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Abstract 

Brought back from the brink of  extinction, conservation efforts are finding a home for plains 

bison on the North American prairie once again. This paper examines the impact that such 

efforts have had on Val Marie, Saskatchewan and Saco, Montana, two ranching communities 

separated by a national border, but sharing similar demographics and a prairie landscape. 

Historical differences between the two countries have led to two distinct paths toward bison 

conservation in each community. Interviews with Canadian participants reveal a government–led 

conservation program that is now largely embraced by residents of  Val Marie. American 

interviews highlight a privately led environmental effort that has created a schism between 

conservationists and ranchers in Saco. Building off  of  concepts put forward by Paul Robbins and 

William Cronon, a qualitative media content analysis shows how these two projects are socially 

constructed in each country. The research suggests that nature and conservation is framed by 

communitarian values in Canada and individualistic values in the U.S. 

Key Words: bison, conservation, Montana, political ecology, prairie, ranching, Saskatchewan, 

social construction 
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Chapter One 

Saskatchewan and Montana’s Fledgling Herds 

	 This thesis seeks to understand the sharply contrasting attitudes towards bison re-intro-

duction and prairie conservation in two relatively close towns in Saskatchewan and Montana. 

Despite sharing similar socio-economic and ecological characteristics, bison reintroduction has 

been widely supported in the area around Val Marie, Saskatchewan whilst it has been largely op-

posed in the area around Saco, Montana. In the former community, businesses have been estab-

lished catering to potential Grasslands National Park tourists, and bison reintroduction and 

prairie restoration projects are seen as a welcomed source of  potential economic and social reju-

venation. In the latter, efforts to restore the indigenous ecosystem have been met with resistance, 

with many local people seeing it as potentially disruptive to their livelihoods. During my own stay 

in in each community, the attitudes among the people encountered were very striking. For exam-

ple, the hotel owners in Val Marie were very accommodating with providing information on the 

park and trails to visit, while in Saco the owner essentially tried to dissuade her guests from even 

visiting the wildlife refuge. 
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Figure 1. The first signs seen in both towns 
show a notable difference in the social attitudes 
toward local conservation efforts.   

Figure 2. In Saco, signs protesting 
the presence of  wild bison are 
commonplace.



	 Such observations indicate that there are very different community reactions taking place 

to conservation projects that have similar aims, and in communities that are otherwise very much 

alike. According to Canadian and American census data, Val Marie and Saco are very similar 

small towns with respective populations of  98 and 197, with median ages of  48 and 49.5. Eco-

nomically, both centre around cattle ranching and agriculture, although Saco does have a 

Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) rail line passing through which may account for a few 

more economic opportunities. Geographically, they are virtually indistinguishable, located about 

120 kilometres apart from each other within the prairie biome. In terms of  conservation, both 

Parks Canada and the American Prairie Reserve reintroduced bison into their respective confines 

in 2005. Given the many parallels between these two communities and conservation sites, this 

thesis will utilize analytical tools put forward from political ecology to determine why community 

reactions have been so different. 

	 In particular, I argue that arguments for and against bison reintroduction represent con-

testations over the social construction of  nature by different actors. My approach follows the work 

of  Paul Robbins who provides a framework for political ecologists looking to empirically study 

the construction of  nature. This framework was chosen due to its textbook nature, which is useful 

to a methodological inquiry into the social construction of  nature which often borders on the 

philosophical. The forthright tenets presented by Paul Robbins in his introductory books on polit-

ical ecology mark an entry point into this case study on the construction of  nature which is at-

tempting to reach succinct conclusions on an unfolding contemporary issue with deep historical 

roots. He argues that researchers must: 

• Elicit the conceptual vocabularies of  the range of  participants in ecological process and strug-
gle. 

• Determine the relationships of  rhetorical and deeply discursive formations to environmental 
and political practices. 
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• Seek methods that assure the symmetry of  inquiry between official knowledges, often in elite 
languages and formal texts, and local ones, which are often transmitted orally and in local ver-
nacular. 

• Explore the way environmental narratives and cartographies unite and divide communities that 
might otherwise seem disparate and unified. 

• Establish the roots of  the most obvious and taken-for-granted environmental conceptions that 
drive, direct and dominate conflict.  1

Using these guidelines, this thesis will unfold into three chapters and a concluding essay. The first 

chapter will use secondary historical sources to “establish the roots” of  the conflict that is unfold-

ing around Saco, compared to the amicable process observed around Val Marie. The second will 

draw on interviews from community members on each side of  the border, representing both the 

ranching and conservation side of  the issue. This will be used to “elicit the conceptual range of  

vocabularies” from key community stakeholders. The final chapter will use a qualitative content 

analysis of  newspaper sources outside of  each community. By establishing how these issues are 

interpreted and presented to wider audiences, a symmetry can be built between “local” and “offi-

cial knowledges,” while shedding light on the relationship between community discourses and 

wider “environmental and political practices.”  2

	 Political ecologists have long seen the importance of  history – and colonial legacies, in 

particular – as being key to understanding contemporary environmental problems.  Establishing 3

an understanding of  why wild bison virtually disappeared is an important segue into why conser-

vation is needed, and why it is alternatively deemed ecologically important or economically ob-

structive. The first chapter will examine the history of  bison extirpation in the region encompass-

ing south Saskatchewan and eastern Montana, including any disparate settlement patterns and 

 Paul Robbins, Political Ecology: A Critical Introduction (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 126.1

 Ibid.2

 Sara Jo Breslow, “A Complex Tool for a Complex Problem: Political Ecology in the Service of  Ecosystem 3

Recovery,” Coastal Management 42 (2014): 309.
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motivations behind alterations to the indigenous ecology. Today, the two regions are quite similar 

in terms of  demographics, economy and geography, but attitudinal differences toward native 

ecology between communities on each side of  the border appear to emerge around the time of  

the earliest settlements. This is evidenced by the lopsided zeal of  American settlers for killing grey 

wolves – the apex predator on the prairies – and the cultural shock of  Custer’s defeat at the Bat-

tle of  Little Bighorn, an event that shaped negative public opinion of  Plains tribes and the bison 

that sustained them.  4

	 The emergence of  the modern conservation movement also must be explored in this 

chapter. While it would be uncomplicated to conclude that contemporary differences between 

conservation in the Canadian and U.S. prairie region are simply the result of  one side being 

more antipathetic to local wildlife than the other, this would not explain why bison reintroduction 

is being pursued simultaneously in each country, if  at all. Instead, distinct lanes to conservation 

opened up on each side of  the border, beginning in the late-1800s and continuing into the twen-

tieth century.  Perhaps similar to the politics, health care and education in each country, conser5 -

vation in America became primarily “a rich man’s sport,” while Canada grew into a leader in 

bison conservation largely on the back of  public efforts.  The distinct roots from which conserva6 -

tion sprouted in each country can be seen in the private American Prairie Foundation’s manager-

ial role in bison reintroduction in Montana, while Parks Canada owns that mantle in 

 Karen Jones, Wolf  Mountains: A History of  Wolves Along the Great Divide (Calgary: University of  Calgary 4

Press, 2002), 18-24; Manning, Rewilding the West, 39; Paul Robbins et al., Environment and Society (Hoboken, 
NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 197-199.

 John Sandlos, “Nature’s Nations, The Shared Conservation History of  Canada and the USA,” In5 -
ternational Journal of  Environmental Studies 70, no. 3 (2013):” 358-359.

 Richard Manning, Rewilding the West: Restoration in a Prairie Landscape (Berkeley, CA: 	 	 	6

University of  California Press, 2009), 193.
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Saskatchewan. Understanding the history of  bison extirpation, subsequent conservation and 

reintroduction is to also understand “how power relations mediate human-environment 

relations,” upon which political ecology rests.  7

	 Building off  of  this historical foundation, key informant interviews were conducted with 

stakeholders at each conservation site. Due to the low population density, there is a relatively 

small number of  official stakeholders to speak with. This made semi-structured interviews the 

most practical and comprehensive method to understanding the nuances of  wildlife conservation 

around these fairly remote communities isolating the social actors who are framing the issue for 

the public. On the Canadian side, key informant interviews were conducted with Wes Olson and 

Jody Larson. Wes Olson moved to Val Marie to oversee the reintroduction of  bison in Grasslands 

National Park in Saskatchewan and is a noted expert in the field, helping Canadian ranchers and 

conservationists alike maintain healthy herds.  Jody Larson is a third-generation rancher from the 8

area. His family sold the first parcel of  land to be incorporated into Grasslands National Park, 

but he continues to ranch in the area while working part-time as a liaison between Grasslands 

and the agricultural community.  

	 On the American side, Damien Austin is a trained veterinarian who has spent most of  his 

life in Montana. After volunteering with the American Prairie Reserve’s bison herd for a few 

years, he gained employment as their full-time reserve manager. In this capacity, he is mainly 

tasked with monitoring the health and growth of  the APR’s bison herd, but he is also involved 

with building community relations. The main opposition they have come up against here is from 

the Montana Farm Bureau Federation. Tom Depuydt lives in Saco, and is the director tasked 

 Aletta Biersack, “Reimagining Political Ecology: Culture/Power/History/Nature,” in Reimagining Political 7

Ecology, ed. Aletta Biersack (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 3.

 Wes Olson, A Field Guide to Plains Bison, (Altona, MB: Friesens, 2012).8
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with petitioning the state for favourable legislation, and handling concerns over “free roaming 

bison” in Phillips County, where Saco and the APR are located. As these actors are all on the 

forefront of  the social and political processes underway, their knowledge proves insightful to why 

bison reintroduction has been pursued in the first place, in addition to their visions for the com-

munities in which they operate. 

	 As the second chapter will build on the historical premises established in the first, the 

third chapter will build on the local processes and struggles around conservation established in 

the second. The media is often the conduit to how issues are constructed and interpreted on a 

regional and national scale.  This chapter will gauge the presentation of  these environmental ef9 -

forts to a wider audience, looking at the major dailies from Billings, Montana and Regina, 

Saskatchewan. National coverage was also sought in order to detect any changes in editorial tone 

the further the audience was from the conservation site. Sources were retrieved dating to the be-

ginning of  2005, which is the period when bison reintroduction began in both Montana and 

Saskatchewan, and up to May 31, 2017. A long period of  time, but it was made manageable due 

to digital archives.  

	 Articles were categorized according to the stories they reported or editorial tone they 

took, as either “Protected Use,” “Land-Use Conflict” or “Neutral Reporting.” Doing this demon-

strated the cumulative effect between the two countries divergent paths to conservation and bison 

reintroduction, and the nature of  the community resistance or facilitation these differences have 

resulted in. Upon completion of  the content analysis, it was possible to draw more generalizable 

conclusions upon the social construction of  nature in each country, and the political culture that 

surrounds conservation projects. The goal is not to pass judgement on the differing cultural atti-

 John Hannigan, Environmental Sociology, Second Edition. (New York: Routledge, 2006), 92.9
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tudes of  each nation, but to highlight the relevant historical and social processes that have helped 

to challenge and fuel these conservation projects.   10

	 While conservation biology and environmental science has made progressive inroads into 

our understanding of  complex ecosystem function, the social sciences still have much to con-

tribute in the efforts toward successful ecosystem restorations around the world.  From a conser11 -

vation perspective rooted in ecosystems analysis, the antecedent to any prairie restoration is the 

reintroduction of  bison. As a keystone species, their very presence dramatically bolsters biodiver-

sity by increasing the spatial heterogeneity of  vegetation which creates habitat for viable popula-

tions of  other critically endangered wildlife, including black footed ferrets and sage grouse.  And 12

the formula for rebuilding bison populations is biologically simple: “give a suitable founder herd 

lots of  land to roam and grass to eat and watch their numbers double every four or five years.”  13

While this seems like a simple prescription, biologists have recognized that conservation invari-

 To the last point, binational differences toward the conservation of  shared ecosystems may also be ob10 -
served between Kenya and Tanzania, Botswana and Zimbabwe or Costa Rica and Nicaragua for a multi-
tude of  contemporary social and political circumstances rooted in historical experiences.

 Breslow, “A Complex Tool,” 308-331; Caroline Fraser, Rewilding the World (New York: Metropolitan 11

Books, 2009); Curtis Freese et al., “Second Chance for the Plains Bison,” Biological Conservation 136, no. 2 
(2007): 175-184; Jodi A. Hilty, Molly S. Cross and Charles C. Chester, “Moving Forward on Climate 
Change Science, Planning and Action,” in Climate and Conservation, eds. Jodi A. Hilty, Charles C. Chester 
and Molly S. Cross (Washington DC: Island Press, 2012), 291-312; Manning, Rewilding the West; Martin 
Enserink and Gretchen Vogel, “Wildlife Conservation: The Carnivore Comeback,” Science 314, no. 5800 
(2006): 746-749; Steve Forrest et al., Ocean of  Grass: A Conservation Assessment for the Northern Great Plains 
(Bozeman, MT: World Wildlife Fund, 2011); Ted Benton, “Animals and Us,” in The International Handbook 
of  Environmental Sociology, Second Ed., eds. Michael R. Redclift and Graham Woodgate (Northampton, MA: 
Edward Elgar Publishing, 2010), 197-211.

 Alan K. Knapp et al.,“The Keystone Role of  Bison in North American Tall Grass Prairie,” BioScience 12

49, no. 1 (1999): 39-50.

 Freese et al., “Second Chance for the Plains Bison,” 179.13
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ably faces obstacles from people: “the top predator in every ecosystem, one loathe to give up 

ground.”   14

	 Understanding the political ecology of  communities on the front lines of  conservation 

endeavours should therefore advance both the interests of  biodiversity and those communities 

which are affected. In terms of  grasslands protection, the economically and geographically simi-

lar towns of  Val Marie and Saco offer a unique opportunity for a comparative analysis. Since the 

independent variables of  demography, economy, geography and chronology of  bison reintroduc-

tion are virtually indistinguishable, the social construction of  the issue on each side of  the Cana-

da-U.S. border can be isolated. It has been observed that the “most pressing [environmental] is-

sues are related to social science” in the current era. Social processes relating to nature must be 

better understood if  we are to maintain or restore habitats that are essential to sustaining an ade-

quate level of  global biodiversity, and this case study seeks to contribute to that goal.  15

 Fraser, Rewilding the World, 42.14

 Enserink and Vogel, “Wildlife Conservation,” 748.15
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Chapter Two 

History of  Plains Bison in North America 

	 In this chapter, a brief  history of  the plains bison of  the pre-colonized prairie biome will 

be given. This will progress to touch on the use of  bison as the primary resource of  the indige-

nous people of  the plains. Later, the encroachment and eventual takeover of  the grasslands by 

Europeans led to the complete disappearance of  free ranging bison and the nomadic tribes that 

they fed, clothed and sheltered, supplanted by European cattle and farming villages. It was at this 

moment in history when the bison became a totally conservation-dependent species, and remains 

so today. Processional differences in the manner in which bison were hunted and conserved on 

each side of  the border will be explored, as it is these early historical patterns which help to ex-

plain the variation that can be seen today around Val Marie and Saco. This chapter will conclude 

by positing a broader argument as to why these fundamental social and cultural differences per-

sist, drawing on the work of  scholars who specialize in Canada-U.S. comparative analyses. 

	 While the overall focus of  this study is fixed on two specific localities which share a com-

mon, ongoing experience with plains bison reintroduction, it is necessary to give a historical con-

text for these reintroductions – not only in fitting with the tradition of  political ecology, but also 

as an explanation to why these conservation projects were undertaken in the first place. In doing 

so, the consequences of  historical legacies and the roots of  prevailing cultural narratives which 

have shaped ongoing conservation efforts may be established.  The facts presented are a repre1 -

sentation of  what is commonly understood by scholars concerning the history of  the bison and 

their relationship to the landscape and people throughout the history of  North America, and it 

will be pointed out where the scholarship differs. 

 Sara Jo Breslow, “A Complex Tool for a Complex Problem: Political Ecology in the Service of  Ecosystem 1

Recovery,” Coastal Management, 42 (2004): 309.
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Bison and the Ecology of  Pre-Modern North America 

	 It is clear that when the ancestors to modern bison crossed into North America from Asia 

via the Bering land bridge about half  a million years ago, the ecosystem was much different. 

Dominated by megafauna such as woolly mammoths and mastodons, sabre-toothed cats and dire 

wolves, the 2.2-ton ancient Bison latifrons might have seemed relatively unremarkable in relation to 

some of  its even larger ecological contemporaries.  That would change following the Quaternary 2

extinction event which saw the disappearance of  many large species in the Americas around the 

time of  the earliest human migrations into the region – roughly 16,000 years ago but no later 

than 11,000 years ago, which is when the Bering land bridge disappeared under sea water.  3

There is a prehistoric overkill hypothesis which suggests that indigenous people solely caused 

these megafauna extinctions in the Americas; this idea may have gained traction because it cur-

sorily absolves European colonizers of  environmental transgressions by implying that the previ-

ous stewards of  the land were worse.  More recent research on this subject has shown that there 4

is no reason to blame Paleoamericans exclusively for the Quaternary extinction event, nor any 

 See C.N. Johnson, “Ecological consequences of  Late Quaternary extinctions of  megafauna,” The Royal 2

Society 276, no. 1667 (2009): 2512-2514; George C. Frison, Survival by Hunting: Prehistoric Human Predators and 
Animal Prey (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2004), 63-64; Michael C. Wilson, Leonard V. Hills 
and Beth Shapiro, “Late Pleistocene northward-dispersing Bison antiquus from the Bighill Creek Formation, 
Gallelli Gravel Pit, Alberta, Canada, and the fate of  Bison occidentalis,” Canadian Journal of  Earth Sciences 45, 
no. 7 (2008): 830.

 Roberta Hall, Diana Roy and David Boling, “Pleistocene Migration Routes Into the Americas: Human 3

Biological Adaptations and Environmental Constraints,” Evolutionary Anthropology 13, no. 4 (2004): 132.

 Shepard Krech, The Ecological Indian: Myth and History (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1999): 29-4

30. While the prehistoric overkill hypothesis is still popular among some studying the Pleistocene Extinc-
tion, it is now widely regarded as an event that was brought on by climate change, while the exact impact 
of  human hunters is still yet to be fully understood. While humans seem to appear in the Americas during 
the onset of  the extinction event, the animal populations that survived the end of  the Ice Age came to co-
exist quite well alongside the fledgling human population.
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reason to rule out a supporting role that they may have had. More likely, the same climate 

changes that aided human migration to the Americas and sunk the Bering land bridge also put 

pressures on many of  the megafauna species that the earliest generations of  humans in the Amer-

icas encountered.  5

	 While contemporary research is still divided about why certain species died out in this pe-

riod of  time, it is also curious about why certain species survived and went on to flourish – like 

the plains bison, moose and caribou, to name a few. While all of  these animals became smaller in 

size and stature – with bison reaching their current form about 5,000 years ago – they also be-

come integral resources that supported societies of  indigenous people. Although exact figures are 

nebulous at best, at the time of  European contact an estimated population of  30-100 million bi-

son supported about 650,000 people on the American Great Plains and Canadian prairies.  Prior 6

to European contact, bison was singularly the most important resource for all the Plains tribes, 

used as the basis to manufacture not only a variety of  foodstuffs, such as pemmican, but also 

bedding and clothing, tipi canvasses, cups, moccasins, kettles, shields, bowstrings, glue, spoons 

and medicines, and over 100 material articles derived from bison have been catalogued for the 

Blackfoot alone.   7

 Ibid, 42; Wolfgang Nentwig, “Human Environmental Impact in the Palaeolithic and Neolithic,” in 5

Handbook of  Paleoanthropology, ed. Winfried Henk and Ian Tattersall (New York: Springer, 2007): 1891.

  In The Ecological Indian, Shepard Krech writes that bison populations are reconstructed using “range al6 -
lowances of  available land,” and the higher population estimates are corroborated by anecdotal evidence 
from early European surveyors finding huge quantities of  bison (124-125);  Herbert S. Klein, A Population 
History of  the United States (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 20. That large numbers of  these 
animals could co-exist and nurture a growing and complex population of  human beings might lend cre-
dence to the idea that it was the warming climate which ended the Ice Age that was the primary culprit 
behind the mass extinctions which marked the end of  the Pleistocene era, rather than the people them-
selves. 

 Krech, The Ecological Indian, 128.7
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	 It is important to note that while the ratio of  bison-to-people may seem high, the lands 

that those early European surveyors and settlers had encountered was far from the untamed 

wilderness that they had perceived it to be. Tribal people living on the plains and prairies man-

aged huge swathes of  the land with the use of  fire, where the land was intentionally scorched in 

order to regenerate grasses that would lure herds of  bison to preferable hunting sites.  From 8

there, indigenous hunters could use their weaponry to corral and trap bison, and in some cases 

drive huge numbers of  animals over cliffs – colloquially known as “buffalo jumps.”  Hunting lo9 -

cation, time and other practices revolved around a spiritual cosmology that connected indigenous 

people with the land, bison and all other living things.  While livestock was not managed directly 10

as it was in the Old World, ecological functions of  the land certainly were. 

