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Game and Fish Department comments on federal elk and bison management plan

CHEYENNE– The Wyoming Game and Fish Department has submitted comments to the US Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) concerning their Bison and Elk Management Plan Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the National Elk Refuge and Grand Teton National Park. The Wyoming Game and Fish Commission formally endorsed those comments during a conference call meeting October 10, 2005.

The EIS presents six alternatives for managing elk and bison on the National Elk Refuge and in Grand Teton National Park/John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Memorial Parkway.  

Currently, about 5,600 to 7,500 elk and 800 to 1,000 bison winter on the National Elk Refuge. The Service’s preferred alternative, Alternative 4, would reduce elk numbers to between 4,000 to 5,000 elk wintering on the refuge and 1,300 to 1,600 elk summering in Grand Teton National Park. Winter feeding would occur only in above-average winters, estimated roughly as five of every ten years.  Bison numbers would be reduced to 450 to 500.

“We cannot support the Service’s preferred alternative for a number of reasons,” said Game and Fish Director Terry Cleveland. “The Alternative 4 objective of reducing elk summering in Grand Teton National Park to 1,300- 1,600 cannot be achieved with current hunting opportunities in and around the Park. The EIS does not provide sufficient commitment to provide the hunting opportunities necessary to achieve that objective.”  

“We’re also concerned about the supplemental feeding objectives in Alternative 4,” said Cleveland.  “The Game and Fish Department supports all efforts to reduce the duration of feeding every year. And if weather allows, feeding may not occur in any given winter.  But to establish an objective of not feeding an average of five years out of ten years does not give managers enough control or flexibility. Weather, forage availability and elk movements determine when supplemental feed is needed.  Dispersal of elk from the Refuge to livestock feed lines or into residential areas in search of feed is not an acceptable outcome for any of the alternatives. We’re also seriously concerned about how elk that disperse from the refuge will compete with bighorn sheep and moose in the vicinity.” 

“Among the six alternatives presented, the Game and Fish Department can only support Alternative 5,” said Cleveland. “This is because the elk and bison population and supplemental feeding objectives for this alternative are the most likely to be achieved. All of the other alternatives lack specific management actions needed to achieve the Service’s elk reduction goals.  However, our full support of Alternative 5 is contingent on some changes being made in the Final EIS to address specific issues dealing with wildlife management authority, the overall decision area, supplemental feeding objectives, and the speculative and occasional false statements made concerning CWD and risks to wildlife and humans.”

Alternative 5 would allow for a maximum of 7,500 elk wintering on the refuge and less than 2,500 elk summering in Grand Teton National Park, as well around 400 bison. Alternative 5 would also provide supplemental feed during most winters and improve habitat on the Refuge to increase natural forage.

The entire Jackson elk herd, which includes animals on the National Elk Refuge and Grand Teton National Park, is estimated at approximately 13,000 animals. The Game and Fish Department’s population objective for that herd is 11,029 animals. 

“The Wyoming Game and Fish Department has authority to manage all wildlife, except predatory animals, within the state, excluding Yellowstone National Park and the Wind River Indian Reservation.  Management authority is shared on the Refuge with the Service and with the Park Service in Grand Teton National Park,” said Cleveland. “It is our intention to manage for the current population objective of 11,029 elk in the Jackson elk herd. Key to achieving this objective and meeting the elk objectives outlined in Alternative 4 is increased hunting opportunities for those portions of the Jackson elk herd that summer in Grand Teton National Park.”

“We’re also concerned with language in the EIS concerning management direction for the John D. Rockefeller Jr. Memorial Parkway.  It is appropriate to include the Parkway in the Service’s analysis area, but it should not be included in the decision area,” said Cleveland. “Wildlife populations within the Parkway are managed by the State of Wyoming, not the federal government, and language implying something different is not acceptable.”

“The Game and Fish could support Alternative 4, but only if specific language is included in the Final Environmental Impact Statement outlining Grand Teton National Park’s support for all the hunting opportunities and improved hunter access we feel are needed to achieve the Service’s elk population objectives. In addition, our potential support of Alternative 4 would also be contingent on changes addressing the same specific issues outlined for full support of Alternative 5.” 

The Game and Fish Department’s comments have been sent to the Service for consideration.  The Service will accept comments on the draft plan and environmental impact statement through Nov. 7, 2005.

To see the complete comments, click here.

http://gf.state.wy.us/downloads/doc/commentselkbison.doc
