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Subject: Restoration of American Bison aod the Prairie Grasslands 
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Sec. 1 Purpose. The purpose of this order is to enhance the Departrnent of the Interior's *u uSe;rl6or
l5e-@m€futvork to restore wild and healthy populaticns of American bison and the prairie It a" 14t

grassland ecosystem through collaboration among the Department's Bureaus and pafiners such
as other federal agencies, states, Tribes, and iandowners using the best available science and
Indigenous Knowledge.

Sec" I Authorities. This order is issued under tire authorit_y of section 2 of tiie Reorganizatiiin
Plarr No. 3 of 1950 (64 Stat. 1272), as amended, and other applicable statutory authorities. Other
aulhorities rncludc thc numerous ratified treatiss and agreements between the United States and
federally recognized lndian T'ntres" along u,ith t]re trust t-rbligations owed by the United States to
federally recognized Indian Tribes and their citizens.

Sec. 3 Delinitions. Under this order. the temr "Amcrican bison" means all subspecies of hison,
also referred to as tite American buffalo. The term "grassland," "grassland ecosystem." ol"

"prairie grassiand" means a landsczipe rvhere the natural plant commr-rnity is clorninated by
grasses that coevolved with bison. "Introgression" means the incidence of cattle genes in biscln,
owing to the lcgacy of intentional etTorts to cross-breed bison and caitle in the early I900s.

Sec. 4 Background. The American bison - a centerpiece of the Department's seal and
designated as the U.S. National Mammal since 2016 - is inextricabiy intertwined with grassland
ecology and American culture. Itrg;gg&. on_c-e numb:Iedfi0 miliionj! Irlqfllb r\meri-ca, with.lE
thc population anchored in what is now the central Unitecl Stalcs. lVfany Indigenous cuilr.u'es,

especially in areas rryhere the species u,as most abundant. developed strong ties r,r,itJi bison and
relied Llpon them fbr sustenance, shelter, and cultural trrrd rcligious practice s. In the I 9'l' ceirtury"
bi-so11 *'*r. nearly driven to extinction tirrougir uncontrolled hunting and a U.S. ,licv of
eradication tied to intentional irann against and ccrntroi of Nativc Arncrican Tribes. By 1889,
nriiv ffiJwliiildi€T.TlTfb i son ren r a i n ed.

In addition to depriving'I'ribes of'a critical resolrrce'and lifer,r,ay, the persecution of brson
contributed to tlre declinc of iiealth-v grassland ecosystems and, cvcntually, to the Dust Bowl in
the 1930's. The loss of the keystone species, coupled rvith trand conversion, led to deciines of
other important grnssland u,ildlife. such as migratory birds and pollinators. Indigeuous peoples
have long warned of the hamr o1'reuroving bisi:n trom the iand but to little avaii.
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Beginning in the early 20t1'century with the support of President Theoclore Roosevclt,
consen'ationists and scientists made a collective effort to restore the American bison. Since
then, careful conservation and restoration el'forts have increased the number ol wild bison in the
United States fiom fewer than 500 to r.nore tiran i 5,000. While the security of the species is a
cottsen ation succcss wol1h celcbration. bison remain functionaily extinct to both grassland
systems and the human cultures with rvhich they coevolved. Our attention and effbrts must tlirn
torvard the ecoculturalrestoration of bison as native North American wildlife. Significant
conservation work is necessaryr not only to ensure that bison will rernain a viable species but also
to restore ecosystom function, slrengthen rural econorries dependent on grasslancl health, and
provide for the return of bison to Tribally owned and ancestral lands.

The imperative fbr ecocultural restoration is rnade even more tirgent by ciirnate change.
Warming temperatures exacerbate the pressures on grasslands, r,vith historic drorights, r,lildfires,
and invasive species threatening thc grassland ecosystcms and the communitics thcy support.
The best science shows that returning bison to grasslands can enhance soil development, restore
native plants and u,ildlif'e, and pronrote carbon sequestration. thereby providing benefits fbr
agriculture, outdoor recreatioii, and Tribes. In addition, restodng bison and healthy grasslands
ctln serve as a step toward national healing and reconciliation afler ceuturies of federal policics
designecl to erase Native people and their cultures.

Of the approxirnately 15,000 wild bison in the United States. the Department mana-qes I 1,000
bison in herds across 4.6 rnillicn acres of U.S. pubiic lands in 12 statcs. The Yeliowstone
lriational Park herd is the largest at approximately 4,800 animals. Most herds contain between
300 and 500 trison. Tribes have collect-ively resfored an additional20,000 healthy bison on Tribal
lands, panicularly in the Northem Great Plains and Intennountain states.

