
$13 MILLION LAND DEAL FAILS TO KEEP ITS PROMISE

Historic Land Agreement For Native Yellowstone Wildlife

Leaves No Room For Buffalo To Roam
"Whereas, there exists now, and for some time in the future, a need to preserve and protect the surviving indigenous North American bison herd, elk herd, and other wildlife of Yellowstone National Park, the survival of which it appears is based on the need to allow the free and unhampered migration of these animals outside the boundary of the Park; and Whereas, the Grantor finds itself in a unique position to aid and assist in the preservation of the Yellowstone National Park bison and other wildlife by setting aside a portion of its lands, in perpetuity, thereby providing in the natural world, a safe haven for the bison..."

- Deed of Conservation Easement, Royal Teton Ranch - August 30, 1999
During the winter of 1996-97, 1,084 wild buffalo were slaughtered as they migrated to winter range beyond Yellowstone National Park. Much of the land the buffalo migrated onto in the Gardiner Basin on the Park’s northern boundary - the Royal Teton Ranch - belongs to the Church Universal and Triumphant (Church).   Recognizing the importance of the Yellowstone River corridor to buffalo and other native wildlife species, the Church decided to help buffalo by protecting this critical wildlife habitat in a historic agreement with the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and U.S. Forest Service in 1999. 

Funded by the American people, $13,000,000 taxpayer dollars were spent to protect 6,770 acres of land in Yellowstone to benefit native wildlife: 

• 5,262 acres in Cutler Meadows, North Dry Creek, Bassett Creek and on the Royal Teton Ranch along the Yellowstone River were purchased; and

• 1,508 acres were placed in a wildlife habitat conservation easement on Devil’s Slide.  
(A downloadable PDF map of the Royal Teton Ranch is available online, scroll to Resource Maps: http://www.buffalofieldcampaign.org/legal/foia.html).

With completion of the Royal Teton Ranch land deal, the American people were led to believe we had secured habitat for all wildlife including wild buffalo. Yet wild buffalo are being captured for slaughter inside Yellowstone National Park to prevent buffalo from migrating to these newly protected lands paid for by the American people.

During March of 2003, and again in February-March 2004, the National Park Service joined forces with the Montana Department of Livestock to trap buffalo in a pen inside the Park and 497 were sent to slaughter. During the winter of 2005/2006, 849 wild buffalo met a similar fate. All before buffalo left the boundaries of America’s flagship National Park:  Yellowstone.

What did our $13 million get the buffalo? Since the land deal was struck in 1999 to protect habitat for native wildlife, over 1,300 wild buffalo have been captured inside Yellowstone National Park and sent to slaughter to prevent buffalo from migrating onto the Royal Teton Ranch and the public lands beyond that the American people paid to protect for wildlife.  

Approximately two-thirds of all buffalo slaughtered in the past twenty years have been killed from the Northern Range buffalo, a subpopulation that helps maintain genetic diversity in the Yellowstone population. Scientists warn that the loss of entire maternal lineages, family groups and breeding individuals puts at risk the genetic integrity of our last wild buffalo.

As of November 2007, no provision exists for wild buffalo to benefit from the Royal Teton Ranch land deal despite a specific provision for the U.S. Forest Service and the Church to come up with a plan to do so:

“The parties agree ... to develop a Royal Teton Ranch Bison Management Plan ... for the Easement Lands and other lands mutually agreed upon ... This plan would be intended to guide management actions consistent with the terms and purposes of this Easement, though it may be more protective of bison and their habitat. It should identify ways to manage the land to preserve, restore and enhance the bison that utilize the Property and their habitat.” 

Deed of Conservation Easement, Royal Teton Ranch - Devil's Slide Area August 30, 1999. 

Tellingly, the only plan that the Church and the U.S. Forest Service released calls for grazing cattle on the Devil’s Slide through 2012.

A good first step was made to protect and conserve lands, but it's time to live up to the agreement and finally ensure a place for wild buffalo.   By appropriating $13,000,000 the US Congress has already demonstrated the importance of protecting wild buffalo and native wildlife in the Yellowstone ecosystem for future generations.  The US government, the state of Montana, and the Church must do everything in their power to make good on the agreement – and the promises made in good faith with the American people that buffalo would be helped.

The following steps will finish the process and should be immediately taken: 

1) All parties must be proactive in making all of the lands protected and conserved with taxpayer money available to wild buffalo.

2) The Church must cancel its Devil's Slide cattle grazing plan and quickly phase out cattle grazing on lands it still owns along the Yellowstone River. 

3) The U.S. Forest Service should permanently remove cattle grazing allotments in the Gardiner Basin to protect wildlife migration corridors and habitat for wild buffalo.

4) The U.S. Forest Service must recognize buffalo as an indigenous wildlife species in its Gallatin National Forest Plan and designate habitat and connecting corridors for them to roam on public lands.  

5) Congress, having appropriated $13 million, must also act to complete this deal, ensuring that wild buffalo will again use their historic range in the Gardiner Basin and beyond.

 “The primary management emphasis for these lands will be to provide quality wildlife habitat, including historic winter range and migration habitat for elk, mule deer, antelope, bighorn sheep, bison and other species." 

John Logan, former Gardiner District Ranger, USFS Press Release, February 16, 1999 

For more information, contact Buffalo Field Campaign representative Darrell Geist at z@wildrockies.org or visit http://www.buffalofieldcampaign.org. 
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