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We write to you still in the aftershock of the unconscionable 
tribal participation in the most recent government slaughter of 
wild buffalo in Yellowstone National Park and Montana. We 
feel compelled to share our insight on how this corrosive 
process began.    
 
In the early 1990s Montana cattle ranchers were in an uproar 
over the migration of buffalo to habitat in Montana beyond 
Yellowstone National Park's borders. Sounding the battle cry 
of brucellosis disease, cattle ranchers manipulated the 
Montana legislature into creating MCA 81-2-120. This new 
law delegates authority over the publics only wild buffalo 
population to livestock inspectors and the state vet.  
 
Soon after livestock interests got control over wild buffalo, 
Governor Marc Racicot and the state used MCA 81-2-120 as a 
legal battering ram against Yellowstone National Park for 
“permitting” wild buffalo to naturally migrate. A court-forced 
legal settlement created the Interagency Bison Management 



Plan that has been in place since 2000. The plan is for the 
American people to pay the Montana Department of 
Livestock and Yellowstone National Park to harm and destroy 
our country's last wild buffalo on our National Parks and 
National Forests.  
    
Irrational “permanent haze-back” deadlines and “bison-
tolerant zones” have harmed the buffalo and degraded wildlife 
habitat. In this government-led war against the buffalo, the 
public will not hear about the contributions that buffalo 
provide to the ecosystem. The government does not bring 
public attention to the suffering it has caused to native plants, 
birds and animals when newborn buffalo calves flee Montana, 
driven away under the propellers of livestock agency 
helicopters. Harassing still pregnant buffalo and baby calves 
off nourishing spring grasses from our public forests and parks 
is an unreported crime.  
 
Following instinctive faithfulness to calving grounds, 
migratory buffalo must run a lethal gauntlet of Treaty and 
state hunters along the Park's borders to adjoining National 
Forest lands. Wild buffalo must further suffer the harm of 
captivity in traps on public and private lands. This near-
threatened and ecologically extinct native species is further 
subject to population control experiments with sterilizing 
agents. Our heritage of wild buffalo is quarantined to produce 
new offspring for commercial domestic profit. An arbitrary 
line is drawn on the map beyond which migratory buffalo can 
never roam again.  
 
Sympathetic landowners who willingly share their private land 



with the buffalo are subject to intimidation by armed livestock 
inspectors and a cadre of government agents who trespass on 
private land to harass all buffalo out of Montana. The often-
heard refrain is: “It's all part of the plan.” But this heavily 
biased plan is man-made and can be changed. 
 
Ignoring long standing condemnation of the government-led 
buffalo slaughter by American Indian Tribes and traditional 
leaders, the InterTribal Buffalo Council and Confederated 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes entered into deals with the 
National Park Service to take hundreds of “surplus” buffalo to 
slaughter this winter. The Nez Perce Tribe has also signed a 
slaughter deal. The Park is pursuing similar arrangements 
with other Tribal governments to set-up an operational 
quarantine - a livestock factory - to domesticate wild buffalo. 
Backing a trailer up to a trap in Yellowstone Park where 
buffalo are confined and transporting them to slaughter has 
nothing to do with tradition or the sacred or sovereign rights 
of tribes.  
 
Our tribal councils and leaders are occupied with many 
challenges and do not have ready access to adequate 
information about the Yellowstone buffalo herd's fate. 
Oftentimes decision-makers are distanced from their own 
councils and advisors, traditional and spiritual. Unfortunately, 
the decisions made on wild buffalo continue to serve the 
interests of the Montana Department of Livestock and the 
National Park Service first.  
 
With the sanction of MCA 81-2-120, Montana and 
Yellowstone National Park have shot or captured for 



slaughter 5,097 wild buffalo. This winter, with the shield of 
tribal involvement, several hundred buffalo were captured for 
shipment to slaughterhouses. 
 
The deception that buffalo are a disease risk is not fair to the 
tribes or the American people. Since cattle infected buffalo in 
captivity on the Lamar Buffalo Ranch a century ago, there has 
been no case of wild buffalo transmitting brucellosis back to 
cattle. Our relative, the buffalo, has been found guilty while 
the evidence of their innocence has been buried.  
 
How did this state of affairs come to be? 
 
This highly corrupt plan, and the law upon which it is based, 
would cease to function without the support of the U.S. 
Congress. Our representatives in Washington D.C. have 
misappropriated $40 million of the American people's money 
to fund a tragic and disastrous death policy for our national 
icon. 
 
In spite of fourteen years of the Interagency Bison 
Management Plan's existence, Montana has not conceded to 
giving even one more acre of year-round habitat to migratory 
buffalo. There is no 'kill-free' zone for a native species 
Montana's own biologists recognize as vulnerable to 
“extinction or extirpation in the state.” 
 
A long overdue public process to review year-round buffalo 
habitat by Montana was recently blocked by cattle ranchers in 
collusion with the Board of Livestock. But even under the 
most “tolerant” alternative, wild buffalo would be confined to 



0.4% of Montana's habitat. Montana cattle ranchers now 
intend for the public and the tribes to swallow a poison pill: a 
fragment of year-round habitat in exchange for continuously 
slaughtering buffalo. 
 
The boogeyman of brucellosis raised by cattle ranchers to 
seize management authority over the public's wild buffalo no 
longer exists. 
 
Today, cattle are being managed under a U.S. Dept. of 
Agriculture-APHIS approved and taxpayer supported plan. 
Ranchers benefit $9.50 to $14 per head by vaccinating cattle. 
Despite the few cases of brucellosis transmission from wild elk 
to cattle, Montana's Designated Surveillance Area rules have 
protected the state's brucellosis free status. Statewide, the 
cost-savings for Montana cattle ranchers is $22 to $46 million 
dollars and multiplying. The new rules have also removed 
whole herd cattle slaughter and diminished the threat of state 
sanctions against Montana cattle that contract brucellosis. 
 
Montana's cattle ranchers are being taken care of, but the 
public's one remaining population of wild buffalo is being 
massacred.  
 
Montana's Constitution mandates that we take special 
considerations to ensure the persistence of native wildlife 
species for future generations. We must rally to repeal the 
corrupting influence of MCA 81-2-120, a misbegotten law that 
is destroying our natural and cultural heritage. Montanans 
must act together and provide a welcome home for wild 
buffalo. 



 
Traditional people must guide our tribal leadership in a 
manner that reflects the integrity of our historical and cultural 
relationship with our relative, the buffalo. Montana politics 
has made a mockery of a keystone species. The capitalist 
culture has commodified the buffalo for shameless profit. The 
slaughter of the buffalo is not about a disease, really. It is 
about a commodity and profiting from that commodity. We, as 
a species, must take into account how our beliefs and actions 
are affecting the future of all species. We must make every 
effort to acknowledge the need for a care-taking culture that 
respects and honors the role of a sacred species.  
 
Can decision-makers rise above the intense politics that swirl 
around this sacred species? Can we root out the entrenched, 
corrupt forces that threaten the future of wild buffalo? The 
time yet to come for buffalo now rests upon the vision, courage 
and leadership of our tribal leaders and the American people.  
 
Respectfully, 
  
Rosalie Little Thunder, Pte Oyate  
Phone: (605) 939-1005  
Email:  rosalie.littlethunder@gmail.com 
 
 
Darrell Geist, habitat coordinator, Buffalo Field Campaign 
Phone: (406) 646-0070 
Email:  z@wildrockies.org 