	 That untamed wilderness and vast open spaces encountered by early European surveyors 

and migrants is now widely argued to be a product of  Old World diseases unleashed on the 

Americas.  Through tribal trading networks, disease advanced much more rapidly than the Eu11 -

ropean settlers themselves:  

 Evidence of  fire burning by indigenous societies on the prairies includes layers of  charcoal sediments 8

found near lake beds and the tendency for North American grasslands to be invaded by adjacent wood-
lands with when fires are suppressed. Because so much of  the indigenous plains’ societies were already 
altered by the taming of  wild horses and depopulated by Old World diseases before the arrival of  Euro-
peans on the prairies, much of  the traditional knowledge of  fire-use techniques were lost without docu-
mentation. See: William M. Denevan, “The Pristine Myth: The Landscape of  the Americas in 1492,” 
Annals of  the Association of  American Geographers 82, no. 3 (1992): 372-373.

 Russel Lawrence Barsh and Chantelle Marlor, “Driving Bison and Blackfoot Science,” Human Ecology 31, 9

no. 4 (2003): 576.

 Gerald A. Oetelaar, “Worldviews and human-animal relations: Critical perspectives on bison-human 10

relations among the Euro-Canadians and Blackfoot,” Critique of  Anthropology 34, no. 1 (2014): 103-104.

 For information on the spread of  disease in Canada, see chapter two in Colin G. Calloway, New Worlds 11

For All: Indians, Europeans, and the Remaking of  Early America (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1998), 
24-41.
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Writers have long recognized that Native Americans lacked immunological resistance to epidem-
ic and endemic European diseases and that many epidemics reduced aboriginal numbers by 50% 
to 90% at each passing (e.g., Cook and Lovell 1992; Steam and Steam 1945). Only recently, how-
ever, has it been realized that many epidemics swept in advance of  even the earliest explorers. 
Dobyns (1983) postulated that Native American populations were severely reduced 100 to 200 
years before the first European chroniclers. Ramenofsky (1987), who tested Dobyns’s hypothesis 
against the archaeological record, found that the tribes along the middle Missouri River were 
decimated by European disease ca. AD 1600, two hundred years before the arrival of  Lewis and 
Clark. Campbell (1990) tested Dobyns's hypothesis against the archaeological record of  the Co-
lumbia Plateau and concluded that European disease decimated those aboriginal populations ca. 
AD 1550.   12

	  
	 Since the shocks of  “unplanned biological warfare” were experienced by indigenous peo-

ple in North America well before many of  them had contact with Europeans, precise data on 

population numbers, the human-ecological relationship, social configurations and the normative 

pre-contact environmental state remain elusive.  While anecdotal evidence suggests that there 13

were significant numbers of  bison, antelope and other wildlife present at the time of  early Euro-

pean exploration out west, it could have been the byproduct of  hunter-gatherer societies shat-

tered by disease which led to an unchecked population explosion of  animals normally relied 

upon to feed a larger population. 

The Hunt to End All Hunts: Settlers and the Extermination of  Plains Bison 

	 European contact with indigenous people was limited and rare in the plains and prairie 

region until well after the political events transpired that led to the formation of  the United States 

and its borders with British North America, which would become the Dominion of  Canada in 

 Charles E. Kay, “Aboriginal overkill: The role of  Native Americans in Structuring Western 12

Ecosystems,” Human Nature 5, no. 4 (1994): 380-381.

 Stephen Mosley, The Environment in World History (New York: Routledge, 2010), 5. 13
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1867.  Throughout the 1700s, first the French and later the North West and Hudson’s Bay 14

Company had formed a network of  fur trading posts along rivers out west, but the territory was 

largely unknown even after the fabled Lewis and Clark expedition of  1804.  At the time of  this 15

expedition the bison population was estimated to be between 30-40 million; it has been asserted 

that these numbers were low due to the introduction of  horses, firearms and the fur trade to 

plains tribes which greatly improved their bison yields.  Armed with the capacity to hunt beyond 16

subsistence, goods available at trading posts (including Brazilian tobacco and alcohol) gave tribes 

motivation to maximize their take of  bison in order to procure surplus robes and meat for 

trade.  The precise effect of  indigenous hunting on the collapse of  bison populations has been 17

hotly contested, but one thing is clear: the species only faced total collapse due to an unfortunate 

confluence of  events between the 1860s and 1880s which saw their numbers dwindle sharply 

from the millions to the dozens.  18

	 First, the development of  leather tanning in the 1860s allowed bison hunters to “fill their 

hunting camps with thousands upon thousands of  hides for shipment to the tanning factories of  

 Other than small fur trading outposts located along rivers, Europeans had little presence in the western 14

regions of  North America until about 1840 and fully eroding indigenous autonomy in the area by 1900. 
Detailed by Gerald Friesen in The Canadian Prairies: A History (Toronto: University of  Toronto Press, 2000).

 George Colpitts, Pemmican Empire: Food, Trade, and the Last Bison Hunts in the North American Great Plains 15

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 22. See pages 27-30 for more on the role of  bison in the 
18th century fur trade.

 Dale F. Lott, American Bison: A Natural History (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2002), 171.16

 Arthur J. Ray notes that “by the time of  the merger of  the Hudson’s Bay and North West companies in 17

1821, many of  the Cree had followed the early lead of  the Assiniboine and had begun focusing most of  
their activities on the hunting of  bison to satisfy their own food requirements and to obtain a surplus for 
trade.” In Indians in the Fur Trade: Their Role as Trappers, Hunters and Middlemen in the Lands Southwest of  Hudson 
Bay, 1660-1870 (Toronto: University of  Toronto Press, 2005).

 M. Scott Taylor estimates that the last 10-15 million wild plains bison disappeared in merely a decade, 18

from the 1870s to the 1880s, in “Buffalo Hunt: International Trade and the Virtual Extinction of  the 
North American Bison,” American Economic Review 101, no. 7 (2011): 3163.
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the East,” whereas previously one indigenous woman “could prepare perhaps ten robes for the 

market in one season.”  Second, this newfound development spurred insatiable market demands 19

among the Eastern North American population and Europe for bison meat, tongues, hides and 

robes, leading to a frenzy in bison hunting by the early 1870s, as thousands of  non-indigenous 

hunters sought to capitalize on consumer interest in bison products. Third, the westward expan-

sion of  rail lines on each side of  the border ushered in a new generation of  European settlers 

who had a desire for agricultural space. Fourth, the introduction of  refrigerated freight cars in the 

1870s meant that ever-more bison meat could be transported to eastern cities, adding yet another 

positive feedback loop to a red-hot bison market, even though the animal populations  were 

crashing.  20

	 This combination of  hunters, firearms, hide tanning factories and rail lines had a deci-

mating impact upon bison herds. With the transcontinental railway in America splitting the once-

contiguous bison population into northern and southern herds, it was the southern one that was 

first hunted fully to extinction in 1879.  The hunt then intensified on the northern herd until 21

bison runners in Montana chased the last of  the plains bison into Canada in the spring of  1882. 

Typically, the north-south seasonal migration pattern saw bison return in the fall, but the herd 

would never return.  The hunt was over and, concluding “one of  the grimmest narratives in the 22

history of  wildlife,” the bones that lay scattered throughout the Midwest and prairie region were 

 Michael Sample, Bison: Symbol of  the American West (Kearney, NE: Morris Book Publishing, 1987), 32.19

 Just as industrial technology led to the subjugation of  nations around the world, its impact on bison 20

populations are laid bare when recounting their swift decline. Essentially they were the casualty of  an eco-
nomic process that saw the plains region convert from a bison economy to a European-style agricultural 
and ranching economy.

 Taylor, “Buffalo Hunt,” 3171.21

 Ibid, 70.22
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carted east to make fertilizer.  The last shipment occurred in 1890 when a boxcar containing the 23

bones of  200,000 bison departed Saskatoon, taking with it the final traces of  free-roaming bison; 

the estimated 100 animals that survived did so in the confines of  small private herds or in the 

rocky outpost of  what would become Yellowstone National Park.   24

	 While the wholesale destruction of  the plains bison was carried out determinedly on each 

side of  the Canada-U.S. border, there were important differences emerging that would shape the 

dimensions of  the hunt, and later conservation efforts. Such historical lineages are important to 

help explain contemporary differences. For instance, as noted by Shepard Krech, M. Scott Tay-

lor, George Colpitts and others is the preponderance of  Métis hunters on the Canadian side of  

the border, while hunters in American territory were mostly of  European origin.  The Métis 25

were among the earliest inhabitants of  western Canada in the colonial era, and were mainly the 

product of  male European fur traders who took on indigenous wives while hunting and trapping 

in the 18th and 19th centuries. Doing so provided fur trappers with a community and assistance 

with hunting in an otherwise extremely sparsely populated western frontier.  

	 Coming from such unions, it is unsurprising that the Métis often became very adept 

hunters, possessing the knowledge of  indigenous culture with easy access to the wider colonial 

market for their goods. Perhaps owing to this biracial heritage, by the latter half  of  the nine-

teenth century the Métis had supplanted indigenous tribes as the primary supplier of  bison meat 

 Krech, The Ecological Indian, 126.23

 Ibid, 141. For a more detailed analysis of  the economics behind the trade in bison hides see M. Scott 24

Taylor, “Buffalo Hunt,” 3162-3195.

 George Colpitts, Pemmican Empire, 250; M. Scott Taylor, “Buffalo Hunt,” 3190; Shepard Krech, The Eco25 -
logical Indian, 142.
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and robes to the Hudson’s Bay Company.  The hunting prowess and market share gained by the 26

Métis greatly increased the pressure on the wild bison population and “played a major role in 

bringing about the final destruction of  the northern bison herds in the 1870s and 1880s.”   27

	 In U.S. territory, the great bison hunt took on quite a different accent. The 1870s was a 

time that folk heroes like Stampede Steve, Buck Taylor and Buffalo Bill were born – the living 

predecessors to the classic and spaghetti western yarns that would be spun later. Far from the 

Métis hunters that gingerly straddled the fence between indigenous and European cultures, 

American bison hunters were lionized for “fighting Indians,” all while downing 50-100 bison a 

day to feed the railroad’s busy construction crews, tasked with ploughing civilization into a savage 

western frontier.  To summarize, on one side of  the border the hunt was undertaken by a col28 -

laboration of  indigenous, Métis and European colonial interests and, on the other, it occurred in 

a belligerent “cowboys versus Indians” type of  Wild West. Although the hunt differed notably in 

conduct, it was thorough and the wild bison were extirpated in both cases.  

	 From the point-of-view of  political ecology, the divergent manner in which the great bison 

hunt was conducted says a great deal about the power relations that were emerging and present 

 George Herman Sprenger comments on the tenaciousness of  the Métis people writing “Although the 26

Métis sustained themselves in a variety of  ways, such as fishing, trapping for furs, practising small-scale 
agriculture, and working as wage-labourers for the Hudson’s Bay Company, they were first and foremost 
buffalo hunters. The buffalo herds were their major source of  subsistence and trade goods.” From “The 
Métis Nation: Buffalo Hunting versus Agriculture in the Red River Settlement, 1810-1870,” in Native Peo-
ple, Native Lands: Canadian Indians, Inuit and the Métis, ed. Bruce Alden Cox (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s Uni-
versity Press, 2002), 120.

 Ray, Indians in the Fur Trade, 212.27

 Michael Sample, Bison, 37; Warren Elofson, Frontier Cattle Ranching in the Land and Times of  Charlie Russell: 28

A re-examination of  the free-range cattle ranching era in Montana, Southern Alberta and Southern Saskatchewan (Mon-
tréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014), 28.
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at the time, and “power relations mediate human-environment relations.”  Unlike their neigh29 -

bours to the north, the Americans were engaged in a series of  armed conflicts with their western 

indigenous populations both in the years prior to and following the bison hunt. This would be of  

tremendous consequence to the bison – whose fate has often appeared tethered to that of  their 

long-time grasslands companions, the plains tribes – because the majority of  their numbers 

shared that same American soil where violence between the tribes and the colonizers raged.   30

	 The bison had become a pawn in this battle for power on the plains, and even though 

some in Congress sounded the alarm over their dwindling numbers and attempted to pass a bill 

that would regulate the bison hunt, President Ulysses Grant vetoed it. About a decade before the 

bison’s extirpation in 1882, Grant’s Interior Secretary Columbus Delano had written: “I would 

not seriously regret the total disappearance of  the buffalo from our western prairies, in its effect 

upon the Indians. I would regard it rather as a means of  hastening their sense of  dependence 

upon the products of  the soil and their own labors.”  Two years after Grant had vetoed the bill 31

to restrict bison hunting, Custer’s fall to the Sioux at the Battle of  Little Bighorn soured the na-

tional mood toward indigenous people, and humanitarian and environmental interest in preserv-

ing wild bison collectively stalled.  While victory at the Battle of  Little Bighorn may have given 32

 Eric R. Wolf  pioneered the concept of  power mediating environmental outcomes, as recounted by Alet29 -
ta Biersack, “Reimagining Political Ecology: Culture/Power/History/Nature,” in Reimagining Political Ecol-
ogy, ed. Aletta Biersack (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 3.

 Dorothy Hinshaw Patent, The Buffalo and the Indians: A shared destiny (New York: Clarion Books, 2006). 30

Although the British valued strategic co-operation with indigenous nations more than the Americans did, 
the decline of  the bison economy that sustained the plains tribes on each side of  the border correlated to 
the decline of  tribal populations. Later, space permitted a cattle ranching and farming society to succeed 
the nomadic societies of  the prairies and midwest.

 Taylor, “Buffalo Hunt,” 3188.31

 Richard Manning, Rewilding the West: Restoration in a Prairie Landscape (Berkeley: University of  California 32

Press, 2009), 39-40.
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the plains tribes a much celebrated short-term reprieve, ultimately the fate of  the Sioux and the 

bison had been sealed: in an environment mediated by the power relations between people, the 

bison found themselves on the losing side. 

	 Poring through early census figures of  the settler communities of  Montana, and the 

Canadian prairie region of  southern Alberta and Saskatchewan, Warren Elofson observed that 

all of  these early ranching communities largely reflected each other with their eclectic mix of  Old 

World elitist traditions, immigration patterns and European agricultural practices on a New 

World landscape.  However, one startling difference he discovered was the level of  racial vio33 -

lence that was present south of  the border, and relatively absent to the north. He writes: 

Several reasons why the Canadian West experienced less racial violence than the Ameri-
can come quickly to mind. One is that the North West Mounted Police may have done a 
more effective job than American authorities of  settling Native bands on the reserves and 
then cementing tolerable relations with them. A perhaps more important explanation 
may be that white people moved into frontier communities a lot more slowly above the 
border than below, and European society therefore crowded in on Native communities 
somewhat less obtrusively. A third explanation rests in the fact that the Canadian gov-
ernment sent out surveyors to determine the boundaries of  Native reservations, whereas 
the American government did not.  34

	   
	 The differences between the two countries in indigenous relations, essentially explains the 

differences between the two with the bison hunt: in the U.S., the hunt was carried out by a larger 

number of  European-Americans as they encroached on indigenous territory out west, while in 

Canada, the hunt was largely conducted by Métis working in tandem with indigenous people and 

government actors. The Canadian hunt – which involved smaller numbers of  bison to begin with 

– is probably better explained by the gradual co-optation of  the Canadian prairies and its inhabi-

tants by the global political-economic system, or “what is commonly referred to as capitalist pen-

 Elofson, Frontier Cattle Ranching, 62.33

 Ibid, 77.34
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etration and its effects.”  It was mainly driven by red-hot demand for bison products in the colo35 -

nial marketplace, as the Canadian authorities and their British predecessors largely relied upon a 

working relationship with their indigenous people as a bulwark against American expansionism. 

Indeed, among the first tasks of  the North West Mounted Police heading west in 1874 was to 

“establish a workable relationship with the Native bands in western Canada and to prepare the 

prairies for settlement,” which included bringing cattle to reservations intended to replace the 

dwindling supply of  bison.   36

	 By the turn of  the twentieth century, society in Montana and southern Alberta and 

Saskatchewan were quite similar, demographically and economically speaking, yet had some im-

portant institutional differences stemming from their distinct histories. These differences have had 

notable impacts upon the way that ideas of  nature – and humankind’s place within it – were con-

structed and contested on both sides of  the border. The main discernible institutional difference 

between the Canadian and American ranching cultures as they developed were the presence of  

the North West Mounted Police on the north side of  the border. Acting as both a law and order 

and diplomatic body, this authority undoubtedly helped to keep racial violence to a minimum, 

while blunting the lawless “Wild West” culture that the old American frontier was notorious for.  37

Additionally, settlement in Canada mostly proceeded after the wild bison were already eliminat-

ed, and at a slower and more orderly pace than occurred in the U.S.  

	 Suddenly devoid of  the millennia-old nomadic indigenous societies and roaming herds of  

bison, the immediate successor to the grasslands region in Canada and the U.S. was an open 

 Biersack, “Reimagining Political Ecology,” 9.35

 Elofson, Frontier Cattle Ranching, 10.36

 Ibid, 45.37
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range cattle economy managed by cowboys. But unlike bison, European cattle are not adept at 

foraging through snow for grasses during the winter time, and a harsh winter could cause enor-

mous losses of  livestock unless fed hay.  The need for supplemental cattle feeding and over38 -

crowding ultimately led to the rise of  ranching, and the familiar practice of  demarcating property 

lines with fencing began.  The open range was closed for good. 39

Early Conservation 

	 It was noted above that there was an eleventh hour effort in Congress to save wild bison 

populations before the Indian Wars dried any well of  popular support for the measure. While this 

Congressional measure might have failed, another with significant importance to the species did 

succeed in 1872. Just as the bison hunt was “one of  the grimmest narratives in the history of  

wildlife,” the story of  the fortuitous bison herd of  Yellowstone National Park must count among 

the most pleasant. Apparently hiding in the Pelican Valley of  what became the protected lands of  

Yellowstone, these bison were spared from the carnage being wreaked on their fellow ungulates 

outside park borders.  This was a fortunate accident because protecting bison – or any wildlife 40

for that matter – was not really a consideration in the park’s original imagining, which was to cre-

 Bill Donahue, “Beauty and the Badlands: In a state where George Bush sees oil, Teddy Roosevelt found 38

immensity and mystery,” Sierra 87, no. 2 (2002): 36. The winter of  1886-1887 was particularly brutal, even 
causing Theodore Roosevelt to give up his ranching career in the North Dakota grasslands after losing 
much of  his herd. 

 Elofson, Frontier Cattle Ranching, 59.39

 National Park Service, History of  Bison Management. Accessed January 4, 2017. https://www.nps.gov/40

yell/learn/nature/bisonmgntinfo.htm 
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ate an elitist playground replete with Swiss-style thermal baths and free of  any enterprises from 

frontier communities.  41

	 The creation of  the world’s first national park did not come without local opposition from 

the entrepreneurial-minded among those frontier communities that the park’s borders were in-

tended to keep out. From timber prospectors marvelling the vast quantities of  softwood forest, to 

aspiring hotel owners admiring the geysers, many attempts were made to monetize the land but 

“Yellowstone’s unhindered commercial development was not to be.”  Even after the establish42 -

ment of  the park, many pushed back against the perceptibly arbitrary restrictions drawn up by a 

Washington elite in the form of  poaching. With bison and elk populations in free-fall,  

the U.S. Army was deployed in 1886 to uphold order.  Warren Elofson has suggested that part 43

of  the reason there is often disconnect between decision makers in the American capital and local 

people is due to the relatively large population and political complexity of  the United States, re-

sulting in the inability of  individuals to directly affect Washington policies. 	  44

	 This assertion can be quantified by looking at the early beginnings of  the Canadian parks 

system. In 1911, the creation of  the “Dominion Parks Branch” made Canada the first country to 

have an agency specifically dedicated to managing national parks.  Far from local opposition, 45

localities from British Columbia to Prince Edward Island lobbied the government for national 

 National Park Service, Yellowstone National Park: Its Exploration and Establishment. Published July, 2000, Ac41 -
cessed January 4, 2017. https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/haines1/iee3c.htm

 Larry Dilsaver and William Wyckoff, “The Political Geography of  National Parks,” Pacific Historical Re42 -
view 47, no. 2 (2005): 243.

 Ibid, 244-245.43

 Elofson, Frontier Cattle Ranching, 60.44

 Elizabeth Claire Campbell, “Governing a Kingdom: Parks Canada 1911-2011,” in A Century of  Parks 45

Canada, 1911-2011, ed. Elizabeth Claire Campbell (Calgary: University of  Calgary Press, 2011), 2.
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parks of  their own, with Prince Albert, Saskatchewan being granted one as a token of  gratitude 

for sending the sitting Prime Minister, William Lyon Mackenzie King, to Ottawa as their local 

Member of  Parliament.  As the age of  the automobile dawned, most parks in Canada were seen 46

as an efficient conduit to beckon tourists by developing hospitality services and preserving scenic 

routes across Canada’s vast expanses. In other words, while the idea of  a disconnect between lo-

cal populations and Washington appears to be validated by the early history of  their national 

parks, the opposite appears true in Canada, where local populations saw Ottawa as an effective 

vehicle for both economic growth and conservation.  

