Elk congregate near Mammeoth Hot Springs in Yellowstone Natlonal Park

Opuricn by Fredede H, Wagner

he Yellowstone northern elk herd,
allowed to persist al high denxiries by
the national park's “natural-regula-
lion™ policy, is destroying the biodi-
versity and coological inlegrity of the
nogihern-range ecosysiem. Park pub-
licily denies this and misleads the public by proclaim-
ing that al) 15 well in Yellows:one,

‘There are only 1wo poasiblo inferpretations of rhis
behavicg., One s Inat park officials really believe what
they are saying, which means that park
research is lewing menagement down by
emencaudly reassucing il that il's on the
right 1rack.

The alternative is thal park officials
sa fear the policy, management and
public relutions consequences of
acknowledging the truih that they mis-
represent the situation 10 aveid public
dernands for redrexs,

Whatever is comect, Ihe soolagical
health of the northesn range is being
profoundiy dogruded,

How we gol 1o he present siate of
affuiss (s beat vnderstood by reviewing
the issue’s listory and the 180-degree
wildlife policy reversls during that histo-
ry. There hiave heen three policy stages.

The first zlage prevailed from the
1872 establishment of the park to the
carly 1900, s cthic was piotection and
nusturing of “good” animals like Jarge hooled mam-
mals. They were fed artificially and protected from

legal and illegal hunting. Predators, the “bad” animals,

were conirolled,

Stage 2 began aiound 191113 when {t became
evidenl to park officizls that nupluring had allowed the
naghemn etk berd 1o rise o unprecedented high levels
and damage vegedatian. A procession of government
biologists — Wiltium Rush, George Wright, Olaus
Murie, Walier Kittams, Robert Howe, William Bas-
mare ~— corcurmed that the burgeoping herd, deprived
of pre-Calumbian population cheeks from iarge preda-
tors, seasenal movement and dispersal, and aboriginal
hiznting, had 10 be contolled urtificially.

From the 1930s through 1967, park personnel shot
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norihera-range elk and trapped them for transplant
elsewhere. By 1961, the northem herd sii)l numbered
arourd 10,000 while park biologists belicved the carry-
ing capagity to be 5,000, o the 1961-62 winler, the
park killed 5,000 elk urd gave the meal to chanties. Dy
the latter 1960s, the herd had been reduced below
5,000,

The wildlife profession broadly endorsed these
sctions, In the carly 1960s, a white paper issued by
eighi professors al then-Montana State University in
Misscula and public siatements by the Wildlife Socieiy
all supported £lk populalion control in national parks,

Scientist says
Yellowstone Park

is being
destroyed

including skooting by Park Service officials.

Most impeoriantly, a 1963 Advisery Dourd on
Wildlife Maragenent, composed of [ive scicnlists
impaccled by Interior Secretary Stewan Udall, firmly
recommended “direct” reduction of ungulates in
nalional parks if otber checks did not control their
gumbers. Bourd Chairman A. Starker Leopold held this
view 1hroughout his life, udvocaling it in 1967 Scnale
hearings and a 1983 lelter 1o the Sequoia Natioral Park
superiniendent. The board’s repor {s widely misquoted
inside and oulside the agency,

Although there were o significant demurrals in
the scienlific communily, in 1967 politics reared iis
ugly head. With tbe northern herd below 5,000,
hunters, outfitlers and guides whe had previously

enjoyed abundunt clk huriing on animals siraying oui-
side the park were falling on hard timies, Their appeals
1o the Wyoming congressional delegalion broughy Sea-
ale hearings to Casper, Wya., on March 11, 1967,

Wyoming's Scn, Gale McGee was on Iho Senale
appropriations subcominitiee that funded the Pask Sei-
vice, He informed agency director George Hartzog (hal
continued fuiding could be in jespardy if the park did
not stap shooting elk, Nine moniis lster, with no vew
sclentific evidence, the park announced a new ungu-
lale-management palicy of "nalural control.” Policy
phase 3 had begen.

Park officials become indig-
nant when it is suggested that Sen,
McGee's threat drove the poliey
change. Bul persons employed by
o7 ¢lose to the agengy — Mark
Boyce, Frank Singer, Gerald
Wright — now matteriof-factly
concede cause and effecl,

* “Najural regulaljon,” as the pol-
icy was renamed, maintains thal
large numbers of clk had wiatered in
what it pow 1he norhern range for
millenala before Europeans arvived.
Any ecological changes that might
have occunred arc aftributed to cli-
male change, fire suppression and
plant succesion. By implication, the
ccosystem i in bulanes and needs
no human intrusion.

