaccinated for bruceliosis
within the mandated withdrawal period (the time interval between vaccine

administration and proven safety for meat consumption by humans. The withdrawal
period for the vaccine, RB51, is 21 days).
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4. Imitially, weapons will be limited to firearms (required by Statute 81-2-120). Firearms
will be restricted to those capable of propelling bullets with sufficient force to
produce a quick kill.

5. Hunting will be allowed on public land and on private land with landowner permission.

6. No bison hunting will be allowed within 100 yvards of major highways in areas open to
bison hunting to protect public safety and minimize traffic obstructions. This would
initially include segments of Highways 20, 191, and 287 on the western boundary of
Yellowstone National Park (YNP) and Highway 89 near the northern boundary of
YNP. Hunting on National Forest lands will follow restrictions in USFS order 36
CFR 261.10 (d) (firearm discharges are prohibited within 150 yards of a residence,
building, campsite, developed recreation site, or occupied area or across a forest
service road or body of water).

7. All hunters will be advised of restrictions and special problems that might be
encountered in a bison hunt near YNP in application announcements.

8. Applicants who draw permits will be provided with information on the most effective
ways to kill bison and on carcass handling procedures that will minimize meat
spoilage and brucellosis infections in humans.

9. If a preference system is created, hunters that apply and do not draw permits will be
given preference in the same manner that preference points are awarded in other
special permit hunts.

10. Initially, bison hunting will be allowed only between November 15 and February 15.

11. Bison permits will be valid in both areas open to hunting near West Yellowstone (on
the western boundary of YNP) and areas near Gardiner {on the northern boundary of
YNP).

12. Agencies involved in bison or land management in areas of Montana with wild bison
will be informed or, in the case of MDOL (a legislatively mandated partner in bison
magnagement in Montana), consulted on changes in hunting regulations.

13. Permit numbers, hunting district boundaries, and season structure can be modified by
the MFWP Commission  i.e. If bison numbers in the Yellowstone herd drop below
2,500, permit number can be reduced. When bison are tolerated outside YNP in
larger areas and in greater portions of the year, more permits can be issued).

In general, a public hunt for bison associated with the Yellowstone herd would be limited
to permit holders drawn by lottery, would involve a minimum of supervision by agency
personnel, would mirror administrative procedures used in other permit hunts in
Montana, and would rely on educating hunters to avoid problems with brucellosis, public
safety, trespass, and damage to public natural resources.



Six alternatives for hunting seasons were considered but not selected for analysis.

1) Unlimited permits issued via over-the-counter-purchase was rejected because the
hunting area and number of bison available would not support an open hunt.

2) The option of limited permits available on a first-come-first serve basis was rejected
- because there was no way-to-fairly administer this type of hunt... .

3) Preference for Native Americans was not considered because of Montana’s equal
opportunity laws.

4) Primitive weapons permits were not considered at this time because of the legislative
language requiring firearms to be used in the hunt and the request by MFWP enforcement
personnel to simplify regulations to insure that weapons with adequate power to make
quick kills are used As MFWP gains experience with managing bison hunts (and
assuming the legislature modifies statutes to allow use of bows) use of muzzie-loading
firearms and bows may be permitted.

5) An early fall season was eliminated from consideration because few bison leave YNP
in September and October, meat can easily spoil, and carcasses could serve as attractants
to grizzly bears.

6) A late winter — early spring season was rejected because of the stress that could be
placed on pregnant females, the chance of attracting emerging grizzly bears to carcasses
and viscera, and the problems of identifying animals vaccinated in spring programs
brucellosis vaccination programs that have been or will be initiated by MDOL and YNP
(animals vaccinated with the RB51 vaccine are not considered safe for human
consumption during the first 21 days following vaccination).

Alternative 1: Ne action

The first alternative evaluated {Alternative 1: no action) maintains the status quo. Bison
in “no tolerance” areas (Zone 3 as defined in the Interagency Bison Management Plan of
2000) would be hazed into traps, chased into areas where they were tolerated, or shot by
agency personnel.

Maintaining the status quo is not impaci-free. The substantial economic, social, and
environmental costs and benefits of the current bison management plan are described in
the Final EIS on bison management released in 2000 (National Park Service 2000). In the
absence of hunting, environmental, social, and economic costs and benefits would be
driven by the factors that currently influence them: 1) the number of bison leaving
Zones1 (lands inside YNP where bison are tolerated and cattle prohibited throughout the
vear) and 2 (specificaily designated lands where cattle are absent, at least in winter and
spring, and limited numbers of bison are tolerated in seasons when contact with cattle is
unlikely); 2) the movement patterns of bison before and during control operations, and 3)
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the activities of people opposed to actions mandated by the Interagency Management
Plan. Predictions for both positive and negative impacts outlined in the Interagency Bison
Management Plan Final EIS (National Park Service 2000) provide a reasonable estimate
of conditions expected under the “no action™ alternative.

Hunting by the public would have no impacts because hunting would not be allowed. The
bison population would continue to be regulated by climate, predation, disease, accident,
- and management.actions approved in the Interagency Bison Management Plan.

Alternative 2. Bison hunting by permit only in a late fall/early winter (November 13
—~ February 15) season limited to areas outside YNP where bison presence is
currently tolerated under the Interagency Bison Management Plan (State of
Montana and Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2000b) .