	 It could be this mark of  difference in perception of  the state between the two countries 

that also shaped bison conservation efforts. In the U.S., lofty notions of  rugged individualism of-

ten led to the government being seen as foe, with the more collectivist populace of  Canada seeing 

government as more of  a tool. Early after the great hunt concluded, signs of  regret soon started 

showing on both sides of  the border but manifested themselves quite differently. In the U.S., the 

lead in conservation was taken up by wealthy individuals swept up by what is known as the “Con-

servation Movement” of  that time, inspired by the works of  painters like George Catlin and nov-

elists like Henry David Thoreau.  Men like Theodore Roosevelt and William T. Hornaday took 47

up the cause of  the bison, championing both public and private conservation efforts as an in-

creasing number of  Americans hoped to “cling to the last vestiges of  a wilderness that was fading 

in the face of  the axe and the plow.”  By 1905 private efforts had clearly become more successful 48

 John Sandlos, “Nature’s Playgrounds: The Parks Branch and Tourism Promotion in the National Parks, 46

1911-1929,” in A Century of  Parks Canada, 1911-2011, ed. Elizabeth Claire Campbell (Calgary: University 
of  Calgary Press, 2011): 62.

 Jennifer Brower, Lost Tracks: National Buffalo Park (Edmonton: Athabasca University Press, 2008), 32.47

 John Sandlos, “Nature’s Nations: The Shared Conservation History of  Canada and the USA,” In48 -
ternational Journal of  Environmental Studies 70, no. 3 (2013): 339.
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than the public ones: of  the 800 remaining bison in the United States only 100 were managed 

publicly by the National Zoological Park in Washington D.C. and in Yellowstone, while the re-

maining 700 were found on ranches and private preserves.  49

	 As previously noted, early parks in Canada saw natural preservation and economic devel-

opment go hand-in-hand, with places such as Banff  National Park and others becoming “islands 

of  civilized leisure resorts amid a sea of  wild country.”  Wildlife was often considered to be a 50

more of  a tourist commodity, as opposed to something that afforded sentimental value.  The bi51 -

son, however, were different. In the United States the disappearance of  the iconic herds led to a 

mourning of  sorts over the loss of  the storied “Wild West,” while in Canada, their disappearance 

from the prairies meant that the boundless sea of  grass suddenly felt barren.   52

	 The Canadian government under Wilfred Laurier took action, and the country “posi-

tioned itself  as the continent’s leader in bison conservation when in 1907 the federal government 

purchased 350 plains bison from Montana herder Michael Pablo at a cost [of  $140,000] that the 

U.S. Congress deemed excessive.”  While most early Canadian parks were set up mainly with an 53

economic interest, to promote the country as an unspoiled natural paradise to both domestic and 

American tourists, the early bison preserves of  Nemiskam, Buffalo, Wawaskesy and Menissawok 

had given conservation a higher priority, probably due to the very real fear that the species could 

go extinct.  In addition to these sites, Elk Island National Park also received bison from Pablo’s 54

 Sample, Bison, 40.49

 Sandlos, “Nature’s Nations,” 338.50

 Brower, Lost Tracks, 36.51

 Ibid, 37.52

 Sandlos, “Nature’s Nations,” 362.53
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herd and was earmarked due to its proximity to Edmonton and, hence, their potential to attract 

tourists. The Canadian government at this time retained interest in conserving the species, but it 

is clear that they had never abandoned their economic priorities either.   

Bison: Through the Social Prism 

	 Just as the great hunt extirpated the migratory herds of  the continent unfolded in a differ-

ent way on each side of  the border, so too did the conservation efforts. In Canada, the hunt was 

led by Métis hunters looking to capitalize on the British government’s mandate for furs; conserva-

tion likewise took place under government auspices, with the integration of  bison into the park 

system being an active target of  Canadian public policy. In the U.S., hunters of  European origin 

led the bison hunt, fuelled by a desire to pacify the western indigenous population and supply the 

burgeoning domestic market of  furs. Conservation required a Herculean effort by enterprising 

private individuals, a couple of  whom adopted orphaned calves off  the range to establish breed-

ing stocks, while public conservation of  bison at Yellowstone was more-or-less a chance occur-

rence.  In both the Canadian and American narratives, bison annihilation was almost dutifully 55

carried out to completion, followed by conservation efforts. It can be seen that each country ex-

perienced similar outcomes, but in fairly different manners.  

	 When contemplating the position of  the bison in the social fabric of  Montana and 

Saskatchewan today, the parallels with history are apparent. In Montana, bison reintroduction is 

the site of  hostile factions, indigenous and environmental groups pitted against popular agricul-

tural interests amidst the backdrop of  a deadlocked political system. Like it was in Teddy Roo-

sevelt’s time, bison are almost being willed back onto the landscape by a collection of  wealthy in-

 Sample, Bison, 38.55
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dividuals, no matter what the local hostilities may be. This process is basically the reverse of  the 

destruction of  wild bison in the American west. In the first case, bison were forcibly eliminated 

despite the wants of  indigenous people and early conservationists to open up the land for agricul-

ture; today, the bison are being brought back by cooperating indigenous and environmentalist 

factions against the interests of  ranchers and farmers.  56

	 In Canada, the parallels are much the same. Bison were reintroduced to the Grasslands 

National Park in a methodical way organized by the government, and mostly harmonious with 

local interests. Western settlement was much the same, proceeding at an orderly pace under the 

watchful eye of  the North West Mounted Police. Plains bison were eliminated, but hardly in the 

chaotic and frenzied style of  the U.S.; after all, by this time the colonial authorities had learned to 

value even the most precarious of  indigenous partnerships due to the more prescient threat of  

American expansionism. Indeed, the indigenous population of  the Canadian prairies may have 

even made peripheral short-term gains during the trade in bison furs due to their associations 

with Métis hunters. 

	 Considering the history of  the North American plains and the two countries that share 

them, it is impossible to draw a conclusion about why such differences may exist without consid-

ering why differences between the countries exist at all. The sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset 

observed: “It is precisely because the two North American democracies have so much in common 

that they permit students of  each to gain insights into the factors that cause variations.”  In the 57

case of  the bison, there are many similarities in outcomes, but very real differences in process. 

 No violence has been experienced in the most recent incarnation of  this conflict, though Montana 56

courts have been busy with bison-related rulings: Jim Robbins, “On the Montana Range, Efforts to Re-
store Bison Meet Resistance,” New York Times, April 1, 2003.
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Understanding these processional variations with regards to bison is to understand the funda-

mental differences between Canada and the U.S. The exact nature of  these differences have been 

much debated by scholars. However, by reviewing the past work of  scholars on the Canada-U.S. 

dichotomy and comparing it with the historical treatment of  bison, patterns emerge that help 

explain the differing experiences of  the bison in these two countries. 

Canada & America: Separated at Birth 

	 There is a uniqueness to the Canada – U.S. relationship that extends beyond a common 

language and the world’s longest international border. There is also a shared history that begins 

with the birth of  United States in 1776: “Two nations, not one, came out of  the American Revo-

lution. The United States is the country of  revolution, Canada of  the counterrevolution.”  To 58

Lipset, the significance of  the American Revolution is that it demonstrates a precise point of  de-

parture between the two countries and their values, with a philosophy of  liberal individualism 

prevailing in the U.S., while the more communitarian English Toryism shored up in the Canadi-

an territories.  This contention is premised on the migration of  British loyalists from the Ameri59 -

can thirteen colonies and into Canada during the course and aftermath of  the American Revolu-

tionary War. The loyalist migration was important to the future confederation of  Canada, since 

at the time of  the American Revolution there were only about 120,000 people of  European-ori-

gin in the Canadian territories, many of  whom were francophone. Post-revolution, that popula-

 Lipset, Continental Divide, 1.58

 With slogans like “God, King and Country,” Edward Grabb and James E. Curtis see Toryism as a form 59
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tion swelled by almost 40 percent with the arrival of  approximately 45,000 loyalists from the 

U.S.   60

	 While the loyalists no doubt helped create the English-speaking base that would later 

form the bedrock for nine out of  ten Canadian provinces, there is an impediment to the notion 

that they helped to cement national differences between Canada and the United States. As noted 

by Norman James Knowles, the loyalists were mostly farmers and craftsmen from society’s mid-

dle and lower social strata, and were an ethnically diverse lot that included British and French 

people, but also large numbers of  Dutch and Germans, along with indigenous people who fought 

the revolutionary war on the side of  Britain.  As Britain was offering free land to those defecting 61

from America, it is not unreasonable that this economic prospect could have been the main moti-

vation of  many migrants, rather than political or social values. Indeed, as Knowles and Kenneth 

McRae noted, the loyalists generally shared America’s liberal views on government and commu-

nity, as did many other English-speaking residents of  British North America; generally speaking, 

 Elizabeth Mancke, “The American Revolution in Canada,” A Companion to the American Revolution, ed. 60
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da does not have a Tory streak, this is taken to mean only that the loyalists were in fact more American-
ized than previously thought. However, the evidence suggests that about half  of  both premises are true: 
the loyalists were fairly U.S.-oriented in their values, and Canada did develop a communitarian Tory 
streak, but this was due to later events.

 Norman James Knowles, Inventing the Loyalists: The Ontario Loyalist Tradition and the Creation of  Usable Pasts 61

(Toronto: University of  Toronto Press, 1997), 26.
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the main difference between them and Americans was a preference for the economic perks of  

imperial Britain, and a willingness to compromise with them.  62

	 While the site of  the American Revolution is a good place to start when attempting to ar-

ticulate the differences between Canada and America and how that may apply to bison, there is 

no scholarly agreement on the significance that this historical occasion had on the shaping of  the 

distinct identities and values that are observed today. Some contend that those distinct identities 

and values are not actually very distinct at all – that English Canada and the northern American 

states (especially in the northeast) are actually quite similar, at least when looking past the superfi-

cial differences in political systems and population distributions that did result from the American 

independence.  When looking at the bison, there are similarities between the two countries in 63

outcomes but differences in process. The same can be said about how each country established 

independent democracies or settled their western territories. When evaluating these historical 

processes, it is clear that while there are common deep-seated values – about the environment, 

economy or politics – the way that they are manifested are also clearly distinct from one another. 

	 Edward Grabb and James E. Curtis have used a deep structure analysis in order to com-

pare Canadian and American society, coming to the conclusion that the shared English heritage 

of  America’s northern states plus English Canada has far more significance than anything that 

 Kenneth McRae, “The Structure of  Canadian History,” The Founding of  New Societies: Studies in the History 62

of  the United States, Latin America, South Africa, Canada, and Australia, ed. Louis Hartz (New York: Halcourt, 
Brace and World, 1964), 239-240; Knowles, Inventing the Loyalists, 29.

 See Edward Grabb and James E. Curtis, Regions Apart: The Four Societies in Canada and the United States 63

(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2005), 249-255; J.F. Conway, “Canada and The U.S.: What Makes Us 
Different? A Response to Seymour Martin Lipset,” Labour/Le Travail 28, Fall: 311-321; and McRae, “The 
Structure of  Canadian History,” 219-275 for depth on these perspectives. Though all scholars maintain 
that differences appear, these three works minimize those differences by contending that English Canada 
and the northern U.S. states have more in common with each other than they have with their French 
Canadian or southern U.S. counterparts, respectively.
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came afterward. They note how the French philosopher, Montesquieu, had identified Britain and 

its New World colonies as bastions of  liberty unique in the world, with its open commerce and 

electoral representation. In his journey through North America, Alexis de Tocqueville too noted 

very little differences between the northern non-slave states, and what is now Ontario, owing to 

their common English heritage.  Grabb and Curtis base a large part of  their conclusions on the 64

observations of  Tocqueville, yet fail to adequately explain variations that have developed since 

Tocqueville’s time and persist to this day, which include levels of  poverty, crime, attitudes towards 

health care and capital punishment, along with the impactful development of  a popular socialist 

party in Canada but absent in the United States.  The deep structure they put forward does de65 -

scribe why there are many shared values, but falls short on the variations that have emerged since 

the American Revolution.  

	 There are scholars like J.F. Conway who agree with the notion that English Canada and 

the northern U.S. are fundamentally the same, explaining that any observed differences are mere-

ly the byproduct of  the younger Canada learning from prior American experiences, and correct-

ing course accordingly.  This approach may appear to shed light on the differing experience be66 -

tween Canada and the United States in regards to their differing quests for independence and 

settlement of  the west; Canada, wanting to avoid the pandemonium that occurred south of  the 

border, opted for a negotiated independence from Britain and a more orderly taming of  the west. 

Nevertheless, Conway’s thesis fails to explain the rise and popularity of  the socialistic NDP party, 

 Grabb and Curtis, Regions Apart, 34-46. It is asserted by Tocqueville, along with Grabb and Curtis, that 64

the influence of  slavery had a profound impact on slaves and slavers alike, embedding a racial hierarchy 
that persists to this day. Although the former slave states share a common heritage, they became a quan-
tifiably unique society due to this “peculiar institution.”

 Ibid, 176-204.65

 Conway, “Canada and the U.S.,” 311-321.66

	 	  32



for example, nor the treatment of  bison on either side of  the border. For example, the hunt was 

conducted simultaneously but with very different actors. While north of  the border the hunt was 

marked by cooperation between the government and Métis fur traders, south of  the border was 

marked by rampant hostility between clashing Old and New World cultures. Conservation also 

took very different forms and in this case, it was Canada that emerged as the pioneer and leader 

in bison conservation, rendering Conway’s contention inapplicable to this case study.  67

	 The only comprehensive explanation that can explain not only the processional differ-

ences in bison conservation, but also the differing histories, political attitudes and levels of  pover-

ty and crime is the one put forward by Lipset: Toryism did indeed become entrenched in Canada 

while in the U.S., classical liberalism became the strongest force. Where Lipsett erred was to sug-

gest that this occurred suddenly and simultaneously with the American Revolution and arrival of  

the loyalists; this cannot be, due to their fairly apolitical nature and favourable attitudes toward 

American systems of  governance.  What the American Revolution did cement was a division 68

among colonists between those who preferred the patronage of  the British Empire, and those 

who did not. Even this preference among those residing north of  the Great Lakes may have been 

more a matter of  circumstance than an active rejection of  American liberal ideals, with the 

sparsely populated landscape simply having more dependence on the British economy and insti-

tutions. 

 Sandlos, “Nature’s Nations,” 362. This is a trend that continues to this day, and no longer just limited to 67

bison. For example, it was Canadian wolves that seeded Yellowstone’s current wolf  packs, and it was bison 
from Elk Island National Park that stocked not only Grasslands National Park in Saskatchewan, but also 
the American Prairie Reserve in 2006.

 Grabb and Curtis largely agree with McRae’s assertion that the loyalists largely imported American 68

ideas into British North America, rather than firm up English ones in Regions Apart, 17. 
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	 More accurately, it was the War of  1812 that led to a solid divergence between the Eng-

lish-speaking populations of  Canada and the U.S. While the war itself  was largely caused by 

American grievances with Britain’s blockade of  France and naval impressments, the Canadian 

territories were intended to be captured – at least as a bargaining chip, if  not outright annexa-

tion.  For reasons that had nothing to do with Canadian colonists, a war was brought to their 69

shore, resulting in a firming of  identity:  

It is not clear that the general population during the War of  1812 was very strongly anti-Ameri-
can but the enshrinement of  Upper Canadian patriotic heroes required an opposing pole and 
thus a rejection of  American cultural values and political structures… A pro-British political pos-
ture was also implied and this was accentuated as the myths of  the War of  1812 evolved. Imperi-
al ties and the symbols of  monarchy increasingly were revered in no small part because of  their 
superiority to the strident factionalism and barren political forms of  the republic to the south.  70

	 With this in mind, it is possible to see why the governments of  Canada and the U.S. often 

pursue very similar goals, yet operate very differently. The shared English heritage that Grabb 

and Curtis wrote of  explains these shared values. But the Canadian construction of  “an opposing 

pole,” embodied by the U.S. after the War of  1812, explains the fundamental preference of  the 

northern regime to do things differently than their southern counterparts, almost as a measure of  

sovereignty. By this perspective, monarchical affection and a penchant for collectivist, state-led 

action is observed in Canada largely because it is rejected in America, with their four word creed 

of  “antistatism, individualism, populism and egalitarianism.”  While there is a significant degree 71

 George Sheppard, Plunder, Profit and Paroles: A Social History of  the War of  1812 (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s 69

University Press, 1994), 37.

 Donald Harman Akenson, The Irish in Ontario: A Study in Rural History (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s Uni70 -
versity Press, 1999), 131. The crux of  this important observation, is that while a distinct American identity 
had formed during the Revolutionary War, Canada’s identity was somewhat shapeless until coming into 
direct conflict with America. Indeed, as pointed out by other writers, many American values had budded 
in British North America with the arrival of  the loyalists and the deep economic and social ties that exist-
ed with the northern states. 

 Seymour Martin Lipset, Continental Divide: The Values and Institutions of  the United States and Canada (New 71

York: Routledge, 1990), 26.
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of  overlap between the two countries in terms of  language, social norms and political thought, 

where  divergences exist, they can often be understood on the premise that the War of  1812 im-

pressed upon Canada a proclivity toward British forms. Although Conway, Grabb and Curtis 

have difficulty explaining the rise of  the socialist NDP, its persistent popularity is sort of  the in-

verse to American antistatist, individualistic populism, and has many parallels to Britain’s Labour 

Party.  72

	 This revolution/counterrevolution dynamic on each side of  the border has had important 

historical ramifications for the bison, as already discussed. The antistatist, individualistic attitudes 

spurned by the liberal American Revolution fed directly into the chaotic settlement of  the west, 

leading to a frenzy of  racial violence.The destruction of  bison herds that took place at this time 

had the dual effect of  pacifying hostile indigenous tribes while opening the land for ranching by 

settlers. The factionalist nature of  U.S. politics has also led to men of  means having outsized in-

fluence on the political discourse, which consequentially shaped the outgrowth of  conservation 

there. For this reason it is no coincidence that men like Roosevelt and Carnegie led the Conserva-

tion Movement in the U.S., and bison conservation in particular “was a rich man’s sport then and 

remains so now, and much good can come by simply raising money.”  The elitist dimensions of  73

this movement likely also explain the oft-observed schism between public park policy and local 

 Conway, “Canada and the U.S.,” 320.72

 Manning, Rewilding the West, 193.73
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constituents, as with the founding of  Yellowstone National Park and what is witnessed today at 

the American Prairie Reserve.   74

	 Conversely, in Canada the Tory-based communitarian principles that became rooted 

post-1812 led to an alternative bison narrative. Western settlement was orderly and guided by 

federal law enforcement; indigenous people retained more autonomy than their southern coun-

terparts and even had active participation in bison hunts; cattle were brought out west not only 

for the profit of  ranchers, but also for the satiation of  appetites found wanting with the declining 

supply of  bison meat.  Conservation, in turn, was also a more inclusive process. While the first 75

parks in the U.S. were largely predicated on shutting local interests out, in Canada it was about 

bringing local interests in, leading to a park system that sought to buoy local economies while 

preserving scenic beauty. Owing to Canada seeing the state in a more benign way, it is unsurpris-

ing that the state often led conservation efforts beginning with the founding of  the Dominion 

Parks Branch, or was recruited by communities to establish park boundaries.  Bison conservation 76

north of  the 49th parallel could never really be described as a “rich man’s sport” as it was in the 

U.S. This is made lucid by the earliest intersection of  Canadian and American bison conserva-

 Yellowstone’s wildlife populations continue to be a source of  controversy between the park and neigh74 -
bouring ranchers. The 1995 introduction of  Canadian wolves into the park was met with protests from 
local communities over fears of  livestock predation. And although brucellosis transmission between bison 
and cattle has only been observed once in a laboratory setting, bison remain one of  the only park residents 
not able to freely enter and exit park boundaries over ranchers’ concerns that they may spread the disease. 
See Paul Robbins, John Hintz and Sarah A. Moore, Environment and Society (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2010), Chapter 11 for a discussion about the wolves of  Yellowstone and Molly Loomis, “Bison and 
Boundaries: Can Yellowstone’s Signature Mammal and the Region’s Ranchers Just Get Along?” Sierra 98, 
no. 6: 28-32 for a discussion of  brucellosis and bison around Yellowstone.

 Elofson, Frontier Cattle Ranching, 10.75

 Lipset, Continental Divide, 20. 76
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tion, when it was the (public) Canadian government that purchased the (private) herd of  bison 

from rancher Michel Pablo.  77

	 Because it is the past that informs the present, by studying the parks established in 

Saskatchewan and Montana we can make inferences as to the historical legacies that produced 

them, which may either affirm or refute the American individualism/Tory communitarianism 

dynamic put forward by this thesis. It has been observed: “All conservation choices are funda-

mentally anthropogenic. The setting aside of  ‘wild nature’ is no less a human choice, in service of  

human preferences, than bulldozing it.”   78

	 The reasons for selecting Grasslands National Park and the American Prairie Reserve as 

sites of  study are identical to the reasons Seymour Martin Lipset had for selecting the societies of  

Canada and America as his object of  study: It is precisely because these two prairie refuges and 

their surrounding communities have so much in common that they permit students to gain in-

sights into the factors that cause variations.  In the next chapter, the more recent history of  the 79

region around Val Marie and Saco will be explored, including the factors that led to those areas 

becoming prime candidates for bison conservation projects. By putting forward a historical basis 

for bison conservation, and a working premise on the binational differences contained therein, 

this thesis has made the first step toward a social construction analysis as outlined by Robbins: 

 Ironically since then, both public and private American conservation efforts have often purchased bison  77

descended from Pablo’s herd from the Canadian government, including at the American Prairie Reserve 
in Montana.