The policy gives no credence
to the population checks that must
have prevailed before 1492, It ignores archasoicgical,
curly photographic, and historic evidenca which attest
1o a very differcnl ccosystem thal could nol have
eadured today's large elk numbers. And i1 shrugs olf
the conh ssts inside and outside the park boundary and
inside and outside ¢xclosures in the park.

In recent years the noithern herd has approached
or expecded 20,000,

Acudemlic and agency eoologists [ knew in the late
1960s and carly 1970s were widely skeplical of ihe poli-
cy. It was contrury lo a half-cenfury of evidence and the-
ory. Wildlife students who visiled Yellowslont returmned
incredulous over the pelicy and amazed at the dogmatism
and defensiveness of the biclogisis with whom they

spoke,



Bul no one had any relevant jeicarch goimg excepl
park biologisis, and careful scientisls will nat 1ake
stands an issues for which they have no evidence. For
the timg being the professional woild, thaugh in disbe-
lief, remained publicly sileat,

It ook Alston Chase, a peofessional philosopher
aware of the growing skepiicism, 10 dig into the scien-
lific literature and park filss at bis expense, Chase's
1986 book, Flaying Ged in Yeliowsione, accused park
pielagists of ignoring 50 years of prior research and
documentalion, aad rewriting the elk history lo suppor
the natural-regoiation paticy.

Chese's 1986 chasge Ihat park officials suppressed
conltary infermation, or used dala
seleciively 10 suppernt their policy
posttions, was not few. [t kad been
woiced in the 19708 aboul the 1rue
sialus of the grizzly bear and again
in the carly 1980z over the sams
issue. 1t resutfaced in 1993 againon
grizzlics and en the wark of park
tuologist Richard Keigley. Park
officials refused 10 release lor pub-
licatian & manuscript in which Keis
gley reparied vegetation research
thal conlradicts naloral regulation,
andl they denied his request 1o con.
nnue pad expand his sludies along
Ihe same lines (HCON, 122703

The park eredibility problem s
magnificd by bedh wrilten and oral
slatemeats of their pablic relations
people, who g0 nel have he stici-
Lific eredentizls Lo interpret the
nuances of complex coological nuat-
ters. Nod infrequenily 1heir slae-
menis exaggerale or misinlerprel
The problem is aggravated further
bry refiex as spologists jump 10 park
detense wilh svery criticism,

The grwing concern eveatual-
Iy reached Congross. [n 1986, il
appropriated fusds for the park to
investigate whelher 1he nerthern
fange wis “overprazed.” In essence,
Congress asked the park 1o investi-
gaie jigell. The ensuing Nurry of
research activily by ball park bial.
oputd and sgency-funded universily
researchers largely concluded that the range is not
“oveigrazed.”

Bt an in-depth lock al much of the research raises
questipns of jis validity and casts daubt on whether the
congressicanl funds were well spenl. First, 1be rescarch
was 1ol well designed. Individual studies were a mis-
cellany not elearly ticd 10 a cohieyent geszarch plan. A
198D qudil by the Depariment of Intericr's assistand
inspector general for audits found thal mo sludy pl;n.;
kad been prepared far 23 of the 41 ressarch projecis,
Plans for the remaining 18 were “deficicnl with Tespect
1a eenatent.”

Secand, the vepelation rescarch did nol address the
kiy problems. |1 fecwsed on herbacegus vcg_c:.ﬂiun
whn it is Wi woendy vegelation that is (as) disappear-
ing froar the pacthern mange under elk browsing. Same
af the siudies which drew canclusions suppening tha
park's positjen prove, on critical review, 10 show just
Ihe apposite,

Park bialogist Keigley has now stated publicly thal
no significant seientalic evidence supports the pn;k's;
position an natural regulation. Meanwhile, an increas-
ing namber of studics, some nat Tunded by the park,
are accumulating more znd mare evidence which chal-
lenges the policy.

In unguarded moments, some Fark Sorvice offi-
izl concede that nalual regulation js & tust, But they,
znd supparters of ke park, counler by saying the man-
zgemenl prueco) should be consideced an experiment.
One park peblicity picce calied it "The Greal Experi-
merd.” Nations| parks, they maintsin, sheuld be used
for such ta.‘\}!clgiu'l eXpenments.

Dt the scierdillc prodlem with this lev's-sce-what-
huppens-il approsch is that na meaningful, elearly stat-

ed scientific hypothesis is being addemssed, Nor does it
follow the standard experimental procedures of saiting
up controls for comparisen, carefully sclecling parame-
ters to be meusured, and posing explicil crileria by
which o judge whethier the hypothesis is comeet and
when Lo end the experimenl. The resull is an open-
ended, undirected operation that lefs the public’s
resources drift or decline,

The policy problem with the approach is thas i
violales the agency’s decrees. Iis 1968 policy manual
stalcs that any management protocal which runs the
risk of duinaging park resources is 1o be avoided.