If this alternative were approved, hunting would be permitted in areas where bison are
currently tolerated outside YNP including: 1) lands defined as “Zone 2” in the
Interagency Bison Management Plan - except the Zone 2 area west of the Yellowstone
River including the Royal Teton Ranch where cattle are still grazed; 2) portions of the
Absaroka Beartooth Wilderness north of YNP (including the upper portions of the
Hellroaring and Slough Creek drainages); and 3) public land with no cattle allotments in
the Cabin Creek Recreation and Wildlife Management Area, the Monument Mountain
Unit of the Lee Metcalf Wilderness, and the upper Gallatin River drainage south of the
mouth of Taylor Fork. Only sero-negative and vaccinated bison are tolerated in the Zone
2 areas of the West Yellowstone Basin. In other “tolerance™ areas, bison are not subject
to hazing, capture, or shooting during specified seasonal periods (generally winter and
spring) except when they threaten public safety, cause significant property damage, or
exceed numbers agreed to by agencies bound by the Interagency Bison Management Plan
(State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2000

Applicants would apply for permits as they do in other limited entry hunts administered
by MFWP, and one to 25 applicants would receive permits. The MEWP Commission
would set the number of permits each year prior to the season. Permits would be valid for
the entire season (November 15 - February 15), valid for both the northern and western
hunting area, and would be valid for any wild bison (i.e. no age or sex restrictions) unless
vaccination program are active during the hunting season. If bison are being vaccinated
without being conspicuously marked, hunters will be restricted to harvest of adult males
(adult males are not scheduled to be vaccinated by MDOL or YNP personnel and can be
reliably identified by most hunters). When bison are tolerated in higher numbers and in
greater areas outside YNP, areas open to hunting and numbers of permits may be
expanded.

Under this alternative, a maximum of 25 bison would be harvested in any year and
impacts on population size and genetic structure would be minimal. “Fair chase” hunts
will be facilitated by defining large hunting areas (including areas where bison can move
to escape hunting pressure) and prohibiting hunting from vehicles (although vehicles may
be used to access hunting areas and retrieve carcasses). Spring vaccination programs
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initiated by MDOL and YNP should not be affected by a winter hunt. If vaccination
programs occur in other seasons, hunters may be limited to harvesting adult males, which
are not scheduled to be vaccinated and can be identified by most hunters. Threats to
public safety, property damage, disturbance of other animal and plant species, and
interference with agency management actions mandated under the Interagency Bison
Management Plan would be minimal because of the low number of hunters. Education of
hunters in handling carcasses can limit the potential for spreading brucellosis. As with
environmental impacts, economic and social impacts would be small under this
alternative. A few hunters would have an opportunity to harvest bison. Some funds would
be spent in Gardiner and West Yellowstone by hunters pursuing bison. A few non-
hunters might be sufficiently offended by hunting to avoid visiting Montana. No
significant short, mid, or long-term negative impacts would be expected under this
alternative.

Alternative 3, PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE - Late fall - early winter season
(November 15 — February 15), limited entry hunt with permits valid for the entire
season, and hunting open in areas in which bison presence does not trigger agency
management actions and Zone 3 areas where bison presence is not tolerated.

Impacts of this alternative would be very similar, especially under present management
rules where bison are not allowed to remain in Zone 3 lands for long periods, to
Alternative 2. This alternative would allow hunters to harvest bison they happen to see in
Zone 3 areas that are open to hunting (public lands and private lands in which owners
permit hunting and in situations that do not endanger public safety or private property} as
well as in lands outside YNP in which bison are tolerated in specific seasons. Hunting
would not be used to replace efforts by agency personnel to remove bison from Zone 3.
On rare occasions, agency personnel hazing bison in Zone 3 could interfere with hunters
stalking bison, but given the low number of hunting permits, this problem would likely be
small.

As with Alternative 2, applicants would apply for permits as they do in other limited
entry hunts administered by MFWP, and one to 25 applicants would receive permits. The
MFWP Commission would set the number of permits each year prior to the season.
Permits would be valid for the entire season (November 15 - February 15), valid in both
the northern and western hunting areas, and valid for any wild bison (i.e. no age or sex
restrictions) unless vaccination program are active during the hunting season. If bison are
being vaccinated without being conspicuously marked, hunters will be restricted to
harvest of adult males (adult males are not scheduled to be vaccinated by MDOL or YNFP
personnel and can be reliably identified by most hunters). When bison are tolerated in
higher numbers and in greater areas outside YNP, areas open to hunting and numbers of
permits may be expanded.

As with Alternative 2, a maximum of 25 bison would be harvested in any year under
Alternative 3. Impacts would be similar to Alternative 2 (minimal impacts on population
size, age/gender structure, and genetic makeup) The influence of hunting on population
distribution would also be similar to that described for Alternative 2, but under
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Alternative 3, hunters would be able to kill bison in more areas than in Alternative 2. The
impacts of Alternative 3 on environmental, social, and economic concerns in short to
long-range time periods would be the same as those described for Alternative 2.

Alternative 4. Late fall - early winter season (November 15— February 15) for a
limited entry hunt with permits valid for 10-day intervals,

Permits would be valid in areas outside YNP where bison are allowed to remain without
triggering management agency and opportunistically in areas designated as Zone 3 (no
bison tolerance). Permits would be limited to one to 25 per 10-day period between
November 15 and February 15. This would create 9 hunting periods and would allow 9 (1
permit per period) to 225 (25 permits per period) hunters to pursue bison in each hunting
season. This alternative would provide more opportunity for hunters to receive permits
but would likely reduce hunter success because bison are not usually available outside
YNP during all days between mid- November and mid-February. No more than 25
hunters would be in areas open to hunting on any given day so most positive and negative
impacts would be low during each hunting period.

As with Alternatives 2 and 3, applicants would apply for permits via procedures
established for other limited entry hunts administered by MEWP. The MFWP
Commission would set the number of permits each year prior to the season, Permits
would be valid for both the northern and western hunting areas and would be valid for
any wild bison (i.e. no age or sex restrictions) unless a vaccination program is active
during the permit period. If bison are being vaccinated without being conspicuously
marked, hunters will be restricted to harvest of adult males (adult males are not scheduled
to be vaccinated by MDOL or YNP personnel and can be identified by most hunters). ).
When bison are tolerated in higher numbers and in greater areas outside YNP, areas open
to hunting and numbers of permits may be expanded.

