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Introduction
We are pleased to provide you with our annual American Prairie Reserve Bison Report. This year marks the
10th anniversary of bison restoration on the Reserve. We have come a long way since the first 16 bison stepped
out of the trailer. The last decade has been a stunning success:

•

The bison herd in 2005 occupied just 80 acres of private land. Today, the bison graze 31,000 acres managed
by multiple land management agencies.

•
•
•

The bison soon will be expanding onto another 22,000 acres.
We have combined the genetics of 2 source herds to gain genetic diversity.
We have exceeded the minimum population threshold for the conservation of founding genetic diversity.

The next 10 years will bring more exciting milestones, and the future looks very bright as we continue our work
to preserve this iconic species.

				Damien Austin			Dr. Kyran Kunkel
				
Reserve Supervisor
Lead Scientist
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Rationale
Bison are ecologically extinct in North America. They have been petitioned to list as endangered and are classified
by the IUCN as near-threatened globally. While a few conservation herds exist, none is large or has the potential
to grow substantially and no new large herds are being created. As such, American Prairie Reserve set out to
address this important conservation problem and use bison as a flagship species for our grassland restoration
project. We aim to create the most significant conservation herd in North America as part of our efforts to
recreate a fully-functional prairie ecosystem.

Population
In 2005, we restored bison to northeastern Montana on American Prairie Reserve with the import of 16 animals
from South Dakota’s Wind Cave National Park. The species had been driven from the landscape for more than
a century. Since then, on-the-ground births and additional imports have increased the population to nearly 600
animals. This herd is now the largest in the Great Plains that is free of cattle genetics according to the latest testing
technology. Our short-term goal is to reach 1,000 animals by 2018, with the ultimate goal of having a herd of at
least 10,000 bison on American Prairie Reserve, making it the largest conservation herd in North America.
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Bison Import History: Year | Number of bison | Source
2005

16

Wind Cave National Park, SD

2006

20

Wind Cave National Park, SD

2007

22

Wind Cave National Park, SD

2008

10

TNC Broken Kettle Grasslands Preserve, IA

2010

93

Elk Island National Park, Edmonton, Alberta

2012

72

Elk Island National Park, Edmonton, Alberta

2014

73

Elk Island National Park, Edmonton, Alberta
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Herd Health
All bison restored to American Prairie Reserve come from source herds that have been free of reportable disease since
the 1970s. All animals are tested and quarantined before release. Testing up to this point has not revealed any disease
presence of concern. Each winter, a portion of the herd is tested for communicable disease in order to protect our
herd’s health as well as the health of our neighbors’ livestock. We also regularly observe bison for signs of problems.
In addition to continued testing in the future, we have a herd disease monitoring and response plan in place.

Genetics: Sourcing for Diversity
As our herd numbers increase, our focus has shifted from rapidly growing the population for the preservation of
genetic diversity to increasing that genetic diversity through supplementation from different herds. All animals coming
into the herd will be tested for cattle gene introgression and communicable diseases, including tuberculosis and
brucellosis. By combining genetics from a range of source herds originating from the survivors of the great slaughter,
we are intent on building not just the largest but also most genetically-diverse conservation herd in North America.

Herd Management
The American Prairie Reserve bison herd is managed as lightly as possible given the current land base and Bureau
of Land Management (BLM) and State of Montana requirements. While the herd technically is classified by
the Montana Department of Livestock as “indigenous species managed as livestock,” we manage the animals as
wildlife. The only limitation to this is fencing. We do not move animals between pastures; in fact, we have worked
hard to remove fences inside their grazing area, allowing the herd to move freely on the Reserve as opposed to a
more traditional rest-rotation approach.
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. Aside from all vaccines and testing required during
imports, American Prairie Reserve does not vaccinate or medicate any of its bison. However, in the event of a
serious communicable disease outbreak, we would use any means necessary to protect the long-term bison herd
health and to protect our neighbors’ livestock operations. American Prairie Reserve does not normally provide
supplemental feed in the winter, but in rare cases, when winter foraging opportunities are significantly reduced
to severe weather, we would provide feed to ensure the bison do not leave American Prairie Reserve lands.
We also do not manage the herd’s sex ratio. The herd is subject to natural mortality, and carcasses are left on
the landscape for scavengers and recycling back into the ecosystem following the tenets of the Freese Scale for
Grassland Biodiversity. We do not currently hunt bison but are working on long-term plans for a limited hunt
that will not affect herd behavior or growth.

© Dennis Lingohr
3

American Prairie Reserve | 2015 Bison Report

Distribution Across the Landscape
With 31,000 acres to roam, the herd often can be hard to find
while driving the sparse roads of the Reserve. GPS collars placed
on lead females allow us to keep a close eye on their movements
and observe their grazing patterns. To date, more than 50 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,
the animals will continue to create the heterogeneous grazing
patterns on which so many other species are dependent.
With the rapid population growth of the herd, we now have
reached the carrying capacity of the Sun Prairie region and will
be expanding the herd onto another American Prairie Reserve
management area sometime this winter. We have identified our
22,000-acre Sun Prairie North property as the next best option
for the herd. As Sun Prairie North consists of deeded, State of
Montana, and BLM lands, BLM officials currently are reviewing our request for bison grazing on that property.

Fig. 3: Bison herd movement according to GPS collars on
Sun Prairie property, September 17 - 23, 2015
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Fencing
American Prairie Reserve follows wildlife-friendly fencing standards set by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks. In
2015, we began using a new wire spacing that has been shown to reduce entanglement for deer and elk and results
in a 12” gap between the top two wires. This year we will be replacing 45 miles of fence with new wildlife-friendly
fencing, 33 miles of which will be perimeter fencing around Sun Prairie North. We also will be completely
removing more than 15 miles of interior fence.