Federal hcrds are managed by individual systern units (e.g., national parks and national wildlife
refuges) but the o,'.erall conservation strate-gy is coordinated across the l)epartment's bureaus
tlirough the Bison Consen,ation Initiative (BCI). The BCI lvas created in 2008, renewed in
2020, and is Ied by the Bison Working Group (BWG). The BCI reproscnts nearly trvo decades
of concefietl cerordination, investr)rents in scicncc-based management, and partrrership
development to advance the conservation of American bison. This includes working closely
rvith stakeholders to prornote herd health and to manage risks that diseases in bison nlay present.

Prior accomplishments scnrc as valuable louchstones and guidance for coordinated development
of conservation approaches. T'hrouglr this orcler, the Department builds on those
accompfisht'uents and reaffinus tire comrnitrnent to the five goals of the IICI: rvild and heaithy
bison herds. genetic conseruation, shared stewardship, ecological restoration of grasslands, and
culturai restoration.

Sec. 5 A Framework for Restoring a Wild and Healthy Bison Population.

A fbrmal Charter for the Depafiment's Bison Working Crotrp (BWG) is hcrcby
established (see Appendix l). All five bureaus r,vith bison equities - the National
Park Service (NPS). the U.S- [:ish and Wiidlife Sen,ice (FWS)- the Bi-rreau of
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Indian Affairs (BiA), the iJureau of Land Management (BLM), and the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS) * will each idcntily one representative to serve on the
BWG. Additionally, a seat on the working group shall be reserved for a Tribal
leader.

Within 120 days of this order, the BWG rvill initiate fornlal Tribal consultation
tou,ard development of a Department Bison Shared Stewardship Plan. The plan
w'ill estahlish a comprehensive irarlervork for American bison restoration.
including strengthening long-temr bison consen,ation partnerships. The
Stewardship Pian will describe the Departnrent's engagement with states, Tribes,
iandowners, and non-govemmentai conservation partners, and identifl, specific
opportunities for the Depaftment to lead or support the establishrnent of additional
wide-ranging. healthy. and brucellosis-fiee, bison herds on federal and Tribal
Iands. A draft plan shorild be completed by December 3 I .lAn. Thc plan w'ill
adhsre to tire following principies:

(1) Pursue restoration ofrvide-ranging herds on large landscapes to support
ecological and cultural restoratiori b1, far:ilitating discussion among federal
agencies, Tribes, states, and other pafincrs.

Collaboratc with states, Tribes. lanclorvners, conservationists. and other
interested parties tor,vard shared bison stewardship that respects livestock

ri ghts, Tribal sovereign[2, and state interests in
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{3) Ensure bison lrerd nlanagelxent is intbnned by the best ava.ilable science,
incl uding Indigenous Knowledge and adapti ve rnauagerrcnt tecrhniques,
and engage with scientific and lndigenous partners to fuifill naturai,
ciiltural, and human dimensions infonnation nccds.

Prioritize Tribally led opporlunitics to cstablish new. large herds owned or
managed by Tribes and Triballv led organizations, and advance shared
stewardship with Tribes on !-ecieral 1and.

Manase htps*j:g*,t"th"!*ad{r'ess the risks that disease in bison may pose to
human health, domestic aninrals, or other wildlife, and advance
applicarion of low-stress handling principles.

Reslore and manage wild bison as native wildlife, and promote high levels
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health, private property
wildlife management.
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C.

(1) BWG ivill begin work on a strotegy, led by USGS, to ensure the long-term
consen,ation of genetic cliversity of federal bison and identify optimai
approaches lor populating new, healthy herds of wilc1 bison. Because
rnost bison orr Federal lands live iri relatil'ely srnali. isolated, range-
restricted herds, managing these popuiations as one single connected
population will hclp restore elfective gene flow among these bison hertls.
through translocation of bison. while rninirnizing cattle introgression. The
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strategy wili be developed using the best availabie science with flexibility

(2)

Within 90 days of this order, NPS will initiate discussions with Tribes and other
conservation pafiters on developing a pian to increase quarantine capacity for:

trison from Yellow'stone National Park to undergo disease testing in order to
further increase both shared ster.vardship and thc number of live bison transfcrred
to Tribes.

e. BWG members u,ill actively pursue bison restoration on F-ederal and Tribal lands
lr,irere applopriatc. support pafinff restoratitin efforts as authorities and rosources
allow. pursue opportunities with partner agencies lor bison restoration nn lands
they manage, and ailocate funding for BCI staff support, Shared Stewardship Plan
development. science. and on-the-ground conservation action. Funding
opportunitics provided by the Bipartisan Inl?astructure Law. the Inflation
Reduction Act, and other sources as appropriate. lvill provide initial investrnents
for priorities identified in the Shared Stewardship Plan, and may suppoft
additional bison habitat restoration, reintroduction, and necessary I'acilities work.