In this alternative, a maximum of 225 bison would be harvested in any year. Fewer bison
would likely be harvested because: 1) few bison leave YNP during early to mid winter
(November - January) except in the most severe winters so success rates in the early
hunting periods are likely to be low; 2) hunters would remove some of the bison that
currently move in and out of the Park during November — February and contribute to
inflation in total bison counts in Zone 2; 3) public hunting would not be allowed in
months (March — April) when the highest number of bison leave YNP; and 4) even if
large bison herds enter areas open to hunting, no more than 25 hunters could take
advantage of the ingress in each 10-day hunting period. Although hunter selection for
adult bulls and differential probability of emigration among sub-populations increase the
possibility of concentrating harvest within one or more genotypes, hunter impacts would
not equal the impacts of capture operations mandated under the Interagency Bison
Management Plan (State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2000b), and
hunter harvest would replace some agency-mandated removals . By varying hunter
permit numbers as bison population size changes (i.e. more permits issued when
population size exceeds 3,000 and fewer when the population is lower), risks of
substantial impacts on bison numbers or genetic variability can be reduced.
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The restrictions on hunter distribution and the potential for “fair chase” hunting would be
similar to those described for Alternative 3. Although Alternative 4 would allow more
hunters to participate, maximum hunter number on any day during the season would be
no different than under Alternatives 2 and 3. Impacts on the environment would be
greater for this alternative than for Alternatives 2 and 3, but when impacts are considered
in relation to the large number of human activities currently occurring in potential
hunting areas, bison hunters would be unlikely to add measurable amounts to
environmental impacts that already occur. Adding 2,250 bison hunter-days (maximum) to
a system that supports millions of recreation days from hunters seeking other species,
anglers, skiers, snowmobilers, hikers, wildlife watchers, mushroom hunters, antler
collectors, and a dozen other outdoor activities is very unlikely to create additional
irreparable environmental impacts on short, medium, or long time scales.

The positive social and economic impacts of Alternative 4 would be approximately nine
times greater than for Alternatives 2 and 3 (i.e. a linear relationship), Negative social and
economic impacts, however, would likely be much greater under Alternative 4 than under
Alternatives 2 and 3. Negative impacts would be magnified primarily because opponents
of hunting would have much greater opportunity to plan and carry out protests of hunting.
Alternatives 2 and 3 would spread a low number of hunters over a 90-day hunting season.
Alternative 4 would give protesters nine groups of hunters to confront and nine “opening
davs” on which to stage protests.
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CHAPTER 1: PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION

Introduction

Controversy surrounding bison (Bison bison) management in and near Yellowstone
National Park (YINP) has increased since the National Park Service (NPS) reduced efforts
to control bison distribution and numbers beginning in 1967 {Yellowstone National Park
1997, National Park Service 2000, National Research Council 2002). Bison in YNP are
known to harbor the bacteria responsibie for the bovid form of brucellosis (Brucella
abortus), a disease with serious economic implications for the livestock industry and a
disease to which humans are susceptible (Meagher 1973, Meagher and Meyer 1994,
National Research Council 1998, National Park Service 2000). In addition, bison have
the potential to over-graze federal and private lands and are capable of causing serious
damage to private property (National Park Service 2000). Management of bison
distribution and numbers by conventional means, such as public hunting, lethal control by
agency personnel, or capture and removal, has attracted negative attention from
individuals and organizations that do not understand or sympathize with the idea of
regulating bison populations, especially the population associated with YNP (National
Park Service 2000).

Even though many people in the United States are unaware of ecological constraints on
the size of animal populations (National Park Service 2000), YNP and the public and
private land adjoining it can only support a finite number of grazing ungulates. If
herbivore populations are not regulated by intrinsic (declines in productivity or increases
in mortality associated with increasing population size/density) or extrinsic (mechanisms
in which the severity of the impact is not necessarily proportionate to population size
such as disease, weather, and predation) factors (Taper et al. 2000, Taper and Gogan
2002), land managers with responsibility for protecting plant communities in YNP,
national forests, state lands, and private lands would be remiss in their duty if they did not
implement some form of population control. The impacts of intrinsic and extrinsic
regulatory factors in the population dynamics of bison in Yellowstone have been
extensively studied and endlessly debated (see National Resource Council 1998, 2002;
National Park Service 2000), but no definitive answers are available. When the problems
and uncertainties associated with control of brucellosis are included in the issue, the only
rational approach managers can take is to develop plans to control bison numbers and
distribution when necessary.

Numbers and distribution of bison along the boundary between YNP and Montana are
currently regulated under the Interagency Bison Management Plan (IBMP) (State of
Montana and Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2000b). This plan is designed to be
modified as more data on bison management are collected. Where control measures
should be applied (inside and/or outside YNP), the appropriate numbers of bison inside
and outside of YNP, the temporal and spatial distribution of animals tolerated outside the
Park, and the mechanisms used to maintain target numbers and distributions have been,
and will be, a source of public debate,



Purpose and Need for the Proposed Action

While some people oppose hunting of bison by licensed sportsmen, others believe that it
is the best option available if the Yellowstone population has to be controlled (see
National Park Service 2000, volume 2 for comments from both viewpoints). The
perceived need for control of bison in and outside YNP has varied substantially over the
past 40 years (Meagher 1973, Yellowstone National Park 1997, National Research

- Council 2002); but ageneies with responsibility for bison.occupying the Montana - YNP ..
boundary area, NPS, Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (MFWP), and Montana
Department of Livestock (MDOL), have accepted the necessity of controiling both
numbers and distribution of bison. The agreement under which bison numbers and
distribution are currently managed (State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park
2000a, 2000b) emphasizes hazing, brucellosis testing, and removal of bison from the
population (either by capture and shipping to slaughter facilities or shooting by agency
personnel) when specific spatial, temporal, or numeric limits are exceeded. Hunting by
the public was analyzed in the Final EIS for bison management (National Park Service
2000) and is considered to be one of the tools available for management of numbers and
distribution of Yellowstone bison when biological and social conditions are appropriate.
The Environmental Assessment process will be used to determine if conditions are
suitable for introducing public hunting.

