
136   •   Connections Across People, Place, and Time

Breakthroughs in Bison Conservation 
Bring Recovery a Bit Closer

Peter Dratch, Lead Biologist, Inventory and Monitoring Program, USFWS, National Wildlife 
Refuge System, Natural Resource Program Center, 1201 Oakridge Drive, Fort Collins, CO 
80525; peter_dratch@fws.gov

Session overview
If we want wild wildlife in the Anthropocene, then we will have to go about it with intention. A 
prime example of this challenge is the case of the plains bison, an iconic American animal that we 
will have to work hard to keep wild.

Plains bison have gone through distinct demographic phases over three centuries. In the nine-
teenth century the population estimated at 30 million covering much of North America was deci-
mated to about 1,000. Early in the twentieth century, the American Bison Society was started and 
its members built back the population from five remnant herds. By the end of the century, you 
could watch herds in parks and on wildlife refuges and you could buy the lean meat in grocery 
stores. In the twenty-first century, advances in genetics and animal breeding are likely to further 
domesticate our buffalo. The question is whether we will take comparable steps to let our wild 
bison continue to adapt and develop under natural selection.

Why is maintaining and expanding wild bison such an ambitious goal? Nine out of every ten of 
the 400,000 or more bison in this country are managed as livestock. In many states they are clas-
sified as livestock, and their health and management is the responsibility of the state agricultural 
agency. Domestic bison producers provide a valuable product and, represented by the National 
Bison Association, helped get the species recognized as the national mammal in the United States. 
Nonetheless, wild bison continue to face significant challenges in the twenty-first century.

Most of the plains bison that are in conservation herds are also behind fences, at least in the Unit-
ed States. In Canada, many are free-ranging. The challenge for us in this century is what actions 
we should take to develop more herds where bison are treated as wildlife.
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The following group of four papers (Hartway and Hardy, Barfield, Garvoille, and Jones and 
Dratch) focused on work being done in four disparate fields of the natural and social sciences, 
with the common goal of expanding the recovery range and bringing about the ecological resto-
ration of these bison.
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