Sec. 7 Implementation. The Secretary is responsitrle for implementation of all aspects of this
Order. in coordination with the BCI. This responsibility may be delegated as appropriate. This
Order dr:es not alter or affbct any existing duty or authorit,v <lf individual bureaus.

Sec. 8 Effect of the Order. This Order is intcnded to implove thc intcrnai nlanagcrnerlt ol'thc
Department. This Order and any resulting report or reoommenclation are not intended to. anll rlo
r-rot. create any r:ight or benet'it, substantive or procedural, enforceable at law or ecluity by a party
against the United Slates, its departrnents, agencies. instnrnrentalities or entities, its officers or
employees. or any other person. To the extent there is any inconsistency between the provisions
of tlris Order and any Federatr laws ol regulations, the laws or regulations will control.
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Sec. 9 Effective Date. This Order is effective immediately and will remain in effect until it
is amended. superseded, or revoked, wirichever occurs first"

Secretary of the lnterior

Date: March 3, 20?3

)



)t*'y

in${ ^ 1, f a'nchr-rs h t.r'<. do"'e

o. l\u.arl B1TTEL-To E

OI 7v(on..S,,nf *4*se anri,ao ls

:}t o', t-har-*l 6a'n""t*"c{-
tI\*' APPENDIX I

.+\ I LNITED STATES DEPAKTMENIT OF THE I]\{TERIOR
INTERAGE}{CY BIS ON CONSERVATION WORKING GROUP

CHARTER

Otilcial Designation: Interagency Bison Conservation Working Group (Worting
Group).

Scope and Otrjective: The Working Group wiil coordinate bison herd managemr.:nt and

researclr w'ithin the f)epartment and tlre Federal Govemnrent; irnplement the
I)epartment's Bison Conservation lnitiative (BCl), encourage paltnerstrips u,itir states,

tribes, landowners, and organizations interested in bison conservation; and promotc
public education about and involvement u,ith bison coordination.

Fundamental z{cknowledgments: The Working Group:

a. Recognizes wiid brison as native }.'rorth Amerjcan lvildlitb and conrmits to
mauaging f'ederal bison as such. To the extent possible, the Department wili
manage rvild bison around principlcs and practiccs tlrat maintain the w'ild
character of bison, minimize artilicial selection and cattle introgression. and allow
forces of natural selection to operate, including predation and conpetitron fbr
breeding.

b. Rccognizcs the need to cducatc the public regarding the benefits of bison hcrd
restoration eff<irts.

c. Is cor,lmitted to promoting herd health and managing diseases that may have
significant impacts to bison conservation"

d" Recognizes and will work to iionor and suppotl the inextricable linkage betu,'een
many Tribes and bison.

e. Recogriizes thirt shared stewardship rvith states. Tribes, and stakeholders is
essential to address tlre scale, complexity, and ec,rlcgical and cultural significance
of bison conservation and restoration.

f" Is committed to working with interested states, Tribes, ancl stakeholders to
estalrlish and maintain large. wide-ranging bison herds, subject to the forces of
nafural selection. on appropriate large landscapes where rheir role as ecosystem
engineers shapcs healthy and diverse ecological communities. Bureaus may
manage smaller and spatially consrrained herds to maintain the core healthy
genetic resollrcLr and restore local ecological processes tr: sLrpporl species

conservation, restoration, and shared stewardship goals.
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L-elebrates partnerships with ntany Tribes that are actively pursuing restolation of
bison to their lands in order to suppor-t eco-cultural restoration and to promotc

cutrtr,iral renewal. carbon sequestration. regenerative agriculture, econonric

development. job creation. food security, and fr:od sovereignty on Tribal lands.

Recognizes that restoration of bison. a keystone species, directly contributes to

regcnerarion of imperilcd natural functions to North Americau grasslancl systems.

Returning bison to grassland systems can promote soil developmcnt, increas*-'

carbon sequestralion. and impror.e the fr-rnction of grassiand ecology fbr wildlile.
euvironmentai. ancl hutnan irealth.

Recognizes that it can substantiail5r advancc collscr\/ation act'ttss