SB395 was submitted to the 2003 Montana Legislature to give Montana residents the
oppertunity to harvest bison that migrate from YNP. The bill passed, and a statute (MCA
§7-2-730) consistent with earlier statutes related to management of wild bison in
Montana (see MCA 81-2-120 ) was drafied that authorized MEWP to explore the
potential for developing a hunting season for bison that: 1) does not interfere with
management efforts by YNP, MDOL, or MFWP personnel; 2) is compatible with
accepted land uses on public and private lands; and 3) can be conducted under ethical
hunting conditions (i.e. fair chase). MCA 81-2-120 requires MDOL and MFWP
authorization for a bison hunt and requires that both agencies cooperate in developing
rules for such a hunt. Any hunt configuration approved would have to minimize bad
publicity such as that generated by the public hunt authorized by the 1985 Montana
Legislature and rescinded by the 1991 Montana Legislature. The hunt would not be the
primary mechanism for controlling the Yellowstone bison population uniess and until the
brucellosis issue has been resolved and substantial numbers of bison are allowed to reside
outside YNP, but it would allow a limited number of hunters the opportunity to harvest a
native species that was a historically important source of protein.

Benefits of the Proposed Action

The benefits of public hunting for bison in the YNP — Montana boundary area
are: 1) increased recreational opportunities for resident and non-resident hunters; 2)
generation of additional funds for bison management from license fees; 3) potential
reduction in damage to public and private property (by influencing distribution and
behavior of bison as they learn to avoid people and by removal of persistent problem
animals); 4) return of public hunting as 2 management tool for bison; and 5) increased



interest in and support for bison reintroduction in other geographic areas by the hunting
public.

The first two benefits, increased hunting opportunity and license fees, at first glance may
appear to be relatively unimportant given the low number of permits expected to be
available in this hunt. In other states and on private lands in Montana, interest in hunting
bison frequently exceeds supply. In areas where hunting of bison in public herds occurs,
permits can be obtained at prices ranging from $0 to $4,000 dollars (National Park
Service 2000, Appendix A). Hunting conditions range from penned shoots (Arizona —
Lee 1993) to physically demanding, challenging hunts on free-ranging animals (Alaska -
DuBois and Stephenson 1998; Arizona — Lee 1993; Utah - Hodson and Karpowtiz 1998).
A summary of bison hunts held on public lands is given in Appendix A. The Montana
legislature instituted fees of $75 for resident and $750 for non-residents if a public bison
hunt is reinstituted in Montana. As hunters have the opportunity to harvest bison, demand
for permits will likely increase and, if the public agrees, increases in license fees may
follow.

The hunt could produce some declines in property damage by bison. Bison are capable
of transmitting brucellosis to livestock, injuring livestock, destroying fences and
stackyards, removing forage (in fields and hay stacks) reserved for livestock, and may
even threaten humans. Hunters can reduce all of these problems by removing specific
offending animals or by encouraging bison te be more wary of humans in general.
Currently, taxpayers and sportsmen pay MDOL, NPS, and/or MFWP personnel to
perform this service. Recreational hunters would willingly pay (through license fees and
perhaps through trespass fees on private property) to reduce problems associated with
bison presence.

The success of the North American public hunting model (Posewitz 1994, Geist 2001) is
largely due to hunter interest in maintaining huntable populations of game animals.
Hunters are aware of and willing to participate in and pay for management activities
designed to insure sustainable yields of the species they hunt. Bison have been largely
relegated to the status of a park novelty or livestock. Because of the rarity of hunting as a
management tool and the limited opportunities to hunt free-ranging bison, sportsmen
have not made the commitment to bison populations that they have to every other large
indigenous herbivore in North America. Creating a public hunt held under fair-chase
conditions in a highly visible area such as southern Montana would likely spur interest
by sportsmen in establishing additional wild bison populations that can be hunted and
would increase the likelihood that management activities needed to insure the
sustainability of these populations would be instituted.

Decisions to Be Made

Use of hunting as a management tool at some point in time was approved in principle in
the Final EIS on bison management (National Park Service 2000); therefore, YNP does
niot have to formally approve a public hunt in Montana. The public hunt would not
replace the Interagency Plan as the primary regulatory mechanism for bison numbers and



distribution in the Yellowstone population in the immediate future so hunting regulations
would have to be configured so that agreed upon regulatory actions could take place in a
timely manner.

This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been authorized to determine if a limited
public hunt for bison from the Yellowstone herd conducted outside YNP boundaries is
desirable and feasible at the present time and if it would require an EIS, rather than an
EA, to make this.determination based on criteria given in MFWP Administrative Rule.
12.2.431 (Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks 2003). Any hunt authorized should not
reflect badly on sport hunting or Montana’s commitment to managing native species and
would require that hunting be conducted under very specific conditions: 1) bison would
have to have some reasonable opportunity to avoid hunters; 2) hunters would be required
to avoid shooting near (or from) roads, campsites, occupied buildings, and in other
situations that would endanger public safety; 3) density of hunters would have to be
limited to maintain safety standards and esthetic hunting conditions; 4) hunters would
have to be knowledgeable enough to shoot bison humanely, process carcasses efficiently,
and avoid spreading brucellosis to themselves or within the environment: and 5) areas
open to hunting and access to these areas would have to be agreed upon by public and
private landowners.

