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Introduction
We are pleased to provide you with our annual American Prairie Reserve (APR) bison report. The APR bison
population, reintroduced in 2005 after a one hundred and forty year absence from this area of the Glaciated
Plains, is healthy and growing steadily. It is an exciting challenge to continue to provide an expanding habitat
base for this bison population. Considering the eventual herd size, the genetic diversity of the animals, and the
management as a conservation herd for the public’s enjoyment, it will be one of the most important bison herds
in North America. We hope you will visit soon and experience this natural treasure for yourself.
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Population
In 2005, the bison herd on American Prairie Reserve started with 16 animals imported from Wind Cave National
Park. Since then, on-the-ground-births and additional, semi-annual imports have increased the population to 440
animals.
This last winter, we imported 73 additional calves from Elk Island National Park in Alberta, Canada. Elk Island’s
herd originates from animals that roamed centuries ago across the area the Reserve now occupies. This is the
third transfer of animals from Elk Island National Park to American Prairie Reserve, totaling nearly 240 bison.
We are grateful to our friends in the north for the opportunity to bring a portion of their animals back to their
home range and for assisting in our efforts to rapidly build our herd. Those imports, together with the 92 calves
born this spring, bring the current APR population to 440 bison moving across 31,000 acres. The 2015 calf crop
is estimated to be nearly 130 calves.
Our goal is to reach 1,000 animals by 2018. Our ultimate goal on APR is a minimum of 10,000 bison, which
would make it the largest conservation herd in North America.
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*DOI Bison Report, “Looking Forward”, Natural Resource Report NPS/NRSS/BRMD/NRR—2014/821. Prepared by the Dept. of Interior Bison Leadership Team and Working Group.
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Herd Health
Testing up to this point has not revealed any disease presence of concern within the herd. As we move into
winter, we will again test a percentage of the herd for disease. This process will continue into the future. We
maintain this strict testing process for our herd’s health and the health of our neighbors’ livestock.

Genetics: Sourcing for Diversity
As our herd numbers increase, our focus will begin to shift from growing the population for the preservation
of genetic diversity to increasing that genetic diversity though supplementation from various and diverse herds.
This process has already begun. All animals coming into the herd will be tested for cattle gene introgression and
communicable diseases including brucellosis. By combining genetics from a range of source herds (originating
from the survivors of the great slaughter), we are intent on building one of the most genetically diverse conservation
herds in the world.

Herd Management
The APR herd is managed as lightly as possible given the current land base size and current guidelines we need
to follow when the herd is on Bureau of Land Management and State Lands. Blood samples for annual herd
health monitoring are acquired through darting a sample of animals in the field with tranquilizers rather than
rounding up the entire herd and running them through chutes. Aside from all vaccines and testing required
during new bison acquisition, APR does not vaccinate or medicate any of its bison. However, in the event of
a serious communicable disease outbreak, APR would use any means necessary to protect the long-term bison
herd health and to protect our neighbors’ livestock operations. APR does not provide supplemental feed in the
winter except in very rare cases when snow has temporarily buried perimeter boundary fences and there is a risk
of animals leaving the Reserve and entering neighboring property.
To date, more than 45 miles of interior cross fencing has been removed in order to allow the bison to graze in as
natural a manner as possible. As the herd grows and we expand the land base upon which the bison graze, they
will continue to create the heterogeneous grazing patterns which so many other species are dependent on.
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Distribution Across the Landscape
With 31,000 acres to roam, the herd can often be hard to find
while driving the sparse roadways of the Reserve. However,
GPS satellite collars placed on “lead” females allow us to keep
a close eye on their movements and observe their grazing patterns. This spring, the bison herd gained access to 11,000 new
acres in the Sun Prairie region, and the GPS collars help track
their movement and use of the new area throughout the year.

Kyran Kunkel collaring a bison, December, 2013;
APR staff photo
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Fencing
With the help of two Mars Ambassador Program volunteer groups this year, another two volunteer work safaris,
and fencing contractors, we will remove approximately 15 miles of fence in 2014. Modification of fencing is also
an on going process, and by the end of the year we hope to reconstruct nearly 20 miles of fence.

Damien, left, with Mars volunteers; National Geographic Student Expeditions volunteer, right, removing barbed wire;
photos by APR staff

We continue to experiment with new fence designs to accomplish our objectives and those of our neighbors. In
most instances, our fence is no more then 45” high and no lower then 18” off the ground. This allows elk, mule
deer, and white-tailed deer to jump over, and the smooth bottom wire allows pronghorn to cross under without
injury. The second from the top wire is ‘hot,’ powered by solar panels approximately every 8 miles, carrying
7-8 kilovolts — more than ample to keep the bison in. Through an intensive camera trapping effort lead by the
Landmark project, we are gaining more and more insight into how different wildlife species interact with fencing.
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Barbed or Smooth

18-20 inches
above ground
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APR Bison on the Move
In July, two yearling female bison from American Prairie Reserve made the long trip to become residents at the
Smithsonian’s National Zoo in Washington DC. These bison will be ambassadors, not only for APR, but also
bison conservation. Millions of visitors each year will see and learn about American bison and the need for
further conservation efforts to preserve this species into the future. Visitors will also read about the vision of
American Prairie Reserve to create one of the key conservation herds in North America.

APR bison traveled to National Zoo in August.
Photos by APR Staff

Interacting with Visitors
APR has adopted a bison movement philosophy similar to Yellowstone National Park. Bison are allowed to
roam in all areas where human beings may be present, including our campground and other facilities as well
as viewing and hiking areas. Bison are also present in the thousands of acres of private lands currently enrolled
in the Fish, Wildlife and Parks Block Management program. To date, no bison-human conflicts have occurred.

Photos by APR Staff
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Looking Forward
National and local trends indicate that the American public’s interest in bison is continuing to increase. At
the national level, the Department of the Interior continues to seek opportunities to further distribute bison
populations to other parks and refuges. Starting in 2013, National Bison Day has been designated by the Senate to
celebrate the animal’s role in our natural and cultural history.
We assume that, at some point in the future, Montana bison will achieve wildlife status similar to elk, deer, grizzly
bears, wolves, moose, and big horn sheep and will be allowed to move freely across the landscape. As we have noted
since the inception of the project, at that time we hope to turn our bison herd over to Montana Fish Wildlife
& Parks (FWP) to manage for the public, just like other wildlife in the state. Until that time, though, APR will
continue our work to create one of the largest, genetically important, disease-free conservation bison populations
in the world.
Our current task primarily involves habitat accumulation, managing APR lands using the Freese Scale as a guide,
and allowing the ever-expanding APR bison herd to move across the landscape unimpeded, interacting with the
land the way a keystone species should.

Summary
American Prairie Reserve is pleased to be a part of a growing number of exciting efforts to return bison to the
prairie ecosystem. We greatly value learning from these endeavors and sharing our collective knowledge.
We hope that you find this report to be informative and exciting, and we welcome you to contact us with questions and feedback.
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