 John Asafu-AJaye, et al., An Ecomodernist Manifesto (www.ecomodernism.org, April 2015), 26-27.78

 Paraphrased from Lipset, Continental Divide, xvii: “It is precisely because the two North American democ79 -
racies have so much in common that they permit students of  each to gain insights into the factors that 
cause variations.”
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“Establish the roots of  the most obvious and taken-for-granted environmental conceptions that 

drive, direct and dominate conflict.”  80

 Paul Robbins, Political Ecology: A Critical Introduction (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 126.80
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Chapter Three 

Community Impact of  Conservation 

	 The road to Val Marie is a very deliberate one that is taken. Far from any population cen-

tres and major highways, no matter which direction you may be coming from you will never ac-

cidentally end up there. Driving from Calgary as I did, during the first four and a half  hours  the 

thoroughfare of  the Trans-Canada highway is familiar: Brooks and the nearby World Heritage 

Site, Dinosaur Provincial Park, the always-sunny and growing city of  Medicine Hat that Rudyard 

Kipling once visited and a rendezvous with the mighty Bow River before entering Saskatchewan. 

Here truck stops, greasy spoon diners, motels and gas stations adorn the roadside. The rural 

landscape becomes more pronounced upon turning south at Gull Lake and on toward the village 

of  Climax; though boasting a population of  only 182 people, it is aptly named with its aging 

grain elevator being the highlight of  this particularly vacant leg of  the journey. The depopulation 

of  the countryside is quite visible here, with grain silos being civilization’s only outposts and large 

expanses of  wheat and pasture separate the farmhouses from one another. 

	 The village of  Val Marie is somewhat of  an anomaly in this regard. In other towns, the 

churches and schoolhouses that once bound the communities together are falling into disrepair, 

but here they are turning into cafés, galleries and bed and breakfasts. While the ranching com-

munity has shrunk here over the years, the establishment of  Grasslands National Park has given 

the town new constituencies, including parks employees and an arts community that draws inspi-

ration from the adjacent grasslands. The inspiration is understandable. Grasslands National Park 

is a sort of  Canadian Serengeti, where a discerning eye may spot short-horned lizards and prairie 

rattlesnakes among the colourful wildflowers and prickly pear cacti, herds of  grazing pronghorn 

antelope, black-tailed prairie dogs the size of  cats, foxes and coyotes, any number of  falcons, 
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hawks or shrikes in the skies by day and bats and owls by night, and weighing up to two tons is 

the most majestic of  all, the plains bison. Topping off  this treasure trove of  ecological delights is a 

friendliness about town; fellow patrons in the café will let you know where the bison are grazing 

that day, drivers of  seemingly every passing vehicle will lend out a friendly wave hello. Val Marie 

is something of  an oasis in a landscape largely forgotten and ignored by an ever-urbanizing civi-

lization that is often more concerned with digital matters than natural ones. 

	 Crossing into Montana at the Morgan crossing, that sense of  isolation quickly expands. 

As a state, Montana is quite small in population by American standards, and Phillips County is 

one of  the most sparsely populated of  all the 56 counties in the state at roughly 4,000 people – 

and falling. The terrain is similar to what was left behind in Saskatchewan – rolling fields of  

wheat, canola and pasture with wild sunflowers sprouting up from the ditches next to the road – 

but vehicles seem like a rarer sight on this side of  the border and townsites, rarer still. The Amer-

ican Prairie Reserve is located between two towns, Saco and Malta, but since Saco is so similar to 

Val Marie in demographics and economy, it was decided to go there. Unlike Val Marie, Saco is 

actually somewhere one could end up in by accident, due to the Burlington Northern Santa Fe 

(BNSF) rail line running through it. Apart from railroad employees, almost everyone is employed 

directly or indirectly by the agricultural economy. There is no visible arts community in Saco, or 

Malta for that matter, and those employed by the American Prairie Reserve seem to live mostly 

out of  town and near the reserve, or work out of  the organization’s office which is located further 

away, in Bozeman.  

	 Also unlike Val Marie, there is certainly no promotion of  the successes of  prairie conser-

vation. The differences in this regard are not limited to signage, as shown in the introduction. As 

I discovered with Carla, a part-time Saco hotel owner and full-time rancher, any mention of  the 
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American Prairie Reserve here is only likely to trigger a lengthy conversation revolving around 

the sins of  the unwanted bison herd contained within and a recitation of  the unpleasant changes 

that outside environmental groups have brought to their otherwise-tranquil agricultural commu-

nity. In other words, do not look for advice on where to catch sight of  the bison herd in this town. 

The concerns of  Carla and other ranchers like her in Saco are closely intertwined with fears that 

their livelihoods will be squeezed by a prairie not big enough to support herds of  wild bison 

alongside domestic cattle. This has a lot of  importance from the perspective of  political ecology, 

but also pertinent to this thesis is how one interpretation prevails in one location, while an almost 

opposite one prevails just a 90 minute drive up the highway.  

	 There is a historical context for this laid out in the previous chapter, that Canada’s histor-

ical Tory-based collectivism might have led to more amicable and inclusive terms between ranch-

ers and conservationists north of  the border. In Montana, a more individualistic philosophy is 

theorized to account for heightened animosity between competing factions, which are farmers 

and environmentalists in this case study. Through these interviews, it will be seen that this not 

fundamentally a battle between economic and environmental interests. The oft-debated tradeoff  

between jobs and the environment is mostly absent here; both conservationists and ranchers offer 

prospective ecological and economic benefits with their treatment of  the landscape.  1

	 In order to understand and apply this historical context to the present day, data was col-

lected over a series of  interviews from participants in each community who have been personally 

affected by conservation activities. In the interest of  balance, one participant was chosen from 

 The “economy versus environment” debate is particularly ripe in public discourses concerning pollution 1

regulations in the United States, as well as the future of  global energy production. John R. Parkins et al., 
“Identifying Energy Discourses in Canada with Q Methodology: Moving Beyond Environmental Versus 
Economy Debates,” Environmental Sociology 1, no. 4 (2015): 304-314; Todd L. Matthews “The Enduring 
Conflict of  ‘Jobs Versus the Environment’: Local Pollution Havens as an Integrative Empirical Measure of  
the Economy Versus Environment,” Sociological Spectrum 31, no. 1 (2010): 59-85.
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Saskatchewan and Montana to represent conservation interests and one participant was chosen 

from each location to represent agricultural interests, for a total of  four participants. Although a 

small sample size, this methodology provided a means to access in-depth interviews with key re-

spondents. Because of  the small sample size, interviewees were selected after corresponding with 

members of  each constituency represented. In Saskatchewan, Parks Canada employees recom-

mended talking to Wes Olson – a leading expert on wild bison, and overseer of  the reintroduc-

tion of  Grasslands’ herd. From the ranching community, Jody Larson was recommended by Val 

Marie residents, including the mayor, due to his family ranch’s long history with the park and 

knowledge of  the concerns of  area ranchers. In Montana, Damien Austin was referred to me by 

the American Prairie Reserve due to his long-standing relationship with the reserve’s herd of  bi-

son, both as a veterinary volunteer and wildlife manager. Tom Depuydt was recommended by 

two local ranchers in Saco due to his activism concerning the APR and his role as the local repre-

sentative of  Phillips County’s agricultural community.  

	 Although a tentative sample list was compiled while visiting Val Marie and Saco in July of  

2016, interviews were conducted over the phone between February and March of  2017 after ap-

pointments were made via email. Each interview was approximately 45 minutes in length, and 

the questions covered the beginnings of  each participants’ career, up to when they either began 

working for the wildlife refuge or the moment it impacted their lives and/or livelihoods. Ques-

tions then focused on their specific encounters with conservation activities, and what they have 

done to promote their interests. Interviews were only semi-structured, with questions centred 

around the topics just listed but some of  the most insightful comments and observations came out 

of  unstructured conversation. Interviews were transcribed, and statements were organized be-

tween two categories: the biographical history of  each participant in the region and their indi-
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vidual experiences relating to the conservation projects underway at each site. Every opinion and 

sentiment related to me by each informant is represented in their own words below – omissions 

were only undertaken due to the redundancy of  certain statements over a long conversation. 

Many scholars have spent entire careers pondering the social construction of  nature and inter-

preting the wild but it was remarkable to hear participants offer firm opinions on these subjects, 

quite unprompted by any literature or the researcher.  Life experience is clearly a difficult thing to 2

substitute for, which is why these interviews are essential to understanding what is happening on 

the ground at each location. 

	 Conforming to the ethical conditions attached to this project, each participant was given 

the option to remain anonymous. Ultimately none chose to do so, as all are quite public about 

their beliefs which, for at least three participants, is essentially a component of  their job descrip-

tion. The findings have been organized into three categories: political ecology of  the prairies, in-

cluding the recent histories of  each community and a brief  biography of  each participant, before 

moving on to the specific social processes at work in Canada and the United States. These cate-

gories were chosen because they build on each other sequentially; whereas the last chapter delved 

into the broad history of  the region, this one will examine some of  the more recent developments 

in each community before providing a snapshot of  each community in relation to the herds of  

bison growing on their perimeter. After these snapshots are constructed, the two communities are 

contrasted, allowing similarities and differences to be drawn which can then be placed within the 

historical context already outlined. 

 See Ted Benton, “Animals and us,” The International Handbook of  Environmental Sociology, Second Ed., ed. 2

Michael Redclift and Graham Woodgate (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing Inc., 2010): 
197-211 and William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” En-
vironmental History 1, no. 1 (1996): 7-28 for two examples of  subjects discussed in academia that are a part 
of  daily life for the agricultural communities of  Val Marie and Saco.

	 	  47



Population Redistribution on the Prairies 

	 The changing landscape and population of  the prairie region on both sides of  the border 

is evident not only to the passing observer, but it is also supported by the census data and biogra-

phies of  those who remain in the area.  Tom Depuydt was interviewed representing ranchers in 3

the Saco community, and also can trace his family back 100 years to the area to a 300 acre plot 

of  land. Out of  nine siblings, seven of  them went on to pursue lives in more urban areas, while 

only Tom and his older brother remained near Saco, together tending to a 20,000 acre plot of  

land. Of  all the changes that have occurred with the way the family business has been practiced 

over that century-long span, most of  them have taken place during the last quarter. 

Tom: “For the last 100 years our land has just continued to grow. In the last 25 we’ve had 

significant growth. I’ve tried to be a good businessman to help my family survive. This 

line of  work, some days I’m a rancher, some days I’m a carpenter or an electrician or 

even a computer geek. It’s always changing.” 

	  Jody Larson, who was interviewed as a representative of  Val Marie’s ranching communi-

ty, traces his family’s settlement in the area back to his great-grandfather who acquired land in 

Saskatchewan almost 100 years ago in 1919. By the 1980s the land held in that estate had grown 

to 52 square miles, but Larson’s aunts who had inherited it had since left the countryside, leaving 

them looking for buyers. Parks Canada then acquired a good portion of  this land, which made it 

the first ranch to sell to what would become Grasslands National Park. Larson currently owns 

and manages land in two different places near Val Marie; one is land from his wife’s family, and 

 Curtis H. Freese, et al., “Second Chance for the Plains Bison,” Biological Conservation 136, no. 2 (2007): 3

181. Swift and massive social changes have been observed in this study, as the economics of  agriculture 
has changed and indigenous populations have grown relative to the shrinking ranching communities that 
once dominated the landscape.
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the other is a portion that was retained from his own family about 15 miles northeast of  the park. 

Over his lifetime, Jody has been subject to similar changes in agricultural practice and conserva-

tion forces as Tom has in Montana.  

Jody: “My family has been here since 1920 and there has been far, far more changes in 

the way that this area looks and runs in the last 20 years then there was in the 100 years 

before that.” 

	 The progressive trend toward consolidation of  ranch land against a backdrop of  mecha-

nized agriculture and a dwindling rural population has opened up opportunities for conservation 

that did not previously exist. Although the concept of  a national park on the prairies, in the mold 

of  those found in the Rocky Mountains on both sides of  the border, was decades-old in 

Saskatchewan, action was not taken until much later. 

Jody: “Establishment talks for the park began in the 1950s and 1960s, but a federal-pro-

vincial agreement was not established until 1981 and our family land was bought in 

1984.” 

This land purchase set the wheels in motion for Canada’s only federal prairie reserve, the aptly-

named Grasslands National Park, roughly 100 years after the establishment of  Canada’s first na-

tional park in Banff.  

	 As one explanation for the lack of  protected lands found on plains and grasslands around 

the world, Tim Forsyth observed that in conservation, forests may be overvalued while other sys-

tems, such as savannahs or wetlands, get undervalued once passed through the lens of  human 

judgement and valuation.  This notion would partially explain why a relatively robust network of  4

parks and reserves exists amongst the world’s woodlands relative to grassland ecosystems. The 

 Tim Forsyth, Critical Political Ecology: The Politics of  Environmental Science (New York: Routledge, 2003): 81.4
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other part would have to include the unique suitability that those grasslands and savannahs have 

for agricultural productivity, such as crop farming and livestock grazing; a park is much more dif-

ficult to establish in areas already under use by people. Damien Austin is the reserve supervisor at 

the American Prairie Reserve (APR) in Montana, obtaining that position in 2010 after volunteer-

ing veterinary work with the reserve’s bison herd. He was interviewed as a representative of  con-

servation interests in the area, and provided this backstory to the APR’s formation.  5

Damien:  “The World Wildlife Fund helped us get going. The backstory to that is the 

World Wildlife Fund, Nature Conservancy and the Wildlife Conservation Society were 

together evaluating the ecosystems across the world and their levels of  conservation and 

protection. And one of  the results from that study was that temperate grasslands were 

one of  the least protected ecotypes in the entire world and have been dramatically al-

tered with very little left. So they identified only four places where there was enough 

temperate grassland left where it could be put back together in an ecologically functional 

way. One of  those places was here, where the APR is today. The others were Patagonia 

in South America, then the Kazakh steppe, and the Mongolian steppe in Asia.” 

	 The approach taken by the World Wildlife Fund and the progressive prioritization of  the 

prairie ecoregion by the Canadian government signals a break from traditional conservation pri-

ority setting approaches, described by Withey et al. as seeking “to identify areas with the greatest 

value for conservation, including biodiversity hotpots, areas of  high endemism and threatened 

 More information on their backstory may be found on the APR’s website at:  5

https://www.americanprairie.org/our-story. Additionally, profiles on some of  the philanthropists behind 
the American Prairie Reserve, including the Swiss-born billionaire Hansjorg Wyss and Silicon Valley ven-
ture capitalist Gib Meyers, can be found in Karl Puckett, “Business big shots, foundations providing bulk 
of  green behind conservation effort,” Great Falls Tribune, June 18, 2015, http://www.greatfallstribune.com/
story/news/local/2015/06/18/business-leaders-provide-green-behind-conservation-effort/28960843/.
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ecoregions or habitats.”  By this measure alone, the study by Withey et al. found the grassland 6

habitats of  North America, and Phillips County in particular, to rank near the bottom for return-

on-investment in conservation, or number of  species protected for each dollar spent.  This can be 7

attributed to the cost of  having to purchase private ranch land for protection (as opposed to re-

designating public forests) and the relatively lower amount of  species-at-risk found in this ecore-

gion.   8

The “Natural” Prairie? 

	 An aging population and outmigration of  young families has created a buyer’s market for 

land in this ecoregion, making large scale conservation projects economically viable.  But because 9

this area had been ignored for so long by conservationists their sudden interest effectively put 

ranchers on a defensive footing when faced with these unfamiliar changes. Although the prairies 

did undergo one of  the greatest ecosystem alterations in North America, the ranchers feel as 

though they have productively stabilized their environment in the decades since.  10

 John C. Withey, et al., “Maximising return on conservation investment in the coterminous USA,” Ecology 6

Letters 15, no. 11 (2012): 1249.

 Ibid, 1252.7

 It is important to note that while fewer species are classified as at-risk in the prairie biome relative to the 8

forest biomes, this is mostly because many endemic species were extirpated or greatly diminished during 
colonization and settlement, including keystone species like black tailed prairie dogs and bison, but also 
apex predators like grey wolves and grizzly bears. Therefore there is a fewer number of  species subject to 
risk. However, there are still many including North America’s most critically endangered mammal, the 
black footed ferret, found here. See Anne M. Schrag and Steve Forrest, “Northern Great Plains, North 
America,” in Climate and Conservation: Landscape and Seascape Science, Planning and Action, ed. Jodi A. Hilty, 
Charles C. Chester and Molly S. Cross (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2012): 102-117 and James E. 
Sherow, The Grasslands of  the United States: An Environmental History (Santa Barbra: ABC-CLIO, 2007): 1-28 
for more information on endemic and endangered species of  North America’s grasslands.

 Norman J. Rosenberg, A Biomass Future for the North American Great Plains (New York: Springer, 2007), 41.9

 Anne Schrag and Steve Forrest, “Northern Great Plains,” 105.10
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Jody: “Unfortunately the bison were gone long before my family ever showed up. My 

great-grandfather did talk about prairie wolves and things like that in his diary, but most 

of  the things that were here when the ranchers took over are still here because the ranch-

ers learned how to take care of  the grass. But the mentality of  those working with the 

park at the time was ‘let’s save this land from the ranchers. Let’s get these people off  the 

land who seeded the crested wheat and brought in the cattle.’ What they didn’t realize is 

that actually these ranchers looked after the land, they were very good stewards. Part of  

the reason these species-at-risk are still around is because of  these ranchers. They 

couldn’t misuse the land because if  they did they would starve to death.” 

Fledgling efforts to restore native ecology to the region were taken as a sleight to ranchers, many 

of  whom trace their lineage back over a century, as evidenced by Jody Larson’s statement above 

and Tom Depuydt here. 

Tom: “There’s a video where this employee of  the American Prairie Reserve talking 

about how ranchers do not want wildlife on their property. He summed up the rancher’s 

attitudes with a quote: ‘if  they don’t pay, they don’t stay.’ That was one of  the issues we 

wanted to set straight… It is important for people to know that we do protect wildlife. We 

want wildlife. Us in agriculture, whether we raise livestock or crops – we care for people. 

We want to provide people with a safe, healthy food source. And a big part of  that is car-

ing for the land. We all share the same planet, including the wildlife. If  we didn’t care for 

the next generation we wouldn’t have to care for the land or the animals or even how safe 

our food is. We go by the saying ‘if  we take care of  the land, it will take care of  us.’ It’s so 

true.” 
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	 There is a common viewpoint among ranchers on both sides of  the border, regarding 

themselves positively as environmental stewards, even though there came to be a divergence in 

attitudes toward official conservation efforts. Radical changes to the ecology of  the grasslands did 

indeed occur  during the 1800s process of  succession from a bison to a cattle economy, but 

decades of  agricultural productivity and the presence of  many healthy wildlife populations attest 

that this alteration did not equate to destruction.  Following this perspective, the ranchers do not 11

see themselves as transformers of  the region, but rather the logical successors to the previous bi-

son economy managed by the indigenous people of  a bygone era. Recent archaeological discov-

eries indicate that humans and the grasslands co-evolved together over millennia; that the indige-

nous people inhabiting this biome acted more like a keystone species than an apex predator or a 

mere consumer of  its resources.  Ranchers do not see themselves as having transformed nature 12

by aggressively creating space for a new Eurocentric cattle economy on these lands. Rather, they 

project that their presence maintains nature in balance by filling a void that was created by the 

vanquishing of  this previous ecological regime by historical factors outside of  their control. 

Tom: “If  you go back in history, when the first ranchers came in and there was open 

grazing – there was a lot of  overgrazing. Creeks and riverbanks were destroyed from 

overgrazing and there was a lot of  problems in the 1930s. But we learned. Putting up 

fencing was a big part of  preventing overgrazing over the whole landscape. And there is a 

lot of  research and documentation now on how the indigenous tribes actually managed 

the bison. They moved them around because they knew what would happen to the land 

if  they didn’t.” 

 Freese et al., “Second Chance for the Plains Bison,” 180.11

 Sherow, The Grasslands of  the United States, xiv-xv.12
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Jody: “The first parks employees, after purchasing a ranch, right away they would roll the 

fences up, take the buildings and power out – took everything out because they wanted it 

to be in a natural state. They didn’t realize that the land actually needs to be managed. 

Those lands sat about 20 years before they started to realize that the crested wheat is 

moving, the grass is getting stale and the habitat is going backwards. The whole cycle 

that comes with that is a lot of  bugs and birds. So Parks Canada realized that in the 

process of  acquiring and taking over ranch land they had run off  people who truly were 

stewards that actually knew a lot of  the things that they needed to know.” 