Other Agencies that Have Jurisdiction or Respoasibility

Management of bison along the boundary between Montana and YNP requires
participation by YNP, United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Animal and
Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), MDOL, and MFWP as outlined in the Bison
Management, Final Environmental Impact Statement (National Park Service 2000, pages
46-51). In brief, the NPS manages bison within the boundaries of YNP. MEWP has
primary responsibility for management of wildlife on federal, state, and private lands in
Montana outside YNP. Because bison may carry brucellosis and APHIS is charged with
controlling livestock disease within the United States, APHIS may require testing or
quarantine of bison. MDOL is charged with controlling disease in livestock in Montana
and, under legislative statute 81-2-120 MCA, has the authority to test and remove bison
infected with brucellosis from privately and publicly owned herds. The joint
responsibilities of YNP, MFWP, and MDOL personnel involve hazing bison to move
them back into YNP, capturing bison at facilities maintained inside (Stephens Creek) and
outside (Horse Butte) YNP, and monitoring bison numbers and distribution. APHIS
personnel cooperate in testing captured bison. MDOL personnel are called on to shoot
bison in “no tolerance” situations (temporal or spatial) and to arrange shipment of
captured bison to slaughter when that option is triggered by specific conditions {iime of
year, location, bison population size) (National Park Service 2000; State of Montana and
Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2000b).

Indirect responsibility for bison management falls on the landowners in areas outside
YNP. The United States Forest Service (USFS) is the primary public landholder aithough
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and Montana State Lands Department (MSLD)



have minor holdings in areas bison utilize. Private land holdings are scatiered throughout
the area surrounding YNP with highest concentrations along river corridors. The size of
and management goals for private land parcels vary widely. Some landowners are willing
participants in control of bison. Others actively oppose any regulation of bison numbers
or movement.

Responsibility for regulation of people in areas occupied by bison is shared by NPS

- (Ranger Division in YNP), Gallatin National Forest, MEWP (Enforcement Division), the

Gallatin and Park County Sheriff's Departments, and occasionally (when bison hazing or
protesters are located near highways) the Montana Highway Patrol.

Native American tribes (and organizations representing several tribes such as the Inter-
tribal Bison Cooperative), non-government organizations, and numerous individuals have
expressed interest in management of bison near YNP (National Park Service 2000, vol.
2). These individuals and groups will have an opportunity to comment on the proposed
bison hunt through the environmental assessment process, but they have no direct legal
standing in management of such a hunt if it is approved.

Public Involvement Process

The development of the I IBMP (National Park Service 2000; State of Montana and
National Park Service 2000a, 2000b) required extensive and intensive public input. The
public hunt assessed in this document represents a management tool that was not
included in the preferred alternative in the Interagency Plan but was intensively
evaluated and implicitly assumed to be available to management agencies at some point
(National Park Service 2000, vol.1, pp 186-187). This EA will be used to determine if it
is time to utilize public hunting in management of the Yellowstone bison herd in
Montana.

Public input directly related to this EA was initiated at the MFWP Commission meeting
on September 11, 2003 when MFWP personnel were directed to determine the feasibility
of a limited public hunt for bison in southern Gallatin and Park Counties. Table 1
includes a proposed timeline for additional public comment leading to a decision on
authorization of the hunt by the MFWP Commission in October 2004 and, if the hunt 13
authorized, a tentative schedule for beginning the hunt. Public comment was sought
during the scoping process (February — March 2004), during the comment period for the
Draft EA (June — July 2004), and at two public hearings (Bozeman — 38 registered
attendees; Butte — 22 registered attendees) and one public meeting (West Yellowstone -
25 registered attendees) held in MFWP Administrative Region 3 during June and July
2004. Additional public comments will be accepted following release of the Final EA,
and the public is welcome to attend MFWP Commission meetings and Board of
Livestock (BOL) public meetings where the issue is scheduled to be discussed.

During the scoping process, 232 letters and e-mails arrived by the closing date (including
6 unrelated to bison hunting). These documents were used to identify issues included in



Table 1. Qutline of steps leading to a decision on a public hunt for bison in Montana and
to implementation of the hunt if the decision by MFWP and MDOL is favorable.

STEP DESCRIPTION

TIMELINE

COMMENTS/ASSUMPTIONS

1. Obtain MFWP Commission direction on
whether or not to proceed with the
implementation of 3B 395

2. Obtain Board of Livestock (EOL) direction on

whether or not to proceed with implementation
of 8B 395

3. Conduct public scoping for Environmental
Assessment (EA}

4. Draft EA on decision to incorporate hunting
into bison management

5. Public input on draft EA

6. Analyze inpu, final EA, and draft Decision
Naotice (DN}

7. DN reviewed by BOL and MFWP
Commission

8. DN signed by Executive Director MDOL and

Director MFWP

9. MFWP Commission approves tentative
reguiations

1. Public comment on tentative season structure
and quota

11. MFWP Commission approves final
regulations

12. Application period

13. Drawing

14, Implement hunt

Sep 11, 2003

' Sep 15/16, 2003

Feh ~Mar ‘04

Mar-Apr ‘04

Junejui ‘04

Sep ‘04

Oct 04

Oct*04

Oct *04

Qct-Dec 04

Dec '04

Dec 04 - Jan '03

Jan "05

Jan —Feb 15 05

If Commission does not wish te
proceed, process stops here

1f Board does not want to aliow
hunting, process stops here

Advertised through press release

Drafl EA is contracted to outside
source and overseen by MFWP &
MDOL. EA is determined to be
appropriate level of analysis based
on MFWP Administrative Rule
12.2.431L

