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June 24, 2016 

 

 

 

Vernon Finley, Chairman 

Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 

P.O. Box 278 

Pablo, MT  59855 

 

   Comments on Draft Legislation to Restore the National Bison Range 

   To the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 

     

Dear Chairman Finley:  

 

The National Wildlife Federation (NWF) has reviewed the proposed legislation drafted by the 

Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes that would restore the lands of the National Bison 

Range to federal trust ownership of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes.  

http://bisonrangeworkinggroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/CSKT-Draft-NBR-Bill-6-6-

16.pdf 

 

NWF supports moving forward with introducing the draft bill in the Congress and endorses its 

adoption into federal law.  Over the last forty years, NWF has been a close observer of the 

exceptional wildlife stewardship provided by CSKT on the Flathead Reservation. This extensive 

track record gives us confidence that CSKT will manage the bison and other wildlife of the 

National Bison Range in a highly professional manner.   

 

Because of the Tribes’ cultural and historical connection to bison, we believe CSKT has the 

background to do an even to a better job than current managers of the refuge. No one can tell the 

story of bison conservation with more passion or authenticity than Native Americans. This close 

bond with bison is what also gives us complete confidence that conservation of this herd will be 

a foremost consideration. Moreover, the transfer legislation clearly commits the Tribes to 

manage the bison and other wildlife for conservation purposes.  We believe that providing the 

Tribes with the opportunity to tell the bison conservation story from their viewpoint is one of the 

most attractive aspects of this land transfer.  

 

NWF offers its support for this important legislation with the understanding that it is a 

completely unique situation and should not in any way be construed as a precedent regarding 

other federal properties. We are pleased to see the proposed legislation makes that explicit. There  
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are several factors that make this situation one of a kind.  In particular, it’s important to 

understand that the National Bison Range lies completely within the Flathead Indian 

Reservation, on lands acquired from the tribe by the U.S. government with minimal 

compensation. In addition, Tribal members played a critical role in preserving the bison that 

made up the original herd.  

 

We are also pleased to see that the legislation stipulates that public use of the Bison Range will 

continue. CSKT has a strong track record of allowing public access on nearly all tribal lands and 

conservation areas. It’s plain to us that the Tribes look forward to the opportunity to showcase 

their longstanding relationship with bison to the public. 

 

We believe it is helpful that CSKT has proposed a two-year “transition” period designed to 

ensure that change occurs in as seamless a manner as possible. This will ensure that management 

differences experienced by the public are minimal. 

 

In sum, NWF has worked closely with CSKT land managers and biologists for several decades 

and we have complete confidence in their natural resource and wildlife management abilities. 

The fact that the location of the Bison Range is in the midst of a tribal reservation, coupled with 

the long tribal history associated with the creation and conservation of this bison herd, can only 

lead us to conclude that the tribe will be excellent stewards of these bison, as well as other 

wildlife.   

 

With best regards, 

 

 
Tom France 

Regional Executive Director 

 

 
Garrit Voggesser 

Director, Tribal Lands Program 

 



 

 

6/24/2016 
 

To the Bison Range working group: 
 

From Tammy Miller President of the Flathead Reservation Human Rights 

Coalition, Inc.  Box 111, Ronan, MT 59864 
 

As the President of  FRHRC and a 35 year resident on the Flathead Reservation,  I have seen 

many attempts and actions against the sovereignty of the Flathead Nation (the Confederated 

Salish and Kootenai Tribes).  

 

It is evident that not only is sovereignty not understood, but by some it is met with 

resistance as evidenced by the talk of dismantling the reservation because it is open, 

meaning all land is not owned by the tribe and its members, fighting against concurrent 

jurisdiction of law enforcement, continual complaints by non-Indian residents over purchasing hunting and fishing permits 

from the Tribe, etc.   In addition there have been numerous 

media and legal campaigns against  previous attempts at co-management of the 

National Bison Range, resistance of the Tribe running Mission Valley Power, taking over 

management of the dam, the water compact and now the NBR again. 

 

At the heart of these attempts is a lack of understanding and often the same anti-Indian groups or community members, 

together with national anti-Indian groups who move here to the reservation 

just to engage in these campaigns and attempt to sow dissension among reservation 

residents. A government to government arrangement is needed in this case because of the ANTI-Indian activity locally.  

 

I have witnessed excellent tribal management of land and natural resources thru 

traditional burning and clearing of brush to help reduce impact of wildfires. The air quality we  

enjoy is rated as pristine and is managed by the tribe. The efforts to minimize further negative impact of lake trout in the 

lake, and the water quality is managed by the Tribe, as is the wonderful wilderness of the Mission Mountains kept clear of 

buildings and roads. The Tribe is a good neighbor and supports local fire departments and helps with search and rescue 

operations, etc. 

 

The tribe managed buffalo since the 1800's and provided some of the stock to start the bison range to begin with. This type 

of wildlife management is well within the scope historically and presently of the Flathead Nation. This move will also still 

provide visitation to the NBR by the public, together with added opportunities to learn about Bison from a tribal 

perspective. I know that Lake County is worried over the loss of tax revenue between this transfer and the Seli’š Ksanka 

Qlispe’ Dam transfer but those are separate issues and  have nothing to do with the ability of the Tribes to oversee the 

NBR.  