	 With the understanding of  the grasslands being an ecosystem that requires active human 

participation, it is understandable why those tending to the landscape might take umbrage with 

the notion that they are bad for it. Although studies have shown that land grazed by bison yield 

greater vegetative richness when compared to land grazed by cattle, ultimately conservation aims 

to take land out of  production – and that is what’s truly unnatural from this perspective.   13

	 Emerging discoveries on the co-evolution of  the grasslands with humans takes William 

Cronon’s observation that “country people generally know far too much about working land to 

regard unworked land as their ideal,” a step further.  Repurposing land for agriculturally unpro14 -

ductive activity in this region is not regarded by many long-time residents as a neutral, if  fruitless, 

 Brock R. McMillan et al., “Vegetation Responses to an Animal-generated Disturbance (Bison Wallows) 13

in Tallgrass Prairie,” The American Midland Naturalist 165, no. 1 (2011): 60-73; E. Gene Towne et al., “Vege-
tation Trends in Tallgrass Prairie from Bison and Cattle Grazing,” Ecological Applications 15, no. 5 (2005): 
1550-1559; Michel T. Kohl et al., “Bison Versus Cattle: Are They Ecologically Synonymous?” Rangeland 
Economy and Management 66, no. 6 (2013): 721-731. A few ideas are posited about why different ecological 
patterns emerge in landscapes that are populated by bison instead of  cattle. Bison exhibit wallowing be-
haviour, which is a unique disturbance that occurs when they lay and kick on the ground. They also are 
able to move to different points in the landscape much faster than cattle, which allows for more selective 
grazing, and have different grass preferences when foraging.

 Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 15.14
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endeavour but as a generally unnatural and undesirable aim. Creating space for wild bison may 

seem especially futile when you consider that bison may not have really been wild to begin with; 

the modern plains bison may have had its evolution guided and populations managed by people 

all along, which would not make their species categorically different than the cattle that largely 

replaced them in their habitat. The herds that have been recently introduced are therefore not 

seen as a restoration of  the wild but a newer alteration of  the land. 

Jody: “The bison are not wild, you fenced them in. You put that fence around them, 

they’re not wild anymore, and you’re responsible for them now.” 

This is an important perspective to establish because it helps frame a central issue of  this thesis. 

What is taking place in Saskatchewan and Montana is not so much an economy versus environ-

ment debate, but rather a debate over what counts as nature in this ecoregion. This debate has 

been active in both Canada and the United States, but the discourses and outcomes to date have 

been much different.  

	 The perspective of  the conservationists active in the region will be elucidated below. Of  

most interest, however, is how the debate over conservation came to be largely reconciled in 

Saskatchewan while it grows with intensity in Montana. On this note, William Cronon’s observa-

tion on nature is instructive:  

Wilderness is not a pristine sanctuary where the last remnant of  an untouched, endangered, but 
still transcendent nature can for at least a little while longer be encountered without taint of  civi-
lization. Instead, it is a product of  that civilization and could hardly be contaminated by the very 
stuff  of  which it is made. Wilderness hides its unnaturalness behind a mask that is all the more 
beguiling because it seems so natural. As we gaze into the mirror it holds up for us, we too easily 
imagine that what we behold is nature, when in fact we see the reflection of  our own unexamined 
longings and desires.  15

 Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 7.15
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The concept of  wilderness as a product of  civilizations and nations is useful, especially when con-

trasting the journey of  two countries seeking to manufacture wild spaces on a shared landscape. 

The variations in this journey can then be explained only by the differences between these two 

countries, instead of  any variation between the type of  wilderness they are attempting to create.  

Canadian Experience 

	 The establishment of  Grasslands National Park initially followed a fairly typical Canadian 

trajectory. While parks at Nemiskam, Buffalo, Wawaskesy and Menissawok were established in 

the 1920s for the sole purpose of  rehabilitating bison and pronghorn populations, by 1947 all of  

these were delisted and Canada’s plains bison herd was consolidated at Elk Island National Park, 

while the wild pronghorn population was deemed stable.  This left Canada with no representa16 -

tion of  the prairie biome in its park system, and Saskatchewan with only one national park which 

protected a swathe of  its southern boreal forest near Prince Albert. This lack of  representation 

presented a natural opening to conservationists in Saskatchewan by the 1960s. One of  the pre-

mier bison experts in Canada, Wes Olson, explains below. He has spent 20 years raising bison on 

a ranch near Elk Island National Park, in addition to a decade-long body of  work working as a 

wildlife technician for the Yukon government, conducting aerial surveys of  wildlife populations, 

among other duties. He was hired by Grasslands in 2008 to work with their fledgling herd and is 

also currently involved in a bison reintroduction project in Banff  National Park. 

Wes: “Grasslands was a bit of  an oddball in the national parks system, in that it consists 

of  formerly private ranch land, homesteaded around 1910. And there was a movement, 

not by Parks Canada, but by some local naturalists to establish a national park here be-

 John Sandlos, “Nature’s Nations: The Shared Conservation History of  Canada and the USA,” In16 -
ternational Journal of  Environmental Studies 70, no. 3 (2013): 362.
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ginning in the 1960s. The individuals involved changed over time, but they pushed and 

campaigned for many years until the park purchased its first tract of  land, called the 

Larson block, in 1987.” 

	 The naturalists he’s referring to is a group known as Nature Saskatchewan, and they are 

primarily located in the city of  Regina as opposed to Val Marie itself, which helps to explain 

some of  the early antagonism ranchers initially felt toward the park as Jody recounted. And al-

though the origin of  Grasslands began with the familiar story of  local groups petitioning the fed-

eral government, its creation was complicated by the fact that it could not be done by simply 

granting status to unused land. Like in Montana, the land needed to be acquired and worked 

back into a “natural” state. It was at this stage, after acquiring that first ranch from Jody Larson’s 

family, that problems between the parks staff  and neighbouring ranchers became palpable.  

Jody: “My family and the park didn’t get along even during the time of  acquisition. We 

felt we were ripped off  and that’s just part of  it. But then you had folks who don’t have 

enough grass or they don’t have enough cows, and they’re looking over the fence and 

thinking, ‘this is crazy, I’m barely making it and there’s this spot across the fence where 

these people are getting paid thousands of  dollars to do nothing and the grass just sits 

there.’” 

	 These intermediary years between ranch acquisition and reintroduction of  bison were 

difficult for the park and community alike. The strict no-grazing policy in place at that time 

meant a habitat in decline, few visitors, plus resentment by the local population.  

Jody: “For example, you might have a situation where the prairie dogs are colonizing so 

much of  the land that there isn’t room for the sage grouses. Without managing the 

grasses around the prairie dog towns or controlling their numbers, the sage grouse are 
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gone from many areas. So at what expense do you let one species-at-risk grow while 

twenty other species might decline, because there is nobody managing it? The parks 

staff, they come and go like you change socks. They work at it for a few years and move 

on to another park, and they don’t relay to each other what needs to be done to im-

prove the habitat. On the other hand, you get an old-timer that’s 90 years old who 

drove up and down that road his whole life, he saw all of  these changes happen and 

would have known what to do about it but is never asked or consulted.” 

	 By the year 2000 it had become apparent to park staff  that grazing from ungulates al-

ready present in the area, such as pronghorn antelope and white-tailed deer, were not sufficiently 

regenerating the native ecology, the goal at the centre of  their project. In addition to the soaring 

number of  prairie dogs growing on park land, Jody also explained that the high fire load created 

by the unchecked growth of  grasses had made the community uneasy. In order to manage that 

potential fuel load of  grass, bison were a logical species to consider introducing given their long 

history in the area and status as indigenous fauna. However, the decision to pursue this course of  

action rather than allow cattle grazing was not popular with everyone. 

Wes: “Beginning in 2000 Parks Canada went through a very lengthy stakeholder review 

process, soliciting input from all of  the local landowners, people adjacent to the park, 

environmental groups and anyone who had anything to say about whether or not the 

park should have bison. After two years Parks Canada decided they had public support 

to go and do this. However, I know from conversations I’ve had with parks people and 

with locals that the proposal to introduce bison was not met favourably for quite a while 

by quite a few individuals. There was an adjustment period where the ranchers had to 

get used to the idea of  bison living on the other side of  their fence. There is always 
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concerns with bison that they are going to smash fences or interbreed with their cows 

and do things that bison have a reputation for doing that is not justified.” 

	 It was accepted that the park needed a grazer like bison to stabilize the land there, howev-

er. The options presented during the stakeholder review were either to graze with bison or not, 

and Jody reports that the feeling in the ranching community was that it was better to graze with 

bison than with nothing. So in December of  2005 a shipment of  71 bison arrived at Grasslands 

from Elk Island National Park, and released the following spring in May of  2006. Interestingly, it 

was the arrival of  this emblematic species that marked something of  a turning point between the 

park, the ranchers, and the wider public.  

Wes: “There is no way to accurately track what the visitation exactly was prior to the 

arrival of  the bison, but it was likely around 3,000 visitors. After the animals were re-

leased onto the landscape, the Globe and Mail did a big writeup about it and within a 

year the estimated visitation jumped up to 10,000 people. There was a huge increase 

and it has been increasing every year since.” 

	 The introduction of  bison meant that new fencing needed to be raised and maintained, 

and the spike in visitation led to a visitor’s centre opening up around the same time. For the first 

time Parks Canada reached out to the local community, first to offer employment and then later 

to take their advice on how to solve the ecological problems that they were facing. 

Jody: “It was more accidental than on purpose. The intention [of  reintroducing bison] 

was not to stimulate the economy or increase interest, although they did market the bi-

son after the fact. But when they brought in the bison they had to build and maintain 

fencing, they had to build and run a visitor service facility, and a campground after that. 

As soon as they started hiring people with a local perspective the whole thing started 
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changing. The effects multiplied. With local people on-board collaborative agreements 

were made, with local firefighting and local grazing mechanisms, for example. We had 

local people working at the park and they were showing it off. What happened is you 

had people who had roots and a passion that was deeper than just the environmental 

side, it was cultural. And when those are the folks that start to show the park off  it be-

comes deeper in the presentation and it has a different impact on people. So the visitors 

went from about 2,500 to 15,000 in ten years.” 

	 Wes and Jody noticeably differ on their emphasis of  what boosted outside interest in the 

park more; the bison or the newfound local enthusiasm. That is mostly unimportant, since both 

variables are related – the reintroduction of  the bison became the conduit for local participation 

into how the park was managed and a useful tool to market to outsiders. As the park reconciled 

with its neighbours through economic opportunities, better conservation practices also became 

employed through the type of  collaborative agreements between the park and ranchers that Jody 

previously stated. In the east block of  the park where there are no bison, for example, selective 

cattle grazing by ranchers in different areas has been utilized by the park to efficiently spawn new 

habitats and add diversity to the region. 

Jody: “Let’s say you had 10 miles of  land and I had 10 miles of  land, we’d each nor-

mally run 100 head of  cattle on each plot of  ranch land. But if  we put them together 

and have 20 miles of  land but only run 130 head of  cattle – what that does is change 

the whole grazing regime and creates new and different habitat at a magnified scale 

without any cost. Those principles is how the park uses cattle grazing to complement 

the region here instead of  simply copying it. There have been economic benefits to the 
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community, but also environmental ones for the park when they do things like grazing 

for ecological integrity, trying to complement the region and create habitat.” 

	 Grasslands National Park is an example where the local population was not just an obsta-

cle to be neutralized, but brought positive influence to conservation practices once recruitment 

was achieved. Francis Masse, when studying Limpopo National Park in Mozambique, found that 

without support of  front-line communities successful conservation becomes virtually impossible.  17

Developed countries like Canada have the added advantage of  being able to offer secure and 

stable employment through its park system, even in times of  economic hardship. Government 

work became particularly attractive in this area after ranchers were squeezed by the US govern-

ment’s decision to close the border to Canadian beef  imports following the 2003 discovery of  

bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) in an Albertan cow.  

Jody: “If  it wasn’t for those hard times, I wouldn’t be working here. When the US 

closed the border, that put any of  us who were fairly young and carrying some debt into 

hard times. So the only way you could stay in the area was with Parks Canada, which 

also had pensions and benefits. Well, I knew the park because my family used to own 

part of  it, and I started when they got the bison.” 

	 The BSE scare has since passed, but the support that the park was able to shore up in that 

time has remained firm. The route that Grasslands National Park took to get there may have tak-

 Francis Masse, “The political ecology of  human-wildlife conflict: Producing wilderness, insecurity and 17

displacement in the Limpopo National Park,” Conservation and Society 14, no. 2 (2016): 110. In Mozam-
bique, the establishment of  Limpopo National Park led to increased conflict between villagers and wildlife, 
to the point where the government decided it needed to relocate part of  the population in order to save its 
conservation efforts. In the developed world, much of  the rural population has voluntarily migrated, but 
the conflicts between economic and environmental interests are nonetheless very similar. What the case of  
Grasslands National Park demonstrates, however, is that forced migration of  a local population is not ide-
al, since they do have valuable knowledge about managing landscapes and coexisting with wilderness that 
is often overlooked.
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en twenty years to realize but the coalescence of  economic, environmental and cultural interests 

has yielded unique results. 

Wes: “Val Marie is an interesting village. There are three groups of  people here: the 

locals who are fourth-generation, born and raised here; there’s the parks community, 

which includes a very small core group of  people who have been here for a long time 

and a much larger group of  people which cycle through here each summer, like stu-

dents and researchers. And then there’s a group of  people who have retired from their 

careers and a large number of  them are artists, like painters, authors and poets. They 

refer to themselves as the blown-ins, came here for a visit and got stuck here. They real-

ly advocate strongly for the park. The ranchers began to switch from either being am-

bivalent or antagonistic toward the park to being in favour of  it when they saw their 

children gaining employment, or when they themselves were able to gain jobs that 

helped them keep their ranches. One of  the ranchers who was dead-set against selling 

to the park – his family now works for the park. There are several cases like that. If  they 

weren’t able to gain work with the park they wouldn’t be here anymore.” 

American Experience 

	 Just as the early beginnings of  Grasslands National Park were prototypical of  Canadian 

conservation, the American Prairie Reserve was built in a typical American fashion. The long 

history of  private herds in the U.S. was detailed in the previous chapter, and that trend has con-

	 	  62



tinued into the present day.  After branching out from the auspices of  the WWF in 2001 and 18

acquiring land near Saco in 2005, the first bison arrived at the APR that same year. Just as Grass-

lands received its first herd in 2005 from Elk Island National Park, the APR did as well, when 16 

bison arrived from Wind Cave National Park in South Dakota. In order to mix genetics, Elk Is-

land bison were added in 2010, 2012 and 2014.  

	 But it is not just the bison population that the American Prairie Reserve is looking to re-

habilitate, although they do play a large role in the reserve’s broader plans. In order to under-

stand the ecological concerns underpinning the APR’s mission, it is necessary to refer to a land-

mark ecological assessment by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) of  the North American grass-

lands and the challenges of  conservation there. The study identified eight key obstacles, and the 

APR is seeking to overcome each one of  them:  

1) Fragmentation due to development of  all types, including energy development such as wind, 

oil, gas and coal-bed methane; 

2) invasive species; 

3) wildlife disease; 

4) federal programs and market forces that encourage tilling of  grasslands; 

5) grazing practices that are not conducive to biodiversity; 

6) alteration of  aquatic regimes; 

7) direct take of  wildlife; 

 Richard Manning, Rewilding the West: Restoration in a Prairie Landscape (Berkeley: University of  California 18

Press, 2009), 193; Michael Sample, Bison: Symbol of  the American West (Kearney, NE: Morris Book Publish-
ing, 1987), 40. This observation is not to imply the non-existence of  public herds in the United States; in-
deed, there are several of  these found not only in Yellowstone National Park, but also Wind Cave National 
Park and Custer State Park in South Dakota; Theodore Roosevelt National Park in North Dakota; and 
Antelope Island and Henry Mountains in Utah.
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8) cultural resistance to change.  19

	 Although there may be some contention from ranchers as to the scope of  these eight is-

sues, the APR’s  plan to tackle them is evidenced by the reserve’s ambitious plan to acquire and 

convert enough land to connect Montana’s existing Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge 

with the Upper Missouri River Breaks National Monument to complete a total of  3.5 million 

acres of  intact prairie. It is the connectivity of  conservation sites that been flagged as one of  the 

most important variables regarding the health of  vegetation and depth of  the genetic pool for 

wildlife, which are often split apart by roads, towns, and sites of  resource extraction.  Stitching 20

together 3.5 million acres would help to manage the first seven obstacles identified by the Ocean of  

Grass study, but it is the eighth and final obstacle, “cultural resistance to change,” that has pre-

sented the biggest challenge to the APR. 

Damien: “It’s a change not only in the animals we are working with, but it’s a change in 

the culture here. We’re operating under the livestock rules but we are running a wildlife 

reserve. Because our bison are not cattle means a big change in the neighbourhood. 

Also, our goal isn’t production of  meat going into the food chain, but producing wildlife 

for the public to consume for leisure and recreation. So one of  the challenges has been 

the social change aspect.” 

	 Cultural resistance is the most important challenge facing the APR’s long-term agenda, 

because the first seven problems require some degree of  protection in order to be addressed but it 

 S.C. Forrest, et al., Ocean of  Grass: A Conservation Assessment for the Northern Great Plains (Bozeman, MT: 19

World Wildlife Fund, 2011), 108.

 Caroline Fraser, Rewilding the World (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2009), 17-42; Jodi A. Hilty, Molly S. 20

Cross and Charles C. Chester, “Moving Forward on Climate Change Science, Planning and Action,” in 
Climate and Conservation, ed. Jodi A Hilty, Molly S. Cross and Charles C. Chester (Washington DC: Island 
Press, 2012), 29.
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is the eighth that looks to claw back the total acreage of  protected land, or at least halt expanding 

it. In the western U.S., especially, many communities are “practically paranoid” about the federal 

government and their authority over public lands, despite the fact that “local life has become so 

intertwined with a larger federal presence, that it is difficult to imagine a ‘non-federal’ West.”   21

Tom: “The Bureau of  Land Management (BLM), any time they are going to make 

changes to local land management they are supposed to have listening sessions and get 

community feedback, same with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. They say they’re 

getting local input but you can count on whatever plans they’re wanting to make, they 

just go ahead with it regardless of  input. It’s not what America is about. The things go-

ing on at the local level, we should have a say in what happens instead of  somebody 

else telling us what to do with our own land. Right now it’s a top-down approach, in-

stead of  the way America was supposed to be.” 

There is an ideology that is visible here, that the government – especially at the federal level – has 

a moral obligation not to intrude on the affairs of  communities across the country. After all, un-

like Canada, the U.S. did fight a war over facing “taxation without representation.” And nowhere 

is the thumb of  the federal government felt more strongly than in the agricultural communities 

of  the western U.S. 

Tom: “In the United States, agricultural producers make up 2% of  the U.S. population, 

and in Montana they only make up 6% of  the state population, so we’re very small. A 

lot of  these issues centre around areas with large amounts of  federal lands – 50% of  

 Louis S. Warren, The Hunter’s Game: Poachers and Conservationists in Twentieth Century America (New Haven, 21

MA: Yale University Press, 1997), 173. The large amount of  lands managed by the federal Bureau of  
Land Management and under protection as parks or monuments in the western U.S. is largely a product 
of  historical conflicts with the western indigenous population and the first sites of  the national park sys-
tem.
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our county is federally owned, for example. This adds another layer of  complexity. And 

almost all of  the federally owned land is in western states. But our federal representa-

tion in these western states is very low. We are always outvoted in federal land issues.” 

	 Not ignorant to the local disdain toward government land ownership, Dr. Curt Freese in 

the WWF office in Bozeman had concluded by the early 2000s that the best path to conserving 

land in the area would not be by petitioning government policy, but to strike out as a new private 

entity that would legally acquire the lands that they desired to protect. Private property laws are 

well-respected in this part of  the country, and this plan meant that the bureaucratic machinations 

of  state and federal governments could be bypassed so that land restoration could be addressed 

immediately. The APR made both its first land and bison purchase in 2005, and has since grown 

to encompass over 350,000 acres of  land. 

Damien: “At this point in time our bison are classified as livestock and we’re a private 

non-profit so we own the bison. Because of  that we’re operating as a private entity 

which is extremely helpful for us, as opposed to a government project like Grasslands. 

We’re buying land that’s for sale, and we’re covered then by all of  the private ownership 

laws in the state. The bison are covered by all of  the state livestock laws. Because of  

these two things we are able to move through the existing rules and regulations pretty 

easily, since we are just operating within established norms.” 

	 This strategy did not appear particularly threatening to the broader ranching community 

in Phillips County, until about five years later. At this time, more bison were being brought in –

 this time from Elk Island National Park – and news of  a leaked memo from the federal Depart-

ment of  the Interior was spreading throughout the county. 
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Tom: “The American Prairie Reserve has the right to buy land and do anything they 

want with their land under the law. I don’t disagree with that. But then a leaked memo 

from the Department of  the Interior came out, outlining the ‘Treasured Landscapes 

Initiative.’ And there was a map included that was actually from the World Wildlife 

Fund that proposed areas for protection, and of  course it was all of  our region here in 

Phillips County. The WWF started the APR so there must be some common interest 

there. When this leaked memo came out, it really changed my life and a lot of  my pri-

orities. It was a good thing it was exposed because it woke up everybody in our area.”  22

	 It is difficult to find the specific details of  this memo from any official channels. But suspi-

cion is drawn toward the APR and WWF due to the presence of  paid staffers for each organiza-

tion that lobby and fundraise. 

Damien: “We now have about 30 people on staff, we’ve independently raised about 

$100 million to date. So the relationship with WWF has changed over the years. 

They’ve switched a lot of  their tactics from hands-on, on the ground scientific research 

and projects and restoration activities, to shifting a majority of  their funding into policy, 

trying to influence policy.” 