Hotd public meetings/hearings and
take comments {mat] and e-mail)

BOL and MFWP Comnission kept
fully informed

Concurrence by both BOL and
MFWP Commission necessary o
proceed

Assumes concurrence of BOL and
MFWP Commission

Recommendations will come from
MFWP based on input from Step 3

Provides additional opportunity for
public input on hunt specifics

Assumes all applications must be
suhmitted “on-line” or over the
counter at MEFWP offices

Specific dates and details to be
determined in steps 8-10




the Draft EA. The Draft EA drew 891 valid written responses, including e-mails and
letters from individuals (870) and organizations (21). Sixty-nine individuals signed 13
petitions requesting consideration of a different alternative than those included in the
Draft EA, a “citizen’s alternative.” Multiple documents by the same individuals or
organizations were only included once in these totals, and mail that did not include
opinions on the bison hunt (those requesting information but not expressing opinions on
the hunt and messages on topics unrelated to bison hunting) were not included in totals
Comments received during the scoping process were approximately evenly split between
those favoring and those opposed 1o a bison hunt. The majority of responses to the Draft
EA opposed a public hunt, at least at this time and under conditions described in the Draft
EA. The “citizen’s alternative” was the only new issue identified in comments we
received in response to the Draft EA.

Issues Identified through Public Scoping, the Draft EA, and Public Meetings that
Have Been Evaluated in the Final EA

Potential impacts of hunting on bison population size/survival

Some respondents perceived hunting as a threat to the survival of Yellowstone bison
while other respondents viewed it as a justifiable means of limiting the population to an
appropriate size. Some opponents of hunting were unwilling to acknowledge that the
uncontrolled market hunting of the 19" century could have different impacts on animal
populations than the tightly controlled public hunts held on big game species today.
Views on an appropriate population size for the Yellowstone herd varied from infinite
{no control justified or unlimited population growth until bison repopulated the West
viewed as desirable) to limiting numbers to those that could survive within the
boundaries of YNP without damaging plant communities in YNP. Several comments
indicated that studies were needed to determine exactly what constitutes a sustainable
population.

Potential impacts of hunting on bison genetics

Many letters expressed concern about loss of unique gene combinations in Yellowstone
bison that might occur as a result of hunting. While bison in the Yellowstone herd may
preserve some alleles unique to the Yellowstone area, introductions of bison from
captive herds in western Montana and Texas in the early 20™ century (Meagher 1973)
preclude bison in the Yellowstone herd from being considered a “pure” geographic sub-
population. After >100 years of isolation from other bison herds, however, the
Yellowstone herd may have allele frequencies that differ from herds in other areas of the
United States, even though bison from YNP served as the only founders for several other
public herds in the United States.

Three other concerns related to genetics were raised by respondents to the scoping
announcement and the Draft EA. 1) A few respondents mentioned that hunting might be
detrimental to one or more of the three genetic sub-populations identified in the



Yellowstone herd (Dierschke Halbert 2003). 2) Several respondents noted that
Yellowstone bison have not been “polluted” with genes from domestic cattle and that
hunting could place a source of “pure” bison in jeopardy (Fortunately, the Yellowstone
herd is not the only population that is free of bison - cattle hybrids). 3) Two letters
hypothesized that hunting could remove genetically superior animals thus leading to
long-term degradation of population quality.

Humaneness/ethics of bunting bison

Comments reflected a diversity of views on the relationship between bison and humans.
Some respondents felt that any attempt to control bison, especially lethal control, was
immoral. One letter noted that killing bison not only caused pain and suffering to bison,
but the thought of bison suffering caused pain to the respondent.

A number of people who opposed killing bison from the Yellowstone herd did not object
to killing animals but felt that bison in YNP had been persecuted since European
explorers entered the area and now deserved more consideration than livestock. Many
writers in this group believed that bison in YNP were the last wild bison in the United
States, and some were convinced that these were the last bison anywhere. Most of the
respondents in this group regarded YNP bison as much a cultural icon, important to both
Indians and Furo-Americans, as a population in need of protection and insisted that YNP
bison deserved more respect and tolerance than domestic ungulates, other native
ungulates, or privately owned bison.

The injustices experienced by Native Americans at the hands of Euro-Americans and the
extirpation of bison over most of their range in the United States were inextricably tied
together in many peoples’ minds. Typical letters from this group of people demanded
that bison be given freedom to roam outside YNP and that cattle be removed rather than
bison if conflicts develop. Several letters suggested that excess bison should be given to
Native Americans for establishing or increasing herds on reservations or that, if hunting
had to be imposed, Native Americans should be given priority for harvest of bison in or
near YNP.

Many respondents, including some who identified themselves as hunters, would not
support recreational hunting by the public because they do not believe bison are
behaviorally capable of providing a “fair chase™ hunt. This group of respondents
frequently compared bison hunting to shooting large, inanimate objects (sofas,
Volkswagens, efc.). Some letters also suggested that introduction of public hunting was a
thinly veiled plot to detract attention from activities of MDOL personnel.

Other respondents believed that bison could, given exposure to hunting and sufficient
space to evade hunters, develop avoidance behavior as effective as hunter avoidance
strategies used by etk and deer (Odocoileus spp.). Some respondents in this group
believed sufficient acreage exists now to begin a hunt. Others noted that land purchases
or removal of livestock from lands near YNP would have to be completed before a public
hunt is permitted.



One group of respondents noted that bison should be treated as other native big game
animals. This group considered bison hunting as ethical as hunting moose (4ices alces),
another species that is not overly wary of humans. They indicated that hunting should be
permitted if populations are not jeopardized, kills can be made humanely, and meat is
utilized. Some letters from this group noted the value of meat from bison as a source of
food and the cultural link to western history (and pre-history) provided by bison hunting.
Several people noted that hunting was a more dignified way to treat bison than hazing,
corralling, and shipment to slaughter. One respondent indicated that MEWP had a moral
responsibility to allow hunters, who have funded a large share of costs of restoration of
large mammals in Montana, to harvest bison now that bison numbers have recovered.