 

We support the National Bison Range Transfer Resolution Act of 2016 and see it as beneficial to the Tribes and to the 

National Park Service. We have always supported tribal sovereignty and feel that it is necessary to handle this matter at the 

Federal level government to government. 
 

Yours respectfully, 
 

Tammy Miller 

President, FRHRC 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
June 30, 2016 
 
Vernon Finley, Chairman 
Confederated Salish & Kootenai Tribes 
PO Box 278 
Pablo, MT 59855 
 
RE: Comments in support of the National Bison Range Transfer and Restoration Act 
 
Chairman Finley: 
 
One of the core principles of Montana Conservation Voters (MCV) is the protection of our public lands 
as well as access to those public lands. At the state and federal level, MCV has vehemently opposed 
efforts to transfer or sell-off public lands to state or private ownership or even to study these misguided 
proposals. Such an effort would certainly lead to loss of access to pristine public lands and likely 
mismanagement by states who are inexperienced at multi-purpose land management. 
 
However, MCV stands in proud support of the National Bison Range Transfer and Restoration Act and 
supports the Bison Range’s transfer to be held in trust by the U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI) and 
managed by the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes (the Tribes). The restoration of the Range to 
the Tribes would return land provided for in the Hellgate Treaty of 1855 and continue the Tribes’ proven 
track record of responsibly managing lands while maintaining public access for the benefit of all 
Americans. 
 
A look at the Flathead Reservation is enough to show how the Tribes have distinguished themselves as 
responsible resource managers. The Tribes have established a tribal wilderness area, developed a grizzly 
management plan, restored endangered bull trout habitat, reintroduced the trumpeter swan, created 
wildlife corridors, and managed invasive species. The reservation also includes half of Flathead Lake, one 
of the most popular recreation areas in the state that affects tribal and non-tribal interests alike. In 
addition, the Tribes have worked in partnership with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS) to develop 
the land use plan for the Range and have co-managed the Range alongside USFWS. The Tribes have a 
proven record to manage the Range and are committed to maintaining public access to the Range so 
visitors can not only learn about the history of the bison but also the Tribes and their history with the 
land over the millennia. 
 
While supporters of the idea to transfer federal lands to the state control might point to this proposed 
transfer of the Range as an argument to transfer more lands to states, it is clear that the Montana 
Constitution and the U.S. Constitution make this is a unique circumstance. Article I of the Montana 
Constitution declares that “all lands owned or held by any Indian or Indian tribes shall remain under the 
absolute jurisdiction and control of the congress of the United States.” Article I, Section 7 of the U.S. 
Constitution states that, “The Congress shall have the power … to regulate Commerce … with the Indian 
Tribes.” The Range is currently under the jurisdiction of the USFWS within DOI and the transfer 
authorized by the Restoration Act would simply move that jurisdiction to another part of DOI so the land 



could be held in Trust for the Tribes. It is under the purview of Congress to take this action and there is 
no state interest in this adjustment of jurisdiction. 
 
Enactment of the National Bison Range Transfer and Restoration Act is an important step to expanding 
self-determination for the Tribes who have a proven record of managing lands and the Range. We are 
confident that the visitor experience, opportunities for wildlife viewing and taking in outstanding 
scenery will be much the same as it is today and even better in many ways. MCV stands ready to help 
the Tribes bring attention and support to this important legislation. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Clayton Elliott 
Executive Director 
Montana Conservation Voters 
 

MCV is a statewide non-partisan membership organization that is dedicated to fighting for Montana’s air, water, open spaces, wildlife, and 
public health. MCV provides voter participation services to over 72,000 Montanans. 



 
P.O. Box 4310, Whitefish, Montana 59937 

Friday, July 15, 2016 

Dear CSKT Bison Range Working Group: 

Headwaters Montana, a non-profit conservation organization based in northwest Montana, fully 
supports the proposed legislation that would restore the National Bison Range property to the 
Tribes.  This correction is long overdue and we agree entirely with the history cited in the draft 
legislation.  We urge the Montana congressional delegation to act on this proposed legislation 
this year. 

We attended the public meeting on July 12, 2016.  The comment form that was distributed at that 
meeting asked four questions.  We will address those four questions here. 

1. What is most important to you about management of the Bison Range?  We think there 
are three main issues: 1.  Restoration of Tribal ownership of the Range. 2. Restoration of the 
habitat as cheatgrass seems to be taking over the grasslands of the Range. 3. Designing a 
sustainable grazing program; it seems to us that the 8 pastures technique (if that is how the 
Range is currently divided) is not working. 

2. What new opportunities do you see for the Bison Range?  Is there an opportunity to 
expand the range, or to move bison onto the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation Area?  It seems 
that more area is needed to move toward a more ‘free range’ management for bison. 

3. What changes would you propose for the draft legislation? We have read the legislation 
and we would not change anything.  We spoke to several Tribal reps at the July 12 meeting 
and were glad to hear that this legislation has been developed in partnership with the USFWS 
and in consultation with the Montana congressional delegation. 

4. Additional comments and/or questions?  We think the proposed legislation moves bison 
management in the right direction and restores rightful ownership of the land to the Treaty 
Tribes.   

We appreciate the opportunity to comments. 

Dave Hadden, Director 
406-270-3184 / info@headwatersmontana.org

Headwaters engages citizens of the Crown of the Continent in the region’s critical 
conservation issues: water and wildlife conservation, and climate change.


































































































































































































































































































































