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Waterman explains. “For a lot of politicians and folks who
testify in support of keeping bison out of Montana, onc of the
biggest arguracnts 1s private property rights. But the irony is
that the department, which represents Montana ranchers, can
enter private property without a landowner’s consent.”

We pass a large conservation easement north of the park
that in 2011 ncarly quadrupled the amount of space available
to bison in the Gardiner Basin to 70,000 acres. Next we come
upon the holding pens leased by the U.S. Department of Ag-
riculture’s Animal and Plant IHealth Inspection Services fer
grazing studies and experiments with GonaCon, an immuno-
contraceptive used to sterilize bison with brucellosis.

About 18 miles outside the park boundary, we rattle over
a cattle guard marking the mouth of Yankee Jim Canyon, in
Gallatin National Forest. Idon’t give it a second thought until
Watcrman cxplains that the cattle guard, installed in 2011, stops
bison from moving farther north. And therein lies the heart
of the controversy.

At the end of each winter, after months battling harsh con-
ditions, Yellowstone bison descend en masse from the park
into the Gardiner and Hebgen Basins in search of emerging
plants and comfortable calvingsites. Lands in the Yellowstone
region are divided into three distinct zoncs: Zone I is where
bison are tolerated year-round—that is, anywhere within the
park. Bison are tolcrated in Zone II November through May
15, at which point they are “hazed”—herded by bison wran-
glers on horscback and sometimes helicopters—back into the
park. Farther out, Zone III is off-limits to bison year-round.
Depcnding on the time of year, bison found in Zone III are ci-
ther hazed into the park or killed. To accommodate a growing
bison population, the Sierra Club and other groups have been
working to expand Zone I to include two large swaths of U.S.
Forest Scrvice land—closer than ever to cattle and ranchers.

INSIDE I/iliy Ca8in at Buffalo Field Campaign’s head-
quarters in the [ebgen Basin, an altar displays bison talis-
mans, and buffalo-themed art and civil disobedience stickers
decorate the walls. The campaign’s volunteers have been
zealously documenting bison managementefforts since the
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winter of 1996-97; when Montana’s Department of Live-
stock killed approximatcly 1,100 Yellowstone bison as they
exited the park.

I made my first trip up to the Buffalo Ficld Campaign’s
headquarters while snow still blanketed the ground. Stephany
Scay, a 10-ycar veteran of the campaign, showed me the lay
of the land. While some ranchers arc rabidly anti-bison,
several of the Hebgen Basin’s ranchers and even residential
neighborhoods welcome the bison and other animals that
congregate in their front yards like oversize garden gnomes.
Prominent ncon NO TRESPASSING signs hang in many
front windows.

With the May 15 dcadline a week away, land management
agencies have been staging the bison on Horse Butte, the divid-
ing line between safety and slaughter, for one final haze from
Zone II back into the park. Unruly animals that resist will be
shot. That’s good for land managers, butnotfora genome that
some say is already at risk, considering the bison management
plan’s target population of 3,000 in the Yellowstonc region—a
compromise between land agencies and private interests. It
doesn’t account for futurc uncertainties like climate change
and disease. The Buffalo Field Campaign claims that 5,000
mature adults are needed to maintain a viable population.

At 8:44 a.m., the campaign’s volunteer crews perk up as a
Gallatin County sheriff vehicle passes with a Department of
Livestock trailer in tow. “The whole shebang is moving out,”
Cindy Rosin, an art teacher from Queens, New York, with
magenta braids, says over the radio.

Two volunteers and I pull our bikes from a truck bed and
ride two miles to a turnout overlooking the South Fork of the
Madison River, where we spot a herd moving through private
land belonging to local rancher Pat Povah. We intersect the
haze and spend the next three hours trailing 93 bison, five
federal and state riders, and a Forest Service law enforcement
vehicle. There’s a romantic cowboy fecl to it. Except that this
isn't a cattle drive; these are wild animals being pushed off
migratory land back into what has effectively become a pre-
scrve for their species.

Like many stock growers, rancher Povah feels thercwasn’ta
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