A number of hunters opposed bison hunting because of the potential for anti-hunting
groups to use films and photos of hunts to portray hunters in a negative fashion. The
negative publicity generated by hunts in the 1980s was frequently mentioned — by hunters
and as a threat from anti-hunters.

L.egal issues

We addressed two issues relative to the legality of hunting bison in this EA: 1) the legal
roles of MEWP and MDOL in bison management; and 2} the legality of relying on an
environmental assessment (EA) rather than an environmental impact statement (EIS) for
determining if a bison hunt is feasible and desirable. Some respondents questioned the
legality of MFWP managing bison as a big game species when they have been classified
by the Montana legislature as a “species in need of disease management” and MDOL has
been designated as the agency in charge of bison. Other respondents believed that a hunt
could not be held because MDOL had not been consulted in developing the bison hunt
EA.

The second issue involved the adequacy of the environmental assessment process as a
means of determining whether a public bison hunt in Montana should be held. Several
organizations indicated they would sue to force the state of Montana to conduct a full EIS
process. MFWP believes this EA is adequate to meet the statutory requirements for
deciding if a public hunt for wild bison in the Yellowstone herd is desirable and feasible.
Specifically, MFWP statute 12.2.431 notes that:

(1) The agency shall consider the following criteria in determining the significance of
gach impact on the quality of the human environment:

(a) the severity, duration, geographic extent, and frequency of occurrence of the impact;

(b) the probability that the impact will occur if the proposed action occurs; or
conversely, reasonable assurance in keeping with the potential severity of an impact that
the impact will not occur;

(c) growth-inducing or growth-inhibiting aspects of the impact, including the
relationship or contribution of the impact to cumulative impacts;



(d) the quantity and quality of each environmental resource or value that would be
affected, including the uniqueness and fragility of those resources or values;

(e) the importance to the state and to society of each environmental resource or value
that would be affected;

(f) any precedent that would be set as a result of an impact of the proposed action that
would commit the department to future actions with significant impacts or a decision in
~ principle about such future actions; and

(g) potential conflict with local, state, or federal laws, requirements, or formal plans.

(2) An impact may be adverse, beneficial, or both. If none of the adverse effects of the
impact are significant, an EIS Is not required. An EIS is required if an impact has a
significant adverse effect, even if the agency believes that the effect on balance will be
beneficial. (History: Sec. 2-3—103, 2-4—201, MCA; , Sec. 2—3—104, 75—1-—201,
NCA; } 1988 MAR p. 2692, Eff. 12/23/88.)

The alternatives described in this EA are unlikely to cause impacts that would be severe
enough, extensive enough, or frequent enough to necessitate an EIS. The extent of
impacts relative to conditions in Statute 12.2.431 are included in Chapter 4 (the
“impacts” chapter) of this EA.

Impacts of proposed brucellosis vaccination program on edibility of meat.

Few respondents were concerned about brucellosis vaccination and its impact on edibility
of bison meat. RB51 has a labeled 21-day withdrawal period (the time between
vaccination and use of meat from a vaccinated animal for human consumption). A few
respondents suggested that some visible mark would be necessary to identify vaccinated
animals if hunting is allowed while bison are being captured and vaccinated. Other
respondents suggested the need for educational programs and/or research to identify risks
of eating meat from vaccinated bison. Because MDOL plans to vaccinate only calves and
yearlings, MDOL personnel suggested that the problem could be avoided by allowing
only adult male bison to be hunted during periods and years when vaccinations are
being administered.

Logistics of hunting bison

Comments on how hunts should be organized were made by both advocates and
opponents of hunting. Comments by opponents of hunting generally included conditions
that would essentially preclude a public hunt such as allowing hunting only by Native
Americans or by agency persoanel who did not enjoy hunting, not opening hunting until
all federal lands (presumably lands close to YNP but not specifically stated) are occupied
by bison, delaying any hunt until guarantees that the costs of administering the hunt
would be lower than the revenue generated by the hunt were in place, and allowing public
hunting outside YNP only when Indians are allowed to hunt bison inside YNFP. One
respondent even suggested that “fair chase” conditions could only be met if bison had a
chance to kill hunters.
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Comments by proponents of hunting frequently included suggestions for avoiding the
negative publicity that occurred during the bison hunts held in the 1980s. These
suggestions included limiting hunting in areas where the public could view hunters,
opening as much land as possible to hunting to avoid concentrating hunters, avoiding
“firing line” situations associated with YNP boundaries, launching public relations or
educational campaigns to give the public a more balanced view of the role of hunting in
bison management, labeling the hunt as a “population control” or “problem harvest”
operation rather than a “sport hunt,” requiring hunters to be competent (by certifying that
hunters use appropriate weapons, are competent shots, can safely handle carcasses, and
do not waste meat), setting regulations to avoid concentrating hunters in time or space,
and strict enforcement of laws related to hunting, harassment of hunters, and trespass on
private property.

