
cutting timber, or killing game in YNP (Dary 1989;
Danz 1997).

In Canada, official protection of bison began in 1877
with the passing of An Ordinance for the Protection of
Buffalo (Ogilvie 1979; Gates et al. 2001). This act was
nearly impossible to enforce by the small regiments of
Northwest Mounted Police scattered across the plains,
and was later repealed (MacEwan 1995). In 1883, the
Ordinance for the Protection of Game was passed, but it
was also ineffective (Ogilvie 1979). The government of
the Dominion of Canada enacted the Unorganized
Territories Game Preservation Act in 1894, in part as a
response to reports that the wood bison (B. b. athabas-
cae) population in northern Canada had declined to 250
(Ogilvie 1979). Enforcement of this legislation was
minimal, however, until the Northwest Mounted Police
was given an enforcement mandate in 1897 (Soper
1941).

Despite protective legislation, prior to 1907 plains
bison in Canada were reduced to a small herd in Rocky
Mountains Park (Banff) and a few animals near Win-
nipeg (Ogilvie 1979). In 1907, the Dominion of Canada
purchased the entire Pablo-Allard herd (approximately
716 plains bison) from Michel Pablo of Montana. Four
hundred and ten of these bison were temporarily held at
Elk Island National Park (EINP) near Edmonton, Al-
berta until most were transported to Wainwright Buffalo
Park in east-central Alberta; forty-eight bison were left
at EINP, forming the nucleus of that national park herd
(Coder 1975; Fuller 2002). The Pablo-Allard bison were
subsequently used to establish herds in other Canadian
national parks.

Founded in 1905, the American Bison Society
pressed Congress to establish several public bison herds
including Wichita Mountains National Wildlife Refuge,
the National Bison Range, Sullys Hill National Game
Preserve, and Fort Niobrara National Wildlife Refuge
(Coder 1975). National parks in both the United States
and Canada were also established in part to conserve
bison and other large mammal populations (Ogilvie
1979).

Current Numerical and Geographic Status
Following protection from hunting, bison populations

increased rapidly, doubling in number between 1888 and
1902; by 1909, the plains bison was considered safe
from extinction (Coder 1975). Initially sparked by

N 1879, for the first time in the post-glacial history
of the Great Plains, the bison hunt failed. It hap-
pened first in Canada, and then was repeated two

years later in Montana (Foster 1992). Once numbering
in the tens of millions, the plains bison (Bison bison
bison) was driven to near extinction during a brief frenzy
of exploitation. Commercial hunting for meat and hides
by Native Americans and Euro-Americans was the prox-
imal cause of the decline (Hornaday 1889; Isenberg
2000). Other contributing factors included subsistence
hunting, indiscriminate slaughter for sport, transection
of the plains by railroads, and political motivations (He-
witt 1919; Mayer and Roth 1958; Dary 1989; Geist
1996; Danz 1997). Environmental factors such as re-
gional drought, introduced bovine diseases, and compe-
tition from domestic livestock and domestic and wild
horses also played a role (Flores 1991; Isenberg 2000).
The early conservation of plains bison was made pos-
sible through the independent actions of private citizens
combined with protective legislation. Prominent leaders
included James McKay and Charles Alloway (Manito-
ba), Charles Goodnight (Texas), Walking Coyote (Mon-
tana), Frederick Dupree (South Dakota), Charles J.
“Buffalo” Jones (Kansas), and Michel Pablo and
Charles Allard (Montana) (Coder 1975; Dary 1989).
Their efforts to establish breeding herds from the few re-
maining bison resulted in preservation of foundation
stock for much of the subsequent recovery of the sub-
species. 

In the United States, numerous bills to protect bison
were introduced by members of Congress between 1871
and 1876, but no laws were enacted (Ogilvie 1979; Dary
1989; Danz 1997). Several state and territorial govern-
ments were able to enact legislation to protect bison
during the last three decades of the 1800s; however,
these laws were largely ineffective and unenforceable
(Danz 1997). In 1872, President Grant created Yellow-
stone National Park (YNP) to protect all natural re-
sources, including bison, within its borders. By 1894,
however, poaching had reduced the park bison popula-
tion from 200 to only 25 animals (Danz 1997). On May
7, 1894, President Cleveland signed the National Park
Protective Act (Lacey Act), ameliorating the longstand-
ing problem with jurisdiction and law enforcement in
YNP. This was the first U.S. federal law to provide spe-
cific protection for bison. It carried a two-year jail term
and a $1,000 fine for anyone removing mineral deposits,
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reverence for the animal and nostalgia, motivations for
bison conservation and recovery became increasingly
driven by the animal’s commercial value (Yorks and
Capels 1998). By 1970, there were 30,000 plains bison
in North America; approximately half were in public
herds located in national parks, wildlife refuges, and
state wildlife areas, and the other half were privately
held (Shaw and Meagher 2000).

A recent survey of the numerical status of plains
bison estimated that there are over 500,000 bison in
North America including both commercial and conser-
vation populations (Boyd 2003). Of these, 95 percent are
under commercial production. Conservation herds enu-
merated in the survey included those managed by mu-
nicipal, state, provincial, and federal governments, and
private organizations having clear conservation objec-
tives. There are fifty plains bison conservation herds in
North America (Table 1), 32 percent of which have less
than fifty bison (Boyd 2003). Thirteen herds have popu-
lations greater than 400 (Boyd 2003), the number cur-
rently estimated as the minimum viable population for
bison (Gates et al. 2001). The number of plains bison in
conservation herds is estimated at 19,200 with 90 per-
cent in the United States, 10 percent in Canada, and
none in Mexico (Boyd 2003). Only 22 percent of plains
bison conservation herds are increasing in size. Most
herds are within original plains bison range (Figure 1).
Eight of the fifty herds are distinctly outside plains bison
range (Arizona, California, northern British Columbia,
and Alaska) (Boyd 2003).

Conservation Issues
The most important conservation-related issues es-

sential to the survival and increase of bison herds are
habitat, population genetics, disease, and legal issues. 

Habitat
The plains bison was originally a land-intensive, no-

madic species that roamed over great distances on the
North American landscape. Large-bodied animals are
especially vulnerable to the effects of habitat fragmen-
tation because they require a large amount of space
(Berger and Cunningham 1994). Fragmented popula-
tions can be more susceptible to inbreeding pressures,
loss of genetic diversity, and extinction (Berger and
Cunningham 1994). Conservation of plains bison is lim-
ited because most of the original range has experienced
change from competing land uses including cultivation,
cattle ranching, commercial bison ranching, natural re-
source extraction, and urban expansion (Johnson et al.
1994). These land uses constrain the potential of pre-
serving or restoring large tracts of habitat for bison
conservation.

Current plains bison conservation herds are widely
scattered and isolated across the original range of the
subspecies (Figure 1). Thirty-eight percent of conserva-
tion herds reside on ranges smaller than 10 km2; 60 per-
cent have ranges smaller than 100 km2 (Boyd 2003).
There is no range expansion potential for 52 percent of
plains bison conservation herds. Of herds with expan-
sion potential, only eleven are currently expanding by

FIGURE 1: Distribution of plains bison conservation
herds in North America. Numbers correspond with the
herd list in Table 1. The shaded area represents origi-
nal plains bison range.