 Rumours of  a new national monument were abound in local publications, but official Treasured Land22 -
scapes documents released by the U.S. Department of  the Interior only outline funding allocations and 
scientific priorities for the existing parks and monument system. See “Protecting Our Treasured Land-
scapes,”  Department Highlights (Washington, DC: Department of  the Interior, 2009), 45-56, https://www.-
doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/migrated/budget/appropriations/2010/upload/Protecting-America-s-Trea-
sured-Landscapes.pdf  and “Treasured Landscapes,” Department Highlights (Washington, DC: Department 
of  the Interior, 2010), 35-48, https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/migrated/budget/appropriations/
2011/highlights/upload/Treasured-Landscapes.pdf  for more information on the Treasured Landscapes 
concept.
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Although this is standard practice for almost any type of  non-governmental organization, the 

generally negative view of  Washington in this area naturally extends to any group seen as receiv-

ing preferential treatment from the government. 

Tom: “We have to do all of  our lobbying voluntarily, but they have paid lobbyists work-

ing on it everyday. And because of  their non-profit status, the APR is able to work with 

the Fish and Wildlife Service and other agencies that we don’t have access to. The 

BLM allows for year-round grazing of  their bison and the removal of  interior fences; as 

ranchers, we aren’t allowed to do that. We can’t get that type of  permission. But the 

APR, with some backroom deals they are making, can get it done. We feel really under 

threat here, that our way of  life is being threatened by many different groups and orga-

nizations with very tight ties to government agencies.” 

	 The American Prairie Reserve, of  course, cannot change its past affiliation with the 

World Wildlife Fund, but that association has made it difficult for the APR to cultivate its own 

brand and identity as a Montanan institution. Damien says that the WWF is now “just one of  the 

dozen or so science partners that we have,” and with the APR staffing and operating wholly out 

of  Phillips County, there is genuine effort to build bridges with the local community. 

Damien: “There’s intense interest among the local communities in what we’re doing, 

and there’s lots of  speculation as well. Certain things can get fairly contentious at times. 

But we try and be as open and transparent as we can. We spend a lot of  time on com-

munity and public outreach in general. In Phillips County we’re hosting community 

outreach events where we open up one of  our facilities and feed everybody and provide 

an information and answer questions, things like that. We also started a for-profit beef  

company that has been very successful in its three years of  operation. The purpose of  it 
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is to sell a wildlife-friendly branded beef  that’s all-natural, grass fed, and the premium 

that people are willing to pay for the branding, that money goes back into the local 

area. This is a way that not only can we help support neighbours but also encourage 

tolerance of  wildlife and increase wildlife habitat in the whole region.” 

This community outreach has not gone unnoticed in the ranching community, according to Tom. 

But because the biggest problems they perceive, like backroom lobbying, take place outside of  

Phillips County, they are difficult to either refute or verify. This can make front-line efforts to win 

support from the community very difficult to achieve, even with the obvious compensatory bene-

fits that a reserve like the APR can bring, such as local employment and tourism dollars. Even a 

business venture like Wild Sky Beef, seemingly conceived with mutual interests in mind, begins to 

look like a Trojan horse for something else. And their practice of  paying above-market prices for 

land, which undoubtedly has perks for retirees or any sellers, has not won the APR any accolades 

with those choosing to ranch in the area. 

Tom: “I’m sure all of  the people on the ground with the APR are just plain, good old 

people. Their leadership, though, has much bigger agendas than what they are doing, 

not just the lobbying. For example, they do allow grazing for nearby ranchers. But this 

year they put a stipulation on that. Any rancher that wants to lease grazing rights from 

the APR must participate in their for-profit program, Wild Sky Beef  and must publicly 

support them in their goals. It seems discriminatory, like they can’t say anything bad 

about them. Also, they pay above-market prices for land and have single-handedly in-

creased the land price in a way that is unsustainable. The land cannot support the 

prices that they are willing to pay, that money must come from the outside. So it be-

comes very difficult for anyone else to compete with those prices, a young farmer or 
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rancher looking to expand, for instance. Anybody trying to compete with those prices 

put their ranches at a huge risk with the debt-load they are forced to take on.”  

	 For now it is difficult to predict if  this impasse between the conservationist APR and the 

ranching community may be overcome. While the APR would like to reach a similar type of  am-

icable relationship that Grasslands National Park has with many of  its neighbouring ranchers, 

many of  their neighbours in Montana cannot shake the notion that the reserve would rather 

them disappear from the area, and may be actively conspiring in Washington toward that end. 

But when asked about the future relationship with each other in Phillips County, Damien and 

Tom each had this to say. 

Damien: “I think there’s a lot of  commonality between us and the ranchers even 

though we’re putting together and managing a wildlife reserve with bison as our main 

ungulate grazer, but along with the ranchers – we all like wildlife. We all appreciate the 

amazing country that is out here, and take care of  the land, and we all like living in the 

community. So there isn’t very much that we disagree on in that respect.” 

Tom: “The APR is here now and we’re all surviving. If  they would stay the size that 

they’re at, I think we could all get along. But they made it very clear to our community 

that they want 3.5 million acres. And I don’t know if  they want to buy it all, or if  it be-

comes a national monument. If  they weren’t threatening us, we can all get along and 

we could co-exist. I don’t know where it is exactly, but there is probably some equilibri-

um where we can all get along.” 
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Comparison 

	 The statements from Jody and Tom make clear that the ranching communities around 

Saco and Val Marie have more in common than the cattle industry. Each of  them have family 

roots in the area going back 100 years, and they see themselves as defenders of  the land in equal 

part to defenders of  the industry; indeed, keeping this land in production is what is natural from 

this perspective. Even within Grasslands National Park itself, the land began to slide backward 

and habitat was in decline when the park acquired its first ranch in 1987, in the absence of  the 

sort of  active land management that ranchers had provided.  

	 It would be a stretch of  the imagination, however, to lump today’s agriculturalists of  

North America into the same category as the Maasai of  the Serengeti or the nomadic pastoralists 

of  the Mongol steppe. Unlike the bison and plains tribes, North America’s farmers, cattle and 

wheat cannot claim an ancestral heritage to the land that they tend to. Conservationists can thus 

be forgiven for attempting to “right” what they see as a historical “wrong.” But that does not 

mean there is not a legitimate debate here; is the restoration of  grasslands in North America just 

part of  a larger global trend toward the transferring of  production – and its associated environ-

mental harms – to the developing world? 

Tom: “Every year we feed a lot of  people. Wheat alone grown in our county 

feeds 1.6 million people, and that’s not even including the beef  and other pro-

duce, but I think that feeds another 300,000 or so people every year. So if  we get 

removed, who is going to feed the people who are no longer fed by us? Those 

grain and protein sources are going to come from somewhere. Is there going to 

be more rainforest removed? Somewhere they are going to have to be growing 

that much more grain or cattle.” 
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This is a valid concern over the current conservation model that takes land out of  production, 

suggesting that the current economic and ecological regime still needs to strike an equilibrium 

that provides economic inputs while maintaining environmental integrity and durability. 

	 Trying to find that equilibrium in an industrial age characterized both by growing ecolog-

ical crises and economic inequalities may be why political ecologists have found public environ-

mental battles to very often be rooted in struggles over livelihoods, in both the global North and 

South.  The experience of  grassland restoration in North America has been no different, but 23

Saskatchewan’s Grasslands National Park project has undeniably seen more progress in reconcil-

ing livelihoods with conservation so far. 

Wes: “There is a dichotomy there between northern Montana and southern 

Saskatchewan. People in Montana see the arrival of  bison on the landscape as a death 

knell to their industry and to their towns, but here in Val Marie it’s been just the oppo-

site. This town wouldn’t exist if  the park had not been formed.” 

	 While bison ultimately became a focal point for discontent and criticism in Montana, in 

Saskatchewan their arrival marked a turning point in the relationship between the community 

and the park. And in neither case did it have much to do with the species itself; rather, it had all 

to do with their views on government. When bison came to Grasslands, it essentially was taken as 

a public works project for a community that was facing hard times on account of  the closure of  

the U.S. border to Canadian beef.  

	 In a country where the state is seen as a benign entity, with the aforementioned penchant 

for collectivist action, it may have been predictable that the employment offered by the govern-

ment in order to build fences, a campground and staff  a visitors’ centre was readily accepted. 

 Michael Goldman and Rachel A. Schurman, “Closing the ‘Great Divide:’ New Social Theory on Soci23 -
ety and Nature,” Annual Review of  Sociology 26 (2000): 570.

	 	  72



Even more-so considering that Saskatchewan was one of  the earliest sites of  socialism in North 

America, with its founding of  the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) party which 

later evolved into the socialist NDP.  Furthermore, this employment only marked the beginning 24

of  a rapport between the area’s ranchers and the park that has persisted to the present day. Al-

though the ranchers in this area, like Montana, do not necessarily view their activities as harmful 

to the ecological makeup of  the region, their experience with Grasslands National Park has led to 

an acceptance of  alternate land management practices and regimes. As such, the fundamental 

difference between the outlook of  Canadian and American ranchers may only be the willingness 

to accept such changes – even from a public entity like Parks Canada. There is not an ideological 

basis for a prolonged rejection of  alternative land uses; so long as the land is being used produc-

tively and in a manner that benefits the community, it may be considered “natural prairie” by the 

parks and ranching communities alike.  

	 In Montana, the four word American creed of  “antistatism, individualism, populism and 

egalitarianism” is quite evident in statements from Tom.  Ironically, the state is a fairly minor 25

actor on the stage of  bison conservation around Saco; only the mere prospect of  their involve-

ment is enough to galvanize the community. The catalyst came when rumours of  a push for a 

new national monument in Phillips County gained currency – something which Tom described 

as “life changing.” The ranching communities of  western U.S., descended from a storied history 

of  cowboys, lawlessness, rugged individualism and independence, almost programatically has a 

distaste for current levels of  federal land ownership, and is quite hostile to any more. While the 

 Patrik Marier, “A Swedish Welfare State in North America? The Creation and Expansion of  the 24

Saskatchewan Welfare State, 1944-1982,” Journal of  Policy History 25, no. 4 (2013): 615-616.

 Seymour Martin Lipset, Continental Divide: The Values and Institutions of  the United States and Canada (New 25

York: Routledge, 1990), 26.

	 	  73



APR, at least outwardly, is interested in working with the ranchers to pursue mutually beneficial 

conservation strategies, they remain ostracized for their presumed favourability toward a national 

monument, also known endearingly as a “federal land grab.” As the lines are currently drawn, 

bison fall on the side of  the pro-government conservationists, a living symbol portending the dis-

appearance of  the rancher. Because of  this, widespread embrace of  new employment opportuni-

ties or tourist dollars presented by the reserve remains elusive, perhaps analogous to one accept-

ing a position to dig their own grave.  

	 Conservationists operating in this region, like Damien, see private ownership as an advan-

tage when trying to build bridges with the community but after that, their views on land man-

agement practices are virtually indistinguishable from their Canadian counterparts. The concept 

of  a “natural prairie” at the American Prairie Reserve looks much the same as it does at Grass-

lands National Park. But given the American individualist ideology that informs much of  the 

ranching community here, it appears the only “natural prairie” is one producing food for human 

consumption – the way it has always been, as they see it. Because there is an ideological basis for 

a prolonged struggle here, the next chapter will explore how these competing views of  the prairie 

are being presented to outside audiences, and what the differences between the Canadian and 

American presentations of  these conservation sites say about the overarching national construc-

tion of  nature. 
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Chapter Four 

The Construction of  Nature 

	 In her study on the social construction of  Western Canada’s wild horses, Claudia Notzke 

shows that the presence of  wild horses tended to be viewed negatively or positively depending 

upon whether they were viewed as pests or not. Science cannot objectively answer this question; 

horses are a species that actually evolved in the Americas before colonizing the Old World via the 

Bering land bridge. They died out in the Americas along with many other species during the 

Pleistocene extinctions before returning to the Americas with Spanish colonizers. Notzke found 

that scientists defending feral horses as an ecologically valuable species tended to view their origi-

nal extinction as the product of  overhunting by the indigenous population, making the horse a 

reintroduced species. Government managers tasked with monitoring these feral populations, 

tended to see them as an unnatural species that originally went extinct due to climate change, 

and only compete with native fauna as wild animals.   1

	 Notzke’s study sheds light on how social constructions over what is “natural” take place. 

Natural science is often unable to provide answers to ecological questions that involve anthro-

pogenic impacts. And where cultural importance or economic livelihoods are concerned, envi-

ronmental statistics are constantly manipulated in what “might be called a rhetorical or tactical 

approach to social construction.”  Although the statistics on Pleistocene extinctions are too scant 2

to really be manipulated, favouring of  the climate change or hunting hypothesis seems to depend 

on one’s stance toward wild horses. 

 Claudia Notzke, “An Exploration into Political Ecology and Nonhuman Agency: The case of  the Wild 1

Horse in Western Canada,” The Canadian Geographer 57, no. 4 (2013): 389–412.

 Paul Robbins, Political Ecology (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 117.2
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	 When it comes to grasslands, the toll taken by Eurocentric institutional rationalities can 

be seen across continents – including North America, but not limited to it. The permeation of  

the Clementsian theory of  ecological succession – which held the forest to be the highest form of  

vegetation – into Western thought on nature led to grasslands being viewed as factories of  food 

production at best, and as wastelands, at worst.  As a result, colonial and post-colonial govern3 -

ments in India and Southeast Asia often looked for alternative land uses for grasslands occupied 

by herders with “something thought to be more productive and more desirable, such as forests, 

plantations or permanent agricultural fields.”  In North America, the climate largely eliminated 4

the option for forestry or plantation land use and settlers set to work transforming the prairie 

ecosystem into one of  permanent agriculture. The effect was not only the extirpation of  the bi-

son, as previously discussed, but also the disappearance of  wolves and bears from the prairie, 

along with the mass extermination of  prairie dogs and rabbits. Nathan Sayre documents the ad-

ministration of  poison to acres numbering in the millions in a determined, but ultimately futile, 

quest to flush the prairie of  the latter two “noxious rodents.”  5

	 The key difference between the ecological battles taking place in Asia and Africa today 

and what happened to the prairie biome of  North America was the settler system. Unlike grass-

lands in other parts of  the world, the indigenous guardians of  the old regime were largely mar-

ginalized and unable to mount an effective pushback to the rampant environmental experimenta-

 Nathan F. Sayre, The Politics of  Scale: A History of  Rangeland Science (Chicago: The University of  Chicago 3

Press, 2017), 69. Although Frederic Clements received some criticism for his ecological views upon his 
1916 publication titled Plant Succession, it quickly became the most influential and adopted ecological theo-
ry, its dominance enduring for most of  the twentieth century.

 Michael R. Dove, “Anthropogenic Grasslands in Southeast Asia: Sociology of  Knowledge and Implica4 -
tions for Agroforestry,” Agroforestry Systems 61 (2004): 427. See also Robbins, Political Ecology,107-108 for the 
conflicting perspectives on India’s foray into scientific forestry in their grasslands.

 Sayre, The Politics of  Scale, 33-43.5
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tion being carried out under the auspices of  the Clementsian theory of  ecological succession. 

The social construction of  North America’s grasslands was largely uniform and one-dimensional 

– valued as a breadbasket, but not as an ecoregion.  In his book on political ecology, Paul Rob6 -

bins demonstrates that a forest – or any natural biome – does not have a clear, objective defini-

tion. The way that we define and contextualize what a forested area is, or what a desert or grass-

land is, is heavily shaped by our culture and livelihoods, and what relation they may have with 

that landscape: “A forest, put simply, is not a natural phenomenon, object or idea, it is a social one, 

forged by convention and context, and enforced by its very taken-for-grantedness.”  This concept 7

readily applies to North America’s grasslands, and the social conventions that have shaped and 

defined them for three generations are most obviously apparent at the sites where they are now 

being challenged.  

	 From the interviews given by Jody Larson and Tom Depuydt in the previous chapter, pro-

ductive agricultural management of  the grasslands forms the essential core of  their perspective 

of  the land. And it is not just a personal or economic argument they are making but one that 

projects a wider role of  humans within the landscape: without the management of  the rancher or 

the indigenous tribes before them, they believe the entire ecology would have declined. When 

urban-centric  conservationist groups such as World Wildlife Fund or Nature Saskatchewan gaze 

upon the landscape that they have created and advocate for a novel land-use regime, it shakes at 

the core of  what the grasslands are and their place on them. The “taken-for-grantedness” of  an 

ecosystem that Robbins described is no longer supported by conventions as the social context 

changes and holes are pierced into the prevailing paradigm. 

 Ibid, 32-60.6

 Robbins, Political Ecology, 108.7
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	 Despite this, Grasslands National Park has largely managed to bridge this paradigmatic 

gap between rancher and conservationist, judging from participant interviews. Because Grass-

lands signalled its intention to create a national park near Val Marie in the 1980s, they have had 

almost twenty years longer than the American Prairie Reserve near Saco has had to bridge that 

gap. Nevertheless, the sharpest divergence in reception to the conservation movement that each 

community displayed took place in 2005 when bison were reintroduced into each area: in 

Saskatchewan, the reintroduction led to a warming of  relations between the parks and ranching 

communities, while in Montana the opposite occurred. The interviews described so far have con-

firmed the existence of  this bison-triggered divergence, but more information will be presented 

here which further illustrates the differences in the social construction of  nature and conservation 

between Canada and the United States. 

	 By comparing the conservation experiences of  Saskatchewan to Montana, their close 

proximity to one another and similar economy and demography have already been noted. The 

similar perspective toward the land held by ranchers on each side of  the border is also evident 

from interviews. But the current views on conservation and the presence of  bison are markedly 

different, which suggests that a broader Canadian and American context needs to be established. 

Roderick Neumann writes that “politics around conservation not really form a global movement, 

but resistance to projects are usually locale-specific.”  In the absence of  a broader global ideology 8

connecting anti-conservation efforts to one another, it is inferred that local cultures of  resistance 

are heavily informed by the broader national culture in which they are found. 

	 A qualitative content analysis was chosen as the appropriate tool to examine the broader 

social and political environments in which these sites of  conservation are placed. Content analy-

 Roderick P. Neumann, Making Political Ecology (New York: Hodder Arnold, 2005), 125.8
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ses of  newspapers and other media are a popular mechanism to not only measure the collective 

awareness of  environmental issues, but also to measure how these issues are received and con-

structed by various populations.  By 1963 Bernard Cohen had already observed that the press 9

“may not be successful much of  the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly suc-

cessful in telling its readers what to think about.”  But news stories do not come from thin air; a 10

“journalistic plateau” must be reached whereby activists exchange information with journalists 

for greater attention, and on issues of  sufficient interest to readers.  Therefore, the framing of  an 11

issue in the media, and the diversity of  opinions that are presented to readers, is very often a re-

flection of  actual social values present at the time. For example, Young and Dugas showed that 

French-Canadian news outlets generally showcased more stories concerning climate change, and 

the problematic anthropogenic factors associated with it, than did new outlets in English-Canada 

– a reflection of  Québec’s status as “the most pro-environmental [province] in Canada.”  12

	 Assessing the wider Canadian and American attitudes around conservation in regards to 

the projects in Saskatchewan and Montana means stepping outside of  their immediate epicentre. 

 Allan Mazur and Jinling Lee, “Sounding the Global Alarm: Environmental Issues in the US National 9

News,” Social Studies of  Science 23, no. 4 (1993): 681-720; Diane Holt and Ralf  Barkemeyer, “Media Cover-
age of  Sustainable Development Issues – Attention Cycles or Punctuated Equilibrium?” Sustainable Devel-
opment 20, no. 1 (2012): 1-17; Guillaume Peterson St-Laurent, Shannon Hagerman and George Hoberg, 
“Emergence and Influence of  a New Policy Regime: The Case of  Forest Carbon Offsets in British Co-
lumbia,” Land Use Policy 60 (2017): 169-180; Mark C.J. Stoddard and Jillian Smith, “The Endangered Arc-
tic, the Arctic as Resource Frontier: Canadian News Media Narratives of  Climate Change and the 
North,” Canadian Review of  Sociology 53, no. 3 (2016): 316-336; Nathan Young and Eric Dugas, “Compar-
ing Climate Change Coverage in Canadian English and French-Language Print Media: Environmental 
Values, Media Cultures, and the Narration of  Global Warming,” Canadian Journal of  Sociology  37, no. 1 
(2012): 25-54.

 Bernard Cohen, The Press and Foreign Policy (New York: Harcourt, 1963), 13. The agenda-setting theory 10

laid out here still finds a great deal of  appreciation today, even as the Fourth Estate’s primacy has been 
eroded in an era of  social media and digital activism.

 Mazur and Lee, “Sounding the Global Alarm,” 713-714.11

 Young and Dugas, “Comparing Climate Change Coverage,” 49.12
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We know that there are heated opinions about these projects found in the impacted communities, 

but how are these issues interpreted and presented to the wider population? Determining the 

themes that have emerged from these conservation projects and into the wider collective con-

sciousness will shed light on the strength of  those making the arguments for each side. Addition-

ally, it also helps to define the social construction of  nature in Canada and the United States and 

what, if  any, responsibilities that wider society has in order to preserve it. 