Comments on season structure generally favored long seasons with permits issued via a
lottery system and “reasonable” fees for residents. Several respondents suggested
modeling the bison hunt on elk, bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis), and mountain goat
(Oreamnos americanus) hunts in Montana or on bison hunts conducted by wildlife
agencies Wyoming, Utah, and the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation. Hunting advocates
were divided on weapons restrictions (some favoring only large caliber rifles; other
promoting bows, black powder, and/or atlatls) and special consideration in permit
lotteries (preferences for groups such as Native Americans or applicants who had applied
and failed to be drawn; limiting permits to residents of Montana; allowing only one
permit in-a-lifetime or 7 years exclusion from lottery following successfully harvesting a
bison versus no preference or point system). Respondents who mentioned non-resident
fees generally favored higher fees for non-residents than for residents. Respondent
opinions varied on permit notification systems (specified time period drawn before
hunting season versus call list when bison are available) and extent of agency supervision
(agency personnel required to accompany all hunters, guides only for out-of-state
hunters, or minimal supervision by agency personnel). No respondents suggested specific
numbers of permits to be issued, but some respondents implied they would support very
liberal numbers while others appeared to be satisfied with allowing population control to
remain in the hands of agency personnel. One e-mail suggested that agency personnel
reduce numbers of bison to levels suitable for range available in YNP then allow hunters
to maintain the population at this level by hunts within YNP.

Public safety

Only one respondent noted that bison pose a threat to human safety outside YNF. No
respondents mentioned the two best-documented threats bison pose to human safety,
bison — vehicle collisions and bison aggression towards tourists in YNP. A few opponents
of hunting noted that hunters would pose a threat to other recreationists using areas open
to bison hunting. Few advocates of hunting mentioned public safety issues, but when they
did, they did not consider them serious, given the low number of permits expected to be
issued, or believed that problems were easily controllable (require hunter orange for
hunters and/or require hunters to complete an orientation course that includes safety
issues).
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Fxposure of hunters to brucellosis

Few respondents (including hunters) were worried about the risk of contracting
brucellosis. The ones that mentioned this subject suggested taking precautions while
handling carcasses, education of hunters in carcass handling, or research into risks of
contracting brucellosis.

- Property damage (by hunters-or by bisen during thehunt) .. .

The issue of property damage was not a major concern for most respondents, but several
letters and attendees at the public meeting in West Yellowstone did raise this issue.
Speakers at the West Yellowstone meeting who owned property in the West Yellowstone
area were concerned with damage to property from hunters and/or MDOL personnel. The
perceptions of damage in written responses were tightly linked to the feelings of the
respondent about hunting bison. Opponents of hunting either did not consider property
damage by bison serious or did not believe that hunting would change bison distribution
or behavior enough to reduce damage. A few suggested that property owners either
institute management changes to minimize damage or learn to tolerate damage before
resorting to harassing bison or allowing bison to be killed. Hunters believed that hunting
would reduce property damage by bison and that hunters were unlikely to cause much
property damage. Several hunting proponents mentioned the need to obtain permission to
hunt on private land. No respondents mentioned the damage caused by bison-vehicle
collisions, the greatest documented economic loss attributable directly to bison (National
Park Service 2000).

Impacts of bison hunters or activities associated with hunting on other species
(including threatened and endangered species)

As with property damage, perceptions of impacts of bison hunting on other animal
species in the Yellowstone ecosystem varied with the view of respondents towards
hunting. Hunting advocates either believed impacts were minimal or positive (providing
gut piles for wolves and bears; reducing bison herbivory on plant communities essential
to other animal species). Opponents of public hunting feared that hunters would remove
potential prey items for carnivores or winter-killed carcasses for scavengers from the
ecosystem and that the presence of hunters could disturb threatened and endangered
species. One respondent noted that grizzly bears could be drawn to bison kills as they are
to elk kills. This creates a potentially dangerous situation for both hunters and bears.

Impacts of a recreational bison hunt on activities mandated under the Interagency
Bison Management Plan

MDOL personnel contacted in the course of preparing this EA did not believe that limited
public hunting would be a serious problem for agency personnel involved in bison
control. Some respondents noted that hunting could help MDOL efforts by reducing the
rumber of bison that needed to be captured, hazed, or vaccinated and by reducing
presence of Brucella-infected animals available to infect livestock. One respondent
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believed that hunting would encourage communication and cooperation among public
agencies because hunters would be involved in the process and, therefore, more inclined
to support MDOL activities.

Other respondents saw public hunting as incompatible with MDOL management
mandates. Some believed that public hunting would be precluded under the current
management plan (State of Montana and Yellowstone National Park 2000a, 2002b)
. because the plan did not specifically authorize public hunting. Others felt that public =
hunting would interfere with elimination of brucellosis by exposing animals with natural
immunity to brucellosis and vaccinated animals to mortality from hunting, thus reducing
the proportion of YNP bison that are not threats to the livestock industry, and by
encouraging brucellosis-positive animals to enter new areas (where they might encounter
livestock) to avoid hunters.

Problems specifically associated with hunting bison near the boundary of
Yellowstone Natiopal Park

YNP occupies a special place in the culture of the United States. As such, some activities
that would produce virtually no response from the public if carried out on private land,
state land, or land managed by other federal agencies, can create a public outery if
Yellowstone is involved. Respondents noted both positive and negative consequences
that bison hunting near Yellowstone could generate. Negative impacts predicted by
respondents included declines in tourism from people opposed to hunting, people
opposed to hunting a cultural icon such as bison, and people opposed to hunting YNP
bison specifically. Hunting opponents frequently mentioned opposition to a public hunt
near Yellowstone by recognized pro-hunting groups during hearings before the Montana
legislature. These groups feared that the reputations of hunters, Yellowstone National
Park, and Montana would be damaged by a poorly conceived bison hunt near YNP. Other
fears, such as hunting reducing visibility of bison to Yellowstone visitors and hunting
eliminating the last wild herd in America, while not likely to be valid, were based on
sincere concern for Yellowstone.

Proponents of hunting perceived a bison hunt as a chance to demonstrate local values to
people in other regions of the USA. They did not believe that a limited bison hunt would
precipitate a tourist boycott (or did not care if it did) and believed that hunter activity
would generate welcome off-season income to businesses in towns near area