MARS volunteers on their last day of removing fence, August 2015, © APR staff

In most instances, the Reserve’s fence wires
are no more than 42” high and no lower than
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 wire that is second
from the top is electrified and powered by solar
panels approximately every 8 miles and carting
7-8 kilovolts — more than sufficient to keep the
bison in.
We have been monitoring wildlife use of these
fences through remote camera traps. To date,
there has been no difference in the use of the
electric bison fence compared to standard barbed
wire fence. Our neighbors are almost universally
satisfied with our bison containment.

© Mike Kautz, Adventurers and Scientists for Conservation
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Interacting with Visitors
Bison are allowed to roam in all areas of Sun Prairie, including where people may be present like the campground
and hiking areas. Bison also are present in the thousands of acres of private lands enrolled in the Montana Fish,
Wildlife & Parks Block Management program. To date, no bison-human conflicts have occurred.

Science & Collaboration
We understand what a unique opportunity the Reserve offers for scientists to study and assess the at-times
controversial issues surrounding bison. Reserve staff and land management agencies need information to assess the
role and impact of bison in the ecosystem. American Prairie Reserve has an obligation to study the world’s first largescale bison restoration project so that we can learn as much as possible to assist other efforts.
Last year, we collaborated with the University of Montana to compare bison and cattle grazing in order to understand
impacts on the land and the value of bison. Michel Kohl, a master’s student there, has published his work that
indicated bison need much larger landscapes than cattle and moved twice as fast over the landscape.1
With the 2015 opening of the Enrico Education & Science Center on the Reserve, there have been additional
opportunities to study and educate others about bison. In particular, high school students with the New York Citybased Sponsors for Educational Opportunities (SEO) program and other groups spent time observing the herd and
were instructed by Dr. Don Woerner through the life-size bison anatomy model he created. Nic McMillan, a master’s
student in wildlife at Clemson University, also came to the Enrico Center this year to start his research project that
will assess the vegetation impacts of bison.

A Flagship Species
This species has attracted immeasurable interest in and excitement for American Prairie Reserve and has demonstrated
our restoration and science credentials. The latter is hugely important to working with agencies and other nonprofit
organizations and shows the kind of success American Prairie Reserve can have when it comes to wildlife restoration.
We are using our bison restoration accomplishments to move forward with other species in need of population
growth on the Reserve, including elk, swift fox, prairie dogs, predators and more.

SEO scholars and Dr. Woerner © APR staff

Kohl, Michel T., Paul R. Krausman, Kyran Kunkel, and David M. Williams. “Bison Versus Cattle: Are They Ecologically
Synonymous?,” Rangeland Ecology & Management 66, no. 6 (2013): 721-731.

1
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Clemson University graduate student Nic McMillan watching APR bison herd, © APR staff

Looking Forward
The first decade of bison restoration has been filled with inspiring milestones. The next 10 years will bring another
set of milestones with equal or greater significance. The herd will likely occupy most Reserve lands and will near, if
not surpass, the threshold that makes it the largest conservation herd in existence. The herd most likely will contain
genetics from all the remnant bison herds that survived the great slaughter. As apex predators naturally extend their
range, American Prairie Reserve’s bison could start to fulfill their role as a food source for carnivores. Perhaps most
importantly, the animals could occupy a landscape large enough for them to serve all of their ecological roles.
Should bison in Montana eventually achieve wildlife status similar to elk, deer, grizzly bears, wolves, moose, and big
horn sheep, they would be allowed to move freely across the land. As we have noted since the inception of the project,
at that time, and when we have adequate assurances that the population will remain large, the Reserve would consider
turning our bison herd over to Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks to manage for the public just like other wildlife species. Until that time, though, American Prairie Reserve will continue our work to create one of the largest, geneticallydiverse, disease-free conservation bison populations in the world.
To that end, we support the State of Montana’s consideration of placing bison onto the Charles M. Russell National
Wildlife Refuge. We have volunteered to donate and manage those animals within a wildlife-friendly fence as an
experiment, assuming state officials are willing to put a genetically-viable number of animals there. This would be an
important step to opening the refuge to bison and to seamless management of the Reserve region.

Summary
Our current tasks for American Prairie Reserve’s bison herd primarily involve habitat accumulation, managing lands
for biodiversity using the Freese Scale as our guide, and allowing the ever-expanding bison population to roam across
the landscape unimpeded and interact with the land as only a keystone species can.
The Reserve is pleased to actively exchange ideas and knowledge with the growing number of projects looking to
return bison to the prairie ecosystem. We greatly value learning from these endeavors and sharing our findings. 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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Thank you all very much.
7

© Anne Sherwood

Band
of Bison
			

celebrates the return of the iconic bison to its
ancestral home on the Northern Great Plains and marks the creation of one
of the most important conservation bison herds in the world.
Our Band of Bison program offers $25,000 donors a way to become part of this vibrant project
by symbolically adopting a bison from the American Prairie Reserve herd. We would like to give
special thanks to all of the Band of Bison members that have directly supported bison restoration
on the Reserve with their visionary and generous leadership.
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Our mission is to create and manage a prairie-based wildlife reserve that,
when combined with public lands already devoted to wildlife, will protect
a unique natural habitat, provide lasting economic benefits and improve
public access to and enjoyment of the prairie landscape.
P.O. Box 908
Bozeman, MT 59771
(877) 273-1123
mail@americanprairie.org
americanprairie.org

