Saving the last of the free-roaming buffalo

The Yellowstone bison are in danger because some disease-carrying animals
pose a threat to nearby cattle. The dilemma raises fundamental questions.

by Joan Arehart-Treichel

Who knows when the bison (buffalo)
first loomed on the North American
continent? But by 1700 some 60 mil-
lion of the beasts were thundering their
way across the Western grasslands and
wallowing in the bluegrass of the
Shenandoah Valley. Then the white
man came, tramping buffalo paths
westward. By the mid-1800’s thousands
of buffalo were slain to supply meat for
builders of the Union Pacific Railroad.
William F. Cody (Buffalo Bill) earned
dubious fame for killing 4,280 buffalo
in 18 months. By 1889, 60 million
free-ranging bison had been snuffed to
800. Two hundred of these survivors
were in Yellowstone National Park.

Today, almost a century later, the
numbers of free-ranging bison are
about the same as in 1889—700 in
Yellowstone, 100 in the Henry Moun-
tains of Utah and 100 in Alaska. These
numbers imply that animals placed on
national and state preserves are safe
from extinction. But events of recent
months suggest this is not necessarily
the case. Free-ranging buffalo in Yel-
lowstone might be eliminated, pro-
vided Wyoming, Montana and Idaho
ranchers get their way regarding con-
trol of a disease that afflicts cattle and
butfalo.

For 30 years now these ranchers,
state livestock and sanitary boards and
the U.S. Department of Agriculture
have been investing millions of dollars
(presently $30 million annually) to
eradicate a bacterial disease, brucel-
losis, from livestock. The disease has
cost the livestock industry millions of
dollars in the past in aborted calves
and milk loss. Cattle in Wyoming,
Montana and Idaho have now been
declared virtually free of the disease.
Southern and southwestern states were
slower to enter the brucellosis eradica-
tion program, but they are catching
up with Wyoming, Montana and Idaho.
The uspA has set 1975 for complete
eradication of brucellosis from Ameri-
can livestock. After that cattle will no
longer be vaccinated against the dis-
ease. No longer will cattle have to be
tested prior to sale.

The problem is that a number of
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Yellowstone buffalo are known to har-
bor Brucella abortus, the bacterium that
causes brucellosis. The ranchers know
it. The Yellowstone biologists know it.
The biologists, in fact, see the bacteria
as natural buffalo vectors that provide
natural checks on buffalo reproduction.
The ranchers are afraid that buffalo
roaming out of the park onto their
ranch lands will infect their cattle.
“Once the vaccine is withdrawn,” says
Dean Prosser, secretary of the Wyom-
ing Stock Growers Association in Chey-
enne, “our herds will be susceptible to
the disease. There will be no protec-
tion.”

James Yorgason of the Wyoming
Game and Fish Commission disagrees.
“There have been no known cases of
bison transmitting the disease to cattle
in the area.” He is joined by Yellow-
stone research biologist Mary Meagher:
“There have never been any docu-
mented cases of brucellosis transmission
between bison and cattle.”

Nonetheless, usDA veterinarian Ger-
ald Fichtner counters, “Ranchers do
not have a lot of sympathy for the
argument ‘we cannot test them.’ A lot
of them cleaned up their herds without
anyone proving dangers of transmission
to them.”

Last March, Yellowstone biologists,
uspa officials, state livestock and game
officials, state veterinarians, and cattle-
men representatives met at Yellowstone
to find a solution to the potential
buffalo-cattle threat. Supporters of the
ranchers suggested that the Yellow-
stone bison be trapped and penned
and that animals with brucellosis then
be killed. The others would then be
returned to the park wilderness. This
effort, they felt, would clear up the dis-
ease in what they saw as ‘“the only
known active reservoir of Brucella
infection in the entire United States in
either bovine or buffalo.”