	 Collection of  print media materials was done in a symmetrical fashion, by consulting an 

equal number of  Canadian and American sources of  comparable distribution. To that end, the 

archives of  the Billings Gazette and Regina Leader-Post were consulted. Although both Montana and 

Saskatchewan boast only small populations of  just over a million people, Billings is the largest 

urban centre in Montana by a significant margin at 110,000 people according to the 2010 US 

census, and the Billings Gazette is the most widely distributed Montanan newspaper.  Because 13

Saskatchewan has two urban centres of  roughly a quarter of  a million people each, the Regina 

Leader-Post was chosen over Saskatoon’s StarPhoenix because Regina is closer in proximity to Grass-

lands National Park and shares its prairie biome.  

	 Further widening the scope, national publications from each country were also consid-

ered. USA Today, New York Times, Toronto Star and Globe and Mail were included because they are 

each country’s top two most widely distributed newspapers and all four of  them include either 

primary national coverage or a significant level of  it. The material was collected from the digital 

archives of  each respective newspaper from January 1, 2005 until May 31, 2017. These dates 

were chosen because 2005 marked the year that bison arrived to both Grasslands National Park 

and the American Prairie Reserve. Because the reintroduction of  bison was flagged as a turning 

 “Quick Facts: Billings city, Montana,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed June 21, 2017, https://www.census.13 -
gov/quickfacts/fact/table/billingscitymontana/PST045216.
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point by interviewees, 2005 became a natural starting point when collecting media materials. 

Searches were made for articles simply containing the phrase “Grasslands National Park” for 

Canadian publications, or “American Prairie Reserve” for American publications. Opinion pieces 

were included along with articles, and were categorized according to story or opinion type. If  the 

item generally promoted either park as a site of  leisure, education or biodiversity it was coded as 

a “Protected Use” narrative. On the other hand, if  the item referred to land use conflict or pro-

moted agriculture over bison habitat, it was labelled as a “Land Use Conflict” item. Articles that 

did not explicitly report on land use conflicts or conservation successes and avoided taking on an 

evaluative editorial tone were simply labelled “Neutral Reporting.” Examples of  each will be giv-

en below. Other studies on emergent conservation narratives around other projects around the 

world generally found the narratives to be specific to their locations.  In this case, simple catego14 -

rizations were necessary to ensure a symmetry of  source material that covers two different 

projects in two different countries, across a 12-year timeframe. This makes for an accessible com-

parison between the two nations, and their cultural expression of  conservation and protected 

land use. 

 Franciska Von Heland and Julian Clifton, “Whose Threat Counts? Conservation Narratives in Wakato14 -
bi National Park, Indonesia,” Conservation and Society 13, no. 2 (2015): 154-165; Lisa M. Campbell, “Con-
servation Narratives in Costa Rica: Conflict and Co-existence,” Development and Change 33, (2002): 29-56; 
Samantha Berdej, Mark Andrachuk and Derek Armitage, “Conservation Narratives and Their Implica-
tions in the Coral Triangle Initiative,” Conservation and Society 13, no. 2 (2015): 212-220; Stephen Whitfield 
et al., “Critical Reflection on Knowledge and Narratives of  Conservation Agriculture,” Geoforum 60, 
(2015): 133-142; Yves M. Zinngrebe, “Conservation Narratives in Peru: Envisioning Biodiversity in Sus-
tainable Development,” Ecology and Society 21, no. 2 (2016): 35-58.  
These studies emphasizing culturally bound conservation narratives echo Roderick Neumann’s observa-
tion on conservation previously mentioned: “Politics around conservation do not really form a global 
movement, but resistance to projects are usually locale-specific,” in Making Political Ecology, 125.
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Canadian Media 

	 Firstly, it is important to show some examples of  what constitutes each news item designa-

tion, because there are a few different manifestations that a “Protected Use” or “Neutral Report-

ing” article might take. For example, between 2005 and 2007 there was a preponderance of  sto-

ries trumpeting the return of  bison to southwestern Saskatchewan, framing it almost as a nation-

alistic feat of  conservation. Headlines such as “Forget zoos and feedlots: This month, 70 wild buf-

falo are being set free on the grasslands of  southern Saskatchewan. Cinda Chavich reports on the 

animals' historic homecoming,” and “Where the buffalo roam; and the deer, and the pronghorn 

antelope, and the rattlers play amid a pristine prairie landscape” are found on the pages of  the 

The Globe and Mail and Toronto Star, respectively.  Within these articles are lines of  praise for the 15

Canadian government, and the idyllic presence that the bison will bring to the Saskatchewan 

prairie:  

The historic reintroduction will provide a wildlife-viewing experience that, among other things, 
aims to enhance the beauty of  the Canadian plains… Canada's federal government can be cred-
ited with saving the species in this country. After buying some of  the last remaining animals from 
a private herd in Montana in 1906, it established a game preserve at Elk Island near Edmonton 
(now the country's smallest national park), creating the herd that has since thrived and multiplied. 
Elk Island animals have been used to establish wild bison populations in Prince Albert National 
Park and Old Man on His Back Prairie & Heritage Conservation Area in Saskatchewan, and are 
the stock that will be at the core of  a new wild population at Grasslands.  16

	 In Regina’s newspaper, common “Protected Use” stories tout Grasslands National Park as 

an invaluable site for educating students, generating tourism revenue and boosting the agrarian 

image of  the prairie landscape. This is evidenced by articles with headlines such as “Students get 

outdoor adventures,” “Tourism Sask CEO touts province's pluses; New marketing campaign bills 

 Cindy Chavich, “Running With the Herd; Forget Zoos and Feedlots: This Month 70 Wild Bison are 15

Being Set Free on the Grasslands of  Southern Saskatchewan,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), May 10, 
2006; Margaret Webb, “Where the Buffalo Roam; and the Deer and the Pronghorn Antelope, and the 
Rattlers Play amid a Pristine Prairie Landscape,” Toronto Star (Toronto, ON), March 24, 2007.

 Chavich, “Running With the Herd,” 2006.16
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Sask. as place to unwind in pristine scenery,” and “Sask. filmmaker captures grasslands; Finds 

new appreciation for prairies.”  The view of  bison as both a source of  natural inspiration and as 17

a potential marketing tool was especially evident in the latter article about Ian Toews, a nature 

documentarian:  

An appreciation and a captivation, though, slowly crept over the filmmaker as he learned of  the 
bison reintroduction program at Grasslands National Park. He set out to document the Grass-
lands National Park, focusing on the bison population… He hopes the film, simply titled Grass-
lands, will make viewers appreciate the prairies. With only 20 per cent of  native prairie left, and 
the economy putting pressure on what remains, Toews thinks protecting the grasslands is para-
mount.  18

Articles in the “Protected Use” category definitively frame Grasslands National Park as a good 

vacation destination or source of  national pride. The provincial newspaper often emphasizes the 

park as a means to pull in tourism dollars, educate local students on their natural surroundings 

and redefine a prairie landscape oft-described as “dull and boring.”  19

	 Neutral reporting also makes up a significant percentage of  the items retrieved for the 

purposes of  this content analysis. Stories of  this nature do not take a tone that could be described 

as emphatically positive nor negative toward the park. For example, in 2010 a number of  articles 

covered a contagious disease affecting prairie dog populations in and around the park at the time: 

“Dead Prairie gopher a victim of  the plague,” “Naturally occurring disease not a crisis: Parks 

Canada,” “Dead Saskatchewan prairie dog found with the plague; Park officials say the risk that 

 Bruce Johnstone, “Tourism Sask CEO Touts Province’s Pluses; New Marketing Campaign Bills Sask. as 17

Place to Unwind in Pristine Scenery,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), May 28, 2016; Natascia Lypny, 
“Sask. Filmmaker Captures Grasslands; Finds New Appreciation for Prairies,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, 
SK), November 26, 2014; Wendy Gillis, “Students Get Outdoor Adventures,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, 
SK), December 27, 2008.

 Lypny, “Sask. Filmmaker Captures Grasslands,” 2014.18

 Evidence of  this goes beyond just colloquial understanding: In 2012, a national poll saw “a majority 19

declare that Saskatchewan has the ‘least beautiful scenery,’ reinforcing an old myth that the province is 
physically dull and boring,” reported by Stew Fettes, “Amazing: The View From Saskatchewan,” Regina 
Leader-Post (Regina, SK), July 4, 2012.
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infection will spread to humans ‘very low’.”  Stories such as these are generally designed to relay 20

information quickly to the public and are often found on newswires without bylines. Other ex-

amples might only tangentially relate to the park, such as “Woman killed in farm accident in 

southwest Sask,” or cover a potential grassfire in the area, as in “Crews in Grasslands on 

standby.”  The table below gives a complete breakdown on the number of  news items surveyed 21

from each of  the three publications chosen for the Canadian media section and their designation. 

Table 1. List of  Canadian print media containing “Grasslands National Park” between January 
1, 2005 and May 31, 2017, sorted by publication and editorial tone. 

	 Immediately apparent from this table is that the clear majority of  printed news items are 

found in the “Protected Use” category, while stories concerning “Land-Use Conflict” are almost 

nonexistent. As expected, the number of  items emanating from Regina is the largest but there are 

fairly significant numbers found in both the Toronto Star and Globe and Mail as well. However, a 

grand total of  96 news items over a 12 year span is not a particularly large number by any mea-

Regina Leader-Post Toronto Star Globe and Mail Total

Protected Use 33|53% 10|67% 13|65% 56|58%

Land-Use Con-
flict

3|5% 0 0 3|3%

Neutral Report-
ing

26|42% 5|33% 6|35% 37|39%

Total 62|63% 15|16% 20|21% 96|100%

 Angela Hall, “Naturally Occurring Disease not a Crisis: Parks Canada,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), 20

September 30, 2010; “Dead Prairie Gopher a Victim of  the Plague,” Toronto Star (Toronto, ON), August 
14, 2010; “Dead Saskatchewan Prairie Dog Found with the Plague; Park Officials say the Risk the Infec-
tions will Spread to Humans ‘very low’,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), August 13, 2010.

 “Crews in Grasslands on Standby,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), April 30, 2013; “Woman Killed in 21

Farm Accident in Southwest Sask,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), May 1, 2015.
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sure, and longer established parks found nearer to larger population centres, such as in Banff  or 

Bruce Peninsula, would likely generate more headlines.  

	 The stories that do refer to conflict over land-use are fairly conciliatory, despite the desig-

nation given here. In one story, “Ranch now part of  national park,” Bruce Dixon describes sell-

ing his 27,000 acre ranch to Grasslands after becoming “too old to look after things.” Of  course 

this is a familiar pattern seen in Saskatchewan and Montana, ranchers selling to conservation in-

terests due to the lack of  an interested heir or buyer. In the article Dixon affirms a working rela-

tionship between the park and ranchers, saying: “Over the years, relationships have improved 

between the community and the park, I think that the purchase and acquisition of  this property 

indicates that.” But this article ultimately earns its “Land-Use Conflict” designation due to his 

reservations:  

Dixon had "bad luck" negotiating with Parks Canada in the past but said the new administration 
made giving up his family's precious ranch a little easier. Dixon said Parks Canada needs to cre-
ate far more activities to attract visitors. “I would hate to see it just stay in limbo and do nothing 
like a lot of  the rest of  the park,” he said. He also said hundreds of  hunters will be disappointed 
because the land is no longer available.  22

The other two articles from the Leader-Post earn their designation due to the emphasis of  their 

subjects on the environmental stewardship of  ranchers over outside conservationists.   23

	 Due to the majority of  articles falling into the “Protected Use” category, combined with a 

dearth of  “Land-Use Conflict” items, it is reasonable to conclude that Grasslands National Park 

has become well established with broad support found outside the community. Although it may 

not be the most well-publicized park in the Canadian system, any individuals doing a cursory 

 Peter Mills, “Ranch Now Part of  National Park,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), May 20, 2011.22

 See Ashley Mills, “Native Grasses Greener for Late Rains,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), September 23

9, 2015, and Ashley Robinson, “Rancher Wins Environmental Award for Work; His Ranching Life has 
been Devoted to Protecting Endangered Species,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), August 19, 2016, for 
more details on these articles.
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amount of  research on it would be hard-pressed to find negative information pertaining to its ex-

istence. On the contrary, many of  the news items describe the park in a laudatory fashion, gener-

ally praising the park as both a place of  leisure and model of  conservation. 

	 In the two national publications which were surveyed, the park has been openly promoted 

as a worthy destination for campers, families and nature-lovers across the country. A few exam-

ples include “Stargazing in Canada’s heart of  darkness; With no human-generated light, Grass-

lands National Park in Saskatchewan has one of  the brightest night skies”; “Grasslands National 

Park sets stage for family camping trip,” and “More to southwestern Saskatchewan than meets 

the eye.”  The latter article makes reference to the perception many Canadians have of  24

Saskatchewan before going on to extol the virtues of  the park:  

Think the province is nothing but flat farms? You'd be wrong, as a road trip through the dramatic 
landscape proves. And trust me: It's not even close to flat… At Grasslands National Park we play 
spot-the-difference among various grass species on a high point above a coulee, squinting to see 
the spot where snakes hibernate through the winter. Two bison are grazing in the distance, and 
we look through binoculars to see their tails swishing, a sign they're keeping their eyes on us.  25

Because the Regina Leader-Post is more of  a local paper, more articles in the “Protected Use” cate-

gory cite its potential to generate tourist dollars, bolster pride in their landscape and educate local 

students on the native ecology. But promoting the park as a destination for weekend getaways and 

day trips is still found in “Adventure awaits you; Explore Saskatchewan's natural wonders this 

 Gordon Pitts, “Stargazing in Canada’s Heart of  Darkness; With No Human Generated Light, Grass24 -
lands National Park in Saskatchewan has one of  the Brightest Skies,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), Au-
gust 27, 2011; Jenn Smith Nelson, “Grasslands National Park Sets the Stage for Family Camping Trip,” 
Toronto Star (Toronto, ON), May 29, 2016; Kat Tancock, “More to Southwestern Saskatchewan Than 
Meets the Eye,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), May 3, 2016.

 Tancock, “More to Southwestern Saskatchewan,” 2016.25
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summer” and “Make Your Summer Memories at Saskatchewan Parks,” where Grasslands is 

ranked as a quality destination, along with other parks at Cypress Hills and Prince Albert.   26

	 Interestingly, species conservation is the most prominent “Protected Use” type of  news 

item, accounting for 23 headlines out of  56 in that category. While stories heralding the return of  

bison to Saskatchewan were the primary fare between 2005 and 2007, this gave way to stories 

concerning the reintroduction of  the critically endangered black-footed ferret to the park, and 

then to stories which reported on the growth of  the bison herd and further efforts to expand 

grassland conservation in the region.  These stories gained attention in both provincial and na27 -

tional media, and are distinguished from the “Neutral Reporting” category due to the celebratory 

tone they tend to take. Regarding the reintroduction of  the black-footed ferret, the Regina Leader-

Post reported:  

A high-profile bid by Parks Canada to reintroduce the slinky weasel to Saskatchewan's Grasslands 
National Park has yielded its first litter of  newborns -- a "significant benchmark" in the three-na-
tion recovery effort, Environment Minister Jim Prentice said last week in a statement hailing the 
achievement… Catastrophic habitat loss and the near-eradication of  prairie dogs by Midwest 
farmers were blamed for the demise of  the ferret, which eats almost nothing except the prairie 
dog.  28

This article is especially notable because it was published in Regina and does not hesitate to con-

nect species loss to the ranching activities of  those of  European descent. While the image of  the 

 “Adventure awaits you; Explore Saskatchewan's natural wonders this summer,” Regina Leader-Post (Regi26 -
na, SK), June 25, 2011; “Make Your Summer Memories at Saskatchewan’s Parks,” Regina Leader-Post 
(Regina, SK), May 24, 2014.

 News articles found to this effect include: Allan Woods, “Homeward Bound; Bison from Elk Island Na27 -
tional Park are Central to Worldwide Efforts to Repopulate an Animal that was Driven to the Brink of  
Extinction a Century Ago,” Toronto Star (Toronto, ON), November 13, 2011; Bob Kingston, “Iconic prairie 
grasslands threatened,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), October 9, 2012; Dawn Walton, “Bison Turn Back 
the Clock on a Patch of  Prairie,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), May 19, 2009; Sharon Oosthoek, 
“Lessons in how to be wild; The rare black-footed ferret will be reintroduced to the wilds of  Canada this 
fall after a 70-year absence,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), July 9, 2009; 

 Randy Boswell, “Black-Footed Ferrets are Back,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, SK), August 9, 2010.28
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environmentally conscious rancher may prevail within the agricultural community on each side 

of  the border, it is nearly totally unrepresented in mainstream Canadian media.  

	 There are also noteworthy news items referencing the positive interactions that Parks 

Canada has had with other organizations and countries. In “The latest Canadian export: park-

management know-how,” the Globe and Mail lists all of  the countries that they have aided with 

environmental research and exported conservation techniques to, including those deployed at 

Grasslands National Park.  The Regina Leader-Post also has reported on the recognition Parks 29

Canada has received internationally, by being awarded the World Wildlife Fund’s prestigious 

“Gift to the Earth” accolade, and garnering positive reviews by the UN-affiliated International 

Union for Protection of  Nature.  Most recently was the reporting of  the Nature Conservancy of  30

Canada’s purchase of  1,222 hectares of  land adjacent to Grasslands National Park, with the goal 

of  ecologically integrating the two spaces. The article states:  

The acquisition was important because only 20 per cent of  native prairie is left in Saskatchewan, 
said Jennifer McKillop, NCC's director of  conservation in Saskatchewan. The grasslands are one 
of  the most delicate and potentially threatened ecosystems on the planet, said Ralph Goodale, 
MP for Regina-Wascana. ‘We have the advantage, and it's rather unique in the world, of  still be-
ing able to preserve portions of  that landscape in virtually original pristine form,’ he said. ‘In most 
parts of  the world, this kind of  topography, this kind of  habitat is already lost.’  31

	 Taken together, there is undoubtedly an element of  pride found in news items reporting 

on the work being done by Parks Canada at Grasslands National Park and beyond. Against a 

backdrop of  minuscule negative coverage, we see the promotion of  leisure, the celebration of  

recognition that Parks Canada has received, and the keen reporting of  species reintroductions, 

 Gloria Galloway, “The Latest Canadian Export: Park-Management Know-How,” Globe and Mail 29

(Toronto, ON), July 27, 2011;

 Mike De Souza “Parks Canada Gets ‘Rave Reviews’ for Restoring Nature,” Regina Leader-Post (Regina, 30

SK), September 8, 2012; Peter Mills, “Ranch Now Part of  National Park,” 2011.

 Pamela Cowant, “Conservation Area Will Help Protect Threatened Grasslands Wildlife,” Regina Leader-31

Post (Regina, SK), March 15, 2017.
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pointing to a culture in which the concept of  wilderness is deeply ingrained. The centrality of  

wild landscapes and nature in the Canadian imagination has not gone unnoticed by other schol-

ars.  But what this content analysis reveals is the relationship that Parks Canada has to the 32

wilderness that is so iconic to Canadian culture; if  wilderness is “a product of  civilization” as 

Cronon suggests, then Parks Canada is its trusted manufacturer.  The cultural appreciation of  33

wild spaces combined with the communitarian, Tory-rooted trust that Canadians place in their 

institutions are the conditions that not only explain the results of  this content analysis, but make 

reconciliation possible between Parks Canada and even their most ardent detractors. In short, 

Parks Canada has successfully constructed a vision of  Canadian nature – and human’s place 

within it – that is widely shared across Canadian society. 

American Media 

	 With the news item designations defined, the table below shows what was retrieved when 

searching for print stories containing the phrase “American Prairie Reserve” from three Ameri-

can publications of  equivalent circulation to their Canadian counterparts.  

Table 2. List of  American print media containing “American Prairie Reserve” between January 
1, 2005 and May 31, 2017, sorted by publication and editorial tone. 

 Emily Gilbert, “Beyond Survival? Wilderness and Canadian National Identity into the Twenty-First 32

Century,” British Journal of  Canadian Studies 21, no. 1 (2008): 63-88; J. Keri Cronin, Manufacturing National 
Park Nature: Photography, Ecology, and the Wilderness Industry of  Jasper (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011), 33-105; 
John O’Brian, “Wild Art History,” in Beyond Wilderness: The Group of  Seven, Canadian Identity, and Contemporary 
Art, eds. John O’Brian and Peter White (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 21-37; Peter 
White, “Out of  the Woods,” in Beyond Wilderness: The Group of  Seven, Canadian Identity, and Contemporary Art, 
eds. John O’Brian and Peter White (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 11-20.

 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” Environmental 33

History 1, no. 1 (1996): 7.
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	 A few notable observations can be made with this data alone. First, a clear majority of  the 

items report a “Land-Use Conflict” narrative – in stark contrast to Canadian new items which 

reported very few of  these stories.  Second, while the Billings Gazette contained roughly the same 34

amount of  news material about the American Prairie Reserve as did the Regina Leader-Post about 

Grasslands, fewer articles on the subject were reported in national publications. This accounts for 

the lower number of  overall news items concerning the APR than there were about Grasslands. 

This can be explained by the simple fact that, in a vast country like the United States, regional 

stories have a more tenuous path to the national spotlight, especially when originating from a re-

mote part of  a small state like Montana.  

	 Some examples of  the types of  “Neutral Reporting” stories that emerged include “Bison 

calves arrive from Canada for Phillips County reserve,” and “Prairie Reserve creates ‘Ken Burns 

American Heritage’ prize.”  Although the American Prairie Reserve is usually the subject of  35

these items, they are often briefs picked up from the Associated Press with no editorial tone taken. 

