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Introduction

I have always been fascinated by species of the recent past and disturbed by how quickly
they are lost. Today extinctions occur at far faster than historical rates—irreplaceable changes in
biodiversity. The problem is so vast that some scientists call it the sixth mass extinction, almost
unprecedented in the history of the earth and almost certainly human-caused.' This new level of
extinction arrives alongside climate change, deforestation, ocean depletion, and pollution—an
accelerating environmental crisis.

Amidst this crisis, the plains bison seems to be a beacon of hope; their population has
risen from under a thousand in the late 19th century to hundreds of thousands.? But this success
is not as clear-cut as it may seem. As of 2002, only 4% of bison were in conservation herds. The
rest are commercial stock. Out of all bison, just 1.5% are untouched by cattle genetics.’ The lack
of wild bison is particularly concerning because bison are a keystone species, vital to the rapidly
disappearing North American plains ecosystems.* Still, there is continuous progress; a herd
reintroduced in Alberta’s Banff National Park, for example, and new conservation herds have
been established throughout the United States, including Montana.’

The diversity of actors involved in bison conservation and restoration is astonishing.
Bison range stretches across the US and Canada, so federal and state/provincial governments

play a role, as well as the US National Park Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and Parks
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Canada.® Bison are significant to many Native American tribes, so tribal governments and
agreements also play a part.” Finally, non-governmental organizations, scientists, and ranchers
are all involved.® Each of these groups has different goals, metrics, and motivations.’ This is a
common thread across species conservation and other environmental issues: so many interests
are involved that cooperation becomes both difficult and essential.'

At present, there is no overview or analysis of the stakeholders involved in bison
restoration, including their motivations, methods, partnerships, and outcomes. Examining these
actors may uncover restoration strategies for both plains bison and other at-risk species,
particularly keystone species, culturally significant species, and cross-border species.
Research Question

In my research this summer, I will ask: how have different actors worked to reintroduce
plains bison in the United States (Montana) and Canada (Alberta)? What are their motives,
methods, and efforts toward collaboration?

Outcomes
Competing interests are a significant factor in environmental protection failures,

particularly in biodiversity conservation.'' I hope my key accomplishment with this research will
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be to expand knowledge about progress in situations where competing interests appear--both in
bison restoration and in species conservation and restoration as a whole. Bison are in several
unusual positions: commercialized, culturally significant, cross-border, and keystone. But they
are not alone.'> Animals around the world share these characteristics, and while every species has
value, these animals are in particularly important positions. Ideally, my work can point toward

possible action to restore them even when action appears difficult.
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