The Yellowstone biologists replied
that such a measure would wipe out
the last free-ranging buffalo in Yellow-
stone (and the last free-ranging, natur-
ally regulated bison in the United
States, since those in Utah and Alaska
are managed by hunting). Mary Meag-
her explained it would be a horrendous
job to round up bison from thousands
of miles of wilderness. “In fact,” she
said, “under the most favorable condi-
tions in any area, we would probably
be able to trap no more than 75 per-
cent, which would mean killing off
those we could not trap.” The job
could easily take 10 years, she said,

Yellowstone National Park

Once a Wild West hero, the buffalo is now a heavy in the brucellosis drama.
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and during that time park visitors
would not be able to see buffalo in
their natural environment. Natural
predators of buffalo carcasses—grizzly,
wolves, coyotes, bald eagles, vultures—
would be deprived of their natural
food sources. This could be especially
critical for the grizzly emerging from
spring hibernation (SN: 10/9/71, p.
251). The delicate ecological balance
of plants buffalo normally feed on, wal-
low in and rub against would be up-
set. And, most tragically, in her view,
by the time all the buffalo were
rounded up, shot or returned to the
wilderness, the small herd of buffalo
left would never return to their free-
ranging habits. She recalled that similar
efforts to eradicate brucellosis from
buffalo on the Crow Indian Reserva-
tion in southern Montana some years
ago resulted in complete destruction of
the buffalo herd. “Eradicating brucel-
losis in Yellowstone buffalo,” she con-
cluded, “would boil down to eradicat-
ing the buffalo.”

Even if it were possible to clean up
the buffalo in Yellowstone, she con-
tinued, there are other wild animals
that harbor the bacteria, although not
to the extent buffalo and cattle do.
They include elk, rodents, biting flies
and ticks. “The uspa has not come
to grips with the prevalence of brucel-
losis in wildlife populations,” she
challenged.

Yorgason agreed. “Controlling bru-
cellosis in the wild would be virtually
impossible. Complete eradication is un-
realistic.”

Consequently Meagher and other
Yellowstone staff proposed a voluntary
quarantine program that amounts to
killing buffalo that get close to the bor-
ders of Yellowstone. They estimate this
would be no more than two or
three animals a year. But the rancher
contingent did not welcome this sug-
gestion. Meagher recalls, “it was like
talking to a stone wall, very frustrat-
ing.” Yet E. A. Schilf, uspa veterinar-
ian, says, “Keeping the buffalo away
from the boundaries wouldn't work.
We get reports from Montana and
Idaho of traveling bison. They are big
enough they can do what they want to
do. Out in the wilds nobody knows
whether they are in the park or out.”

Since the March meeting the ranch-
ers have been goading their Congress-
men, the uspAa and Interior to action.
Says a spokesman for Rep. John
Melcher (D-Mont.), the only veteri-
narian in Congress, “We have had indi-
cations of concern from ranchers and
veterinarians and Melcher thinks the
park service should get expert advice
from uUsDA veterinarians about how the
disease might be transmitted.” Con-
gressmen and their constituents have
been writing Yellowstone for more in-
formation about the controversy. Of
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the moment no action has been taken.
“The summer,” Meagher says, “has been
ominously quiet.”

Once elections are over, she predicts,
ranchers will rally political support for
their program. “They have no idea
what hornet’s nest they will be stirring
if they keep pushing,” she warns.
Prosser denies political action. “At the
March meeting,” he said, “it was more
or less decided that the resolution of
the question was of national signifi-
cance that would have to be thrashed
out between the Secretary of the In-
terior and the Secretary of Agriculture.
We will encourage some resolution.”

Yorgason predicts it will come to
a political showdown, with the public
backing the buffalo instead of the
ranchers. “I hope somebody can see a
way through this thing,” he worries.
“Right now there is no pat answer.”
Admits W. W. Hawkins, a Montana
State University veterinarian who was
at the March meeting: “I am real curi-
ous what is going to happen. I have
thought about it a lot and don’t see any
answers. Frankly I don't think the

ranchers’ approach nor the park ap-
proach would work. There must be a
middle course. But it will take some-
body a heck of a lot wiser than me to
come up with it.”

Hawkins also foresees the issue be-
coming a political football. He says
politics are already sputtering between
Interior and Agriculture. There are
rumors, he says, that the Secretaries of
uspA and Interior will come to some
course of action in September.

Assistant Secretary of uspa, Richard
Lyng, confirmed this rumor. “We hope
to have a plan by then,” he told
SciENCE NEws. “It is important that
we somehow get to this pocket of
Brucella infection.”

Regardless of the plan that emerges,
Yellowstone biologists are convinced
that the issue is much bigger than a
uUsDA-Interior squabble. “The issue,”
Meagher declares, “is no less than
whether, in the face of population and
economic pressures, and increasing de-
mands on natural resources, Americans
can continue to maintain wildlife in
some designated natural area.” O

BUILD A ”PRO" WEATHER STATION

Meteorology kit can give
you the know-how to
check your predictions
against official forecasts!
Has remote reading ane-
mometer w/windvane, In-

door  indicator board
flashes neon, shows wind
speed, direction, Safety

power cord holds current
to less than 1 ma. Also:
sensitive air-tank barometer w/2-ft. indicator column;
sling psychrometer to measure rel. humidity; rain gauge
that measures to 1/100th inch; 100 ft. lead-in wire;
cloud chart; forecasting manual.

Stock No. 71,022Q $15.95 Ppd.

HEI.IUM BALLOONS MAKE A “BALL”

Anytime there’s a balloon
the air is festive. Espe-
cially when the ‘‘air’’ is
helium, which makes a
balloon perky and adven-
turous. Now here’s 20
times the fun—20 various
colored balloons of 4, 5, o
6” diameter when lnﬂated
With them, a pressurized
(300 lbs/sq. in.) can con-
taining 20 liters of helium
to inflate all 20. For adults’ or kids’ parties, giveaways,
bazaars or just demonstrating ‘‘lighter than air.”” Helium
is a safe non-toxic inert gas.

Stoek No. 71, 289Q e $3.00 Ppd.

GET POLICE, AIRCRAFT CALLS

Your standard AM home
or car radio can get ex-
citing 2-way police, fire,
local aircraft calls, etc.
from TUHF bands via
Converters. No inter-
connecting wires needed—
Jjust put solid state Con-
verter near set. Easy
instrs incl. Ea. Kit req.

9v batt. (not included).
POLICE & FIRE CON-
VERTER KIT—LO BAND.
Operates in the 30-50 MHz band.
Stock No. 41,828Q oo $8.25 Ppd.

AIRCRAFT CONVERTER KIT. Operates in the 108-
136 MHz band.

Stock No. 41,827Q ______________________

EDMUND

$8.25 Ppd.

SCIENTIFIC CO.

ORDER BY STOCK NUMBER + SEND CHECK OR MONEY ORDER * MONEY-BACK GUARANTEE

— - X SCIENCE - OPTICS . ELECTRONICS
g UNUSOAL 7.':ifd BARLAINS
g , ‘AW TO FIND Wl ’
= F NEW PRODUCTS - NEW MATERIALS - NEW METHODS E:

3’ ASTRONOMICAL TELESCOPE
See moon shots, orbits,
stars, phases of Venul.
planets close up. 60 to
180 power. New Improved,
aluminized and overcoat-
ed 3” diameter £/10 pri-
mary mirror, ventilated
cell, Equatorial mount
with locks on both axes.
Equipped with 60x eye- i
piece and mounted Bar-
low lens 3x finder telescope, hardwood mpod Included

Free: ‘‘Star Chart’’, ‘“How to Use Your Telescope’’ book.
Stock No. 85,050Q oo $32.95 Ppd.
Deluxe 3" Astr I Reflector Tel

Stock No, 80,162Q $59.60 Ppd.
4Y2" Refiector Telescope

Stock No. 85,105Q e ocmmcacaaeees $94.50 Ppd.
6” Reflector Teleseono

Stock No. 85,086Q oo $239.50 FOB

HONDA 750 “FOUR’’ ENGINE KIT
Build big ¥3 scale SEE-
THRU motorized wkg
model of the 4-cyl engine
that makes 750 Four most
advanced motorcycle on
the mkt. 68 hp. engine
that won Datona revs up
0 rpm, top speed
125 mph. Feat:
overhead cam  4-stroke
engine design; 4 synch
carbs, 4 upswept muf-
flers & hemi heads with offset valves. Shows valve opening
& closing, piston cycle, flashing plugs, etc. 187 metal

over

« plastio pre-colored parts, display stand, instrs. Req.
2 ““AA’ Batt. (not incl).
Stock No. 70,7500 momeeoco oo $12.95 Ppd.

I 164 PAGES! MORE THAN
{ 4,000 UNUSUAL BARGAINS

| Enormous varfety of telescopes, micro-
scopes, binoculars, magnets, magnifiers,
| photo components, lenses, prisms, op-
| tical i parts, Fair
kits, projects and accessories. Write
| for Free Catalog ““Q’ Edmund Scien-
|

tifiec Co., 300 Edseorp Bulldlnu. Bar-
rington, ' New Jersey 08007
Name

Address

300 EDSCORP BLDG.
BARRINGTON, NEW JERSEY 08007

159