Billings Gazette New York Times USA Today Total

Protected Use 14|22% 5|50% 0 19|24%

Land-Use Con-
flict

28|43% 3|30% 1|33% 32|41%

Neutral Report-
ing

23|35% 2|20% 2|67% 27|35%

Total 65|83% 10|13% 3|4% 78|100%

 While this is an obvious contrast with the Canadian results, it is undoubtedly only due to the continuing 34

acrimony between the ranching and conservation interests Phillips County.

 Associated Press, “Bison Calves Arrive from Canada for Phillips County Reserve,” Billings Gazette 35

(Billings, MT), January 27, 2012; Associated Press, “Prairie Reserve creates ‘Ken Burns American Her-
itage’ prize,” USA Today (McLean, VA), April 19, 2016.
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Other neutral items, such as “Ecologists propose relocating African species to North America,” 

only relate indirectly to the reserve.  This story in particular relates to efforts from a niche group 36

of  scientists interested in replicating Pleistocene flora and fauna in North America, and is not 

pertinent to this study. 

	 For stories in the “Protected Use” column, the New York Times is the only publication that 

carried a majority of  this type of  news item. This could be a reflection of  an urban readership 

that tends to idealize “the frontier.”  While there are no stories promoting the site as a leisure 37

site, there are three informational stories underlining the great strides that conservationists have 

taken in the area, while two others feature New York students who visited the reserve for educa-

tional purposes.  USA Today, on the other hand, has scant mention of  the American Prairie Re38 -

serve through the years and added nothing to the “Protected Use” column. 

	 In Billings, a much more vibrant debate is uncovered, mostly revolving around bison rein-

troduction efforts. There are some conservation-positive pieces found here; a profile of  Damien 

Austin, who also contributed to this study, in “Former Billings man helps lead Montana’s largest 

private plains reserve;” an argument for a scientifically managed, free range herd of  wild bison 

based on the elk conservation model is presented in “Montana last, best place for native bison;” 

there is even a piece highlighting the imprints that historical wild bison herds have left on the 

 Associated Press, “Ecologists propose relocating African species to North America,” Billings Gazette 36

(Billings, MT), August 17, 2005.

 Cronon, “The Trouble With Wilderness,” 14. See also Rosemary-Claire Collard, “Cougar-Human En37 -
tanglements and the Biopolitical Un/Making of  Safe Space,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 
30, no. 1 (2012): 23-42 for a study examining urbanization, and cougars went from being regarded as 
pests to symbols of  a “rapidly diminishing wilderness” on Vancouver Island.

 Liddo Vizzuti, “Out on the Prairie,” New York Times (New York), August 7, 2015; Nate Schweber, “Mov38 -
ing Back Home Together,” New York Times (New York), August 24, 2014; Nate Schweber, “New York High 
School Students Trade Skyscrapers for Big Sky,” New York Times (New York), August 7, 2015; Pete Geddes, 
“The Yellowstone of  the Future,” New York Times (New York), December 28, 2015; Rachel Harris, “Where 
the Elk and the Bison Play,” New York Times (New York), August 24, 2011.
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Montana landscape, waxing nostalgic to a time predating the advent of  European-style agricul-

ture in “Making their mark: Bison left numerous tracks all over Montana.”  But with “Land Use 39

Conflict” stories in the Billings Gazette fully doubling those in the “Protected Use” category, wide-

spread enthusiasm for bison conservation is not obvious. 

	 In “Bison lovers scheme to take over Montana prairie,” once again we see reference to a 

shadowy document from the bowels of  the federal Department of  the Interior:  

What is WWF/APF’s long term plan? Flip it all to Uncle Sam: Behind the scenes of  the Interior 
Department’s secret “Treasured Landscapes” national monuments memo, in 2009 WWF staffer 
Martha Kauffman wrote to Interior Department staffer Nate Hundt. Kauffman sought priority 
in Land and Water Conservation Fund allocations, in order to piece together a 3.5 million-acre 
bison reserve between the C.M. Russell Refuge and Canada at a cost of  “$30 million to $300 
million” of  federal money.  40

Objectors to private conservation projects often invoke the prospect of  federal overreach to make 

their case. Because private entities running private herds of  bison are difficult to attack on ideo-

logical grounds in the U.S., linking them to government agencies seems to be a popular rhetorical 

device:  

Everyone knows that APR can only succeed in its efforts as long as BLM continues to approve 
the conversion of  grazing leases from cattle to bison on federal land. BLM claims it had no 
choice but to approve APR’s initial bison grazing request. That decision was clearly wrong and 
sets a precedent that landowners see as death by a thousand cuts.  41

 Brett French, “Former Billings man helps lead Montana’s largest private plains reserve,” Billings Gazette 39

(Billings, MT), June 7, 2015; Brett French, “Making their mark: Bison left numerous tracks all over Mon-
tana,” Billings Gazette (Billings, MT), October 13, 2011; Glen Hockett, “Guest Opinion: Montana last, best 
place for native bison,” Billings Gazette (Billings, MT), August 4, 2012.

 Dave Skinner, “Bison Lovers Scheme to Take Over Montana Prairie,” Billings Gazette (Billings, MT), 40

August 4, 2012.

 Pat Bellinghausen, “Guest opinion: BLM should stop leasing Montana land for bison grazing,” Billings 41

Gazette (Billings, MT), September 5, 2015.
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The image of  the APR as an anti-property force masquerading as a private enterprise is rein-

forced by a state senator in another “Land-Use Conflict” article, as he states “ultimately I believe 

the goal of  those folks is to take away your private property rights.”   42

	 Defences are mounted in favour of  the reserve, and APR President Sean Gerrity is often 

the one making them, in one example he writes:  

American Prairie Reserve’s recent purchase of  a property in Valley County has sparked renewed 
interest in our mission and our philosophy regarding access to APR lands…We manage our lands 
primarily for wildlife habitat and public access, and almost 90 percent of  our lands are leased 
back to our neighbors for cattle production. We encourage a wide variety of  recreational uses — 
hiking, biking, horseback riding, wildlife viewing, photography as well as public, nonfee hunting.  43

Looking at the dates of  these three articles cited, it is clear that the APR has been making over-

tures to the community for some time prior to those statements from the senator and the op-ed 

connecting the APR to the BLM. Although hunting is a popular activity in the region, and is 

openly embraced by the reserve, landowners in the area had taken to protesting in creative ways, 

closing off  their properties to out-of-county hunters in a bid to bring negative attention to the 

APR. One guest writer was apparently swayed by this tactic, writing:  

My family and I arrived at our anticipated annual hunting destination south of  Malta on 
Wednesday. We set up our camp and drove out to the ranch we had enjoyed hunting on under 
the block management system for some years. We found the ranch closed and a sign at the gate 
reading ‘Closed to Hunting Thanks to the FWP and the American Prairie Foundation.’ It seems 
that a pipe dream of  a few to have a great portion of  Montana turned into a National Bison 
Monument had not taken into account the rights and respect of  the ranchers in the area. These 
ranch families have been producing food for this country for over 100 years and over many gen-
erations. Now these do-gooders are telling these ranchers that they have not been doing a good 
job taking care of  the land and that they had a better idea. The APF wants to, by hook or crook, 
take over 3.5 million acres including the Charlie Russell game reserve.  44

 Brett French, “Divide over Montana's bison population on display at property owners’ conference,” 42

Billings Gazette (Billings, MT), August 8, 2015.

 Sean Gerrity and Bryce Christensen, “Guest opinion: Prairie reserve welcomes hunters, hikers,” Billings 43

Gazette (Billings, MT), December 1, 2012.

 Larry Hoerner, “Ranchers respond to FWP, AFP with 'no hunting' signs,” Billings Gazette (Billings, MT), 44

November 11, 2012.
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In this case, the marooned band of  hunters had unquestioningly sided with area ranchers with 

little apparent consideration for conservation interests.  

	 Taken together with the state senator’s statement and the other op-ed pieces highlighted 

here, it suggests that the difficulty that the APR has had winning the hearts and minds of  the lo-

cal community is rooted in something deeper than their day-to-day management practices. It is 

not as though wilderness and landscapes do not similarly figure into the American collective con-

sciousness as they do in Canada. With its promotion of  hunting and Lewis and Clark tours, the 

American Prairie Reserve is every bit as uniquely American as those who oppose them.  Their 45

private operations, bankrolled by “a group of  ultra-wealthy individuals and Silicon Valley entre-

preneurs,” are largely picking up where renowned American conservationists like Owen Wister 

and Theodore Roosevelt left off.  But the current of  “antistatism, individualism, populism and 46

egalitarianism” runs deep.  The APR might be just a little too elitist, a little too familiar with 47

federal agencies for a local population that has more faith in that American four-word creed than 

they ever will in their government institutions. Because of  this, there is no singular cultural ex-

pression of  conservation in America that is not fraught with tension, and the content analysis 

presented here only reinforces that fact. 

 Brian Clark Howard, “Huge Prairie Reserve Expands With Purchase of  Historic Ranch,” National Geo45 -
graphic, May 12, 2016, http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/05/160512-american-prairie-reserve-
buys-pn-ranch-montana-conservation/

 Tara Loader Wilkinson, “The Philanthropists Behind Continental America’s Largest Nature Reserve,” 46

Billionaire, October 20, 2016, http://www.billionaire.com/philanthropy/mars-family/2608/the-philan-
thropists-behind-continental-americas-largest-nature-reserve

 Seymour Martin Lipset, Continental Divide: The Values and Institutions of  the United States and Canada (New 47

York: Routledge, 1990), 26.
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Discussion 

	 It may be self-explanatory that the highly contested land acquisitions made by the APR in 

Montana is bound to elicit more controversial media coverage. There is certainly a more bitter 

land use conflict occurring around Saco then there is in Val Marie. But this should not mask 

some of  the deeper machinations at work between the two sites, which is only reflected by this 

analysis. Drawing from the Tom’s perspective as an agricultural representative, the opinions 

found in the media corroborate the assertion that the root of  land-use conflict over Montana’s 

grasslands is a byproduct of  two competing conceptions over what the “natural prairie” actually 

is. Where the APR sees a tract of  idyllic landscape ripe for protection and wild bison, the ranch-

ing community and those sympathetic to them see a rollback of  property rights and an attack on 

those who supply the food chain. The staunch philosophy of  the American individualist upon 

which War of  Independence was fought and the west was settled has not been reconciled with 

the vision of  Theodore Roosevelt and the Conservation Movement, which sees the prairie as a 

place for public leisure amidst roaming herds of  wild bison. 

	 The sympathetic reporting that ranchers have received on this issue only highlights a con-

cept of  the media as a site where ideological and cultural norms are established and upheld 

amidst “a shifting terrain of  consensus, struggle, and compromise, rather than as an instrument 

of  a monolithic, unidimensional ideology.”  That is certainly true when looking at Montana, 48

which sees a plurality of  news items reporting conflict, with a significant percentage lauding con-

servation goals in a battle for consensus. In Canada, a different effect is observed regarding 

Grasslands National Park. While cultural resistance to change might have existed in the early 

years of  the park, the community was more easily won over in the absence of  entrenched ideo-

 Douglas Kellner, Television and the Crisis of  Democracy (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1990), 382.48
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logical grounds for alternative land-uses. When bison were reintroduced, a visible land manage-

ment strategy was made coherent to the ranching community. There was not really opposition to 

public land usage in theory, so long as the community was able to benefit from it in practice – 

and the bison herd was the first step toward achieving that.�

	 The media items which were retrieved from the Canadian side of  the border helped to 

confirm this notion. Neutral stories exempt, when the park was presented to a wider audience, it 

was generally only shown as source of  tourism, science and adventure. As discussed above, the 

park was also held up as an example running contrary to the prevailing Canadian view of  the 

prairie region as uninteresting – something to be enjoyed by everyone, national coverage suggests. 

Articles condemning the proliferation of  wild bison would be out of  place in a Canadian media 

landscape; not only is there a lack of  an ideological basis for it, but it runs counter to a Canadian 

culture that generally celebrates what it considers to be “wild spaces.” Douglas Kellner made the 

astute observation that the media is not a “monolithic, unidimensional” instrument of  ideology; 

in the Canadian content analysis, it only appears that way due to the popular consensus sur-

rounding parks. 
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Conclusion 

	 For anyone who has had the privilege of  visiting the bison herds around Val Marie and 

Saco, it is not the common foundation upon which bison conservation rests that is most striking 

but rather, the difference in local attitudes toward it. At both locations the reverberations of  his-

tory are felt, even in “wild” spaces where few people are found. This is what makes Cronon’s 

concept of  wilderness as a construction, “a product of  civilization,” so salient to this case study.  1

Although Cronon has weathered some criticism from conservationists for this view of  nature as a 

social construction, it should not be seen as an obstacle to conservation.  With humans exerting 2

influence and pressure over every ecosystem of  the globe, Cronon’s arguments help give conser-

vationists’ a practical framework for the process and inclinations that belie all successful conserva-

tion projects. 

	 By examining the historical and contemporary factors around bison conservation in two 

countries, this thesis applied a comparative analysis to demonstrate the pertinence of  social and 

political forces on biological conservation. In Canada, provincial and federal government land-

use protection and management is an effective conduit to building and maintaining biodiversity. 

Through consultations and employment, the park was able to build effective relationships with 

the community, all the way to the point where local residents were “showing it off ” to visitors, as 

my key informant Jody stated. The content analysis of  news items further illustrated the estab-

lishment of  Grasslands National Park as a site worth visiting for its natural beauty and leisure op-

 William Cronon, “The Trouble With Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” Environmental 1

History 1, no. 1 (1996): 7.

 Paul Robbins, Political Ecology: A Critical Introduction (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 116-117. 2

There is a logical concern that dismissing the existence “true wilderness” may only encourage further de-
struction of  it, but Cronon’s formulation places appropriate emphasis on underlying motivations for con-
servation and the practical barriers it may face.
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portunities. In the public Parks Canada report on the objectives of  the park, the focus was cen-

tred squarely on “the ecological processes (especially grazing, fire, and plant succession) required 

to achieve a pattern that better represented the pre-contact prairie landscape (prior to European 

settlement) and more effectively conserved native biodiversity.”  While the official park objectives 3

may revolve around ecological goals, the research presented in this thesis suggests that it will be 

sustained by its ability to attract visitors which, in turn, offers economic opportunities to the 

community. 

	 In trying to recreate a grassland ecology that aligned with pre-settler society, Parks Cana-

da has, in fact, created a whole new ecological regime. The prairie of  the Sioux and Blackfeet – 

with millions of  migratory bison and pronghorn antelope providing sustenance to nomadic soci-

eties, in addition to wolves and grizzly bears – is likely never to return. Perhaps owing to the 

thorough extinguishing of  that old prairie regime, even a mere replica of  it becomes something 

like a terrarium full of  organic oddities, provoking the curiosity of  an increasingly urbanized 

population in Saskatchewan and beyond.  For the first time in the history of  the Canadian 4

prairie, a large swathe of  land has become socially valuable as a site of  leisure rather than pro-

duction. 

	 Although the exact state of  “wilderness” that Grasslands National Park finds itself  in to-

day is a point of  contention, its recreational and scientific interest is not. This should be consid-

ered an achievement for Canadian conservation; due to that interest, many species now have 

 Parks Canada, “Grasslands Ecosystem Restoration,” Ecological Restoration Case Studies, April 3, 2017. 3

https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/nature/eco/ec-cs/ec-cs01#ec-cs01c

 The enthusiasm for parks is often found to be highest among urban-dwellers, likely owing to an in4 -
creased desire to rest and relax in more tranquil environs. Adrian Colston, “Beyond Preservation: The 
Challenge of  Ecological Restoration,” in Decolonizing Nature: Strategies for Conservation in a Post-Colonial Era, 
eds. William M. Adams and Martin Mulligan (London: Earthscan Publications Ltd., 2003), 247-267; 
Cronon, “The Trouble With Wilderness,” 13-14.
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habitat where it did not exist prior. This effectively proves the feasibility of  the Canadian gov-

ernment’s ability to manufacture “wild spaces” – even in areas requiring private land acquisition 

and close community participation, something novel to the parks system. And the efficacy of  this 

system might owe something to the original “tory cast” from which the country was born, which 

has given Canadians less interest than Americans “for voluntarism and joining groups. Instead, 

they tended to look to their churches and then to their governments.”  Underlining that observa5 -

tion is another, gleaned from the notion that Canada is often comparing itself  to their great 

southern neighbour for a reference point in fleshing out its own identity: 

Canadians are committed to, and proud of, their social programs such as, in particular, universal 
health care… Because they feel that a lack of  such programs would, as Aristotle might say, lower 
the overall moral character of  their democracy, diminishing thereby the pride that, as individuals, 
they take in being Canadian.  6

The federal parks system, including Grasslands, with its ability to preserve and create the natural 

spaces so intrinsic to the Canadian self-image may easily fit in alongside public health care as a 

program the country takes pride in – with the bison herds of  Elk Island, Grasslands and recently, 

Banff, its unwitting beneficiaries.  7

	 In the United States, the political culture is far less receptive to federal government in-

volvement in land management. This does not mean conservation is doomed, however. Although 

Canadians may not have as strong a penchant for voluntarism, Americans have a noted “enthusi-

asm for voluntarily joining associations,” which has the effect of  “deconcentrating power, foster-

 Nelson Wiseman, In Search of  Canadian Political Culture (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 68, 82-83.5

 G.B. Madison, Is There a Canadian Philosophy? Reflections on the Canadian Identity (Ottawa: University of  Ot6 -
tawa Press, 2000), 78.

 Robin Steenweg et al., “Assessing Potential Habitat and Carrying Capacity for Reintroduction of  Plains 7

Bison (Bison bison bison) in Banff  National Park,” PLoS One 11, no. 2 (2016): 1-22. doi: http://journals.p-
los.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0150065.
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ing democratic habits and civil society.”  Indeed, the American Prairie Reserve is one such volun8 -

tary association and they are making continual progress in raising funds and acquiring land to 

connect with the existing Charles M. Russell wildlife refuge. In Montana, similar work is being 

done as it is in Saskatchewan, only with an independent group bringing back the bison. 

	 In a society with such high propensity for voluntarism, the primary drawback from a con-

servation perspective is inevitably coming to face with opposing associations – such as the Phillips 

County Livestock Association or the Montana Farm Bureau Federation, of  which Tom Depuydt 

is a part. Because the U.S. has an older and more complex political culture than that found north 

of  the border, it is no surprise that solutions often follow a less-straightforward path. In one ex-

ample with a few obvious parallels to prairie restoration in Montana, is a study presented by Sara 

Jo Breslow concerning salmon habitat in Skagit, Washington. Here conservationists and Native 

Americans working on improving salmon habitat found themselves at loggerheads with farmers, 

again, concerned about potential encroachment onto their property rights – but compromises 

were being negotiated which would see farmers paid to conserve their farmland, without having 

to lose ownership or control of  their properties.  9

	 In South Dakota many ranchers are voluntarily restoring grassland. Because the native 

grass requires grazing for proper ecological maintenance, there is economic value to restoring 

native grasses that enrich the soil, grasses that can be later converted to protein by cattle. Addi-

tionally, some ranch lands in South Dakota also qualify for payment from the National Forest 

Service for undertaking restoration efforts on their private property.  These two examples may 10

 Wiseman, Canadian Political Culture, 82.8

 Sara Jo Breslow, “A Complex Tool for a Complex Problem: Political Ecology in the Service of  Ecosystem 9

Recovery,” Coastal Management 42 (2014): 326.

 Wilson, “Saving Our Native Prairie,” http://www.southdakotamagazine.com/saving-native-prairie10
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provide a template for broader grassland restoration across the American Midwest. Pay-to-con-

serve schemes accommodate the high value placed on property ownership that is rooted in the 

American anti-statist individualist ethos on which the country was founded. It is unclear how 

much space could be immediately created for bison under such models, but it would mark a 

stride in the right direction if  they were more extensively implemented. 

	 With their Wild Sky Beef  program, the American Prairie Reserve is in the third year of  

entering into such economic partnerships with ranchers around Saco. The main barrier to its 

success and universal adoption may be cultural resistance to their operations in Phillips County, 

but it is only in its nascency and follows a trend of  economic partnerships between agricultural 

and environmental interests that have yielded positive results elsewhere. Although the APR shares 

similar goals as Grasslands does, in its vision of  a restored prairie that boosts biodiversity and 

tourist revenues alike, it will have to take a different path to get there. Building bridges with the 

community is crucial to the promotion of  their project which would undoubtedly benefit from an 

increase in constructive “Protected Use” media stories and a diminishing of  the “Land-Use Con-

flict” items that currently overshadow the discourse about their activities.  

	 In Canada, historical momentum has led to Grasslands National Park today being con-

structed as a site of  public leisure. But a different history south of  the border has left the social 

construction of  the prairies as a region of  food production largely unbroken. The chaotic settle-

ment history of  the American west has resulted in a relatively chaotic pathway to conservation. 

Though the parameters differ on each side of  the border, the broad history of  achievement for 

protected lands, beginning with the Conservation Movement in the 1800s, points to a conver-

gence at the end of  the pathway.11

 Michal P. Dombeck et al., From Conquest to Conservation: Our Public Lands Legacy (Washington DC: Island 11

Press, 2003), 146-169.
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