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- Policies
violate
the law

By Charles Kay

ellowstone National Park is ad-
ministered under what is term-
ed ‘“‘natural regulation,” or

hands-off management. Accord-
ing to this view of nature, predators have
no effect on ungulate populations; in-
stead, the number of elk and bison is de-
termined hy the available food supply.
When these animals exceed the food sup-
ply, the weaker ones die, In otber words,
the National Park Service contends it is
natural for thousands of elk and bison to
starve to death.

Historical evidence contradicts this
claim. In the past, Native American hunt-
ers kept the numbers of elk, deer and bi-
son low, so there was no overgrazing. As
a result, Yellowstone supported a great
variety of plants and animals.

Teday, Yellowstone's northern range is
overpopulated by elk and bison. Their ov-
ergrazing has denuded the range, de-
stroyed plant communities, eliminated
critical animal habitat and devastated ri-
parian songhirds. The result has been a
drastic decline in biodiversity,

Riparian areas, the land alongside
streams and rivers, have the greatest bio-
diversity of any habitat type in the West
and are critical to ecosystem manage-
ment. The roots of willows, aspen and
cottonwoods are critical in maintaining
streambank stability.

As elk have eliminated woody riparian
plapts from Yellowstone, major hydro-
logic changes have resulted. David Ros-
gen, one of North America's leading hy-
drologists, reported 100 times more bank
.erosien on Yellowstone's denuded
streams than on the same willow-lined
streams outside the park. Several
streams in the park have eroded down to
Pleistocene gravels, something that has
not happened in 12,000 years,

What has happened in Yellowstone
clearly violates the park's Organic Act,
the Endangered Species Act and other
federal legislation such as the Clean Wa-
ter Act.

If this had happened on public grazing
allotments outside the park, it would vio-
late U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of
Land Management standards.

Yellowstone’s elk and bison popula-
tions have destroyed the park’s willow
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GRAZING: Bison find the grazing
tough in winter at Yellowstone, Now
comes a controversy over whether

When these animals
exceed the food
supply, weaker ones
die. In other words,
the National Park
Service contends it
is natural for
thousands of elk
and bison to starve
to death.
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the National Park Service has
allowed the populations of grazing
animals to grow too large.
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communities by repeatedly
browsing those preferred plants,
Tall willows on the northern
range have deelined by mure than
95 percent since Yellowstone was
established i 1872.
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Park vwlate own law

he rejected as a valid scientific
interpretation of the real world.
Yet the Park Service continues to
deny that Yellowstone is over-
grazed, or, if it is, that “natural
regulation” is to blame.

The agency, though, has not

" -been receptive to independent re-

view of its program. In the early
1%90s, the Society for Range Man-
agement, the Ecclogical Society

- of America, the American Fisher-

ies Society, and the Wildlife Soci-
cty asked the Park Service for ap-
proval to conduct an independent
review of the Yellowstone situa-
tion, but they failed to obtain per-
mission, ‘More recently, a group
of eminent ecologists informed
the Secretary of the Interior they
would be willing to serve, without
pav, on a panel to review the en-
tire Yellowstone matter, but the
Secretary declined.

If the Park Service has nolhmg
to hide, why hasn’t it welcomed
an independent review of Yellow-
stone’s management"

The problem is not confined to
has
documented how “naturally regu-
lated" elk have overgrazed Colo-
rado’s Rocky Mountain National
Park, In New Mexico's Bandelier

_Nattonal Monument, elk-induced
) *-30il erosion threatens archaeolog-
o’ range because:
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ical resources,
Congress should appomt an in-

‘dependeni commission: of quali-

fied scientists to review “natural
management and
park science in Yellowstone,
What is needed is a fair hearing
for the available evidence. If we
cannot straighten out Yellow-
stone, there is little hope for the
rest of our national parks.
Congress should also mandate

_an independent park science pro-
~gram. This conclusion has been
_reached by every panel that has

ever reviewed park management.
Since the Park Service has never
followed any of those recommen-
dations, Congress must legislate
the needed changes. ~ )

Moreover, if independent scien-
tists are to critically evaluate
various aspecls of park manage-
ment, then Congress must estab-
lish a mechanism to directly fund
that research.
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