Park publicily likes to state that there is no signifi-

caml demurral in the seientific cocnmunity. The oniy
nay-sayers are onc or two biased conlrarians who for
some reason have a grudge against the park. If park
officials believe this, they can’t be rezding or listening
10 the eueside professional world. There is a charus of
eriticism Tram eminen! ccologists all over the couniry
in academis, federat and state agencics, and privie
firms,

It might be thought that waif reintioduction will
solve the problem. Bul compuier modeling predicls
that wolf predatiun will not lower the elk population
significantly, Carelul reading of park litcraluze disclos-
ex no mention of etk coptral as justification for woll
reintroduction. Mot only does the arithmetic pol predict
it,-but officials can hardly hold out the virtues of elk
control when for 25 years they have maintzined that
there iz no problem with ¢lk numbers in the absence of
walves.

r‘I .'1h=||: are vivid ironies in all of this, One range
managemenl professor in a Weslern university
has written fhal the condition of the northern

range looks aboul like public mngetands elsewhere in

[he Wesl. Since the slaie of the northern range (s

claimed by The agency 1o be “natural” and presumahly

“healthy,” we should quil crilicizing Ihe livestock

indusiry for iis destructive effects on public rangelunds.

Thus, the conditicn of the park ecosystem is being used

10 justify what livestock aze doing lo Weslern ranges.

The elk have climinated riparian-zone vegelution,
berry-bearing shrubs, and oiher low-stalure woody veg-
ctalion. All ere grizzly bear cover andfor food sources.
1n fostering destruction of bear habitat this park may be

violating the Endangered Species Act, .

Some in the environmenlal communily are $0 <one
cerned over cases of resource mismunagement on ather
public lands thal they advecate e more adverient man-
agement. The assumption 15 thal nature can heal ils
wounds better [han humans. The nerthern range is now
8 slark object lesson on whal happens with that sirale-
BY-

Officials paint with justifiabie pride to the fact thai
Yellowslone was the first national park in the world
and staricd the worldwide movement o sel aside nafu-
ral areas. Bul 1o those who ste Yellowslone realistical-
ly, it has become a hollow protolype.

What should be done? First, the park nceds an
cffective and ebjective research
effet, Although certain new pro-
Jecis aze called for, there is no need
for a massive pregram of rew field
ressarch, There is now enough
backlog ef data o inferm policy
decisians, bt Lhese nesd critical,
ohjective review and synthesis.

The transfer of agency hiolo-
gists 1o the new Malional Biological
Survey is mot the unswer. The
park’s researchers.are simply in
another agency, and entrenched
park administrators are still calling
Ihe shats on what research the biol-
apists will and won't do.

The planning, direclion, execu-
fion and funding of the reseasch
shculd be independent of tha agen-
cy. It would be a mistake (o repeal
the eangressicnal error of asking the
park 1o evaluate iself,

Second, the park needs to lovel
with the putdic and bring it inlo the
policy-making process. Other public
agencies, like the Forest Service and
Burcau of Land Managemeni, are
coming to realize this asd are moving
out of an era when they thought 1he
they should ser palicy, Dut the rark
Saevice remaing the most inward
looking of the federal land-manage-
ment agencies and cosdinucs 10 think
it should se policy.

At Qi The publlc necds to be apprised

forthrightly of choices and their

canscquences. If peapic waal a drive-through game

park with large numbers of animals standing arourd to

provide car-window photo ops, such as prevails eday,
then so be il.

But khey need to know that the consequences of
eliminating biodiversily are the ullimale conversion of
the nonhem tange inlo an ¢lk pasture, The latter will be
mostly exotic grasess, largely devoid of woody vegeta-
tion and its asaaciated animal life, and with bare,
slaughing stream backs.

If, on the eiber hand, the pablic wants i1s nalicnal
patk 10 cantain a diverse, healthy, intact ecosystem in a
sca of human-altered landscapes, thon it will take
active management of Lhe 1ype that the Leopold Com-
millee and numerous other expert pancls have urged,
This will include reduction asd control of the ¢lk herd
by onc or more of the several means available, and
quile possibly reduciion of bisan as well,

It is preuy clear Thal the National Purk Service
does ot have the will 1o face up 1o this dilemma. The
agency has avoided 11 for 25 years. lo the process the
public has peen 'misled and the world's Mirst natjonal
park is degraded amd declining funher. The public 1rust
has ot heen uphetd,

It remains o be seen whether the new administra-
lors in Interior and the Park Service will demand
change. If they do nal, change will have 10 come Trom
concerned persans in Lthe Conygress and from an
aroused cavironmental commuonily. W

Frederic H. Wagner is direcior of the Bealagy
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High Country News — May 30, 1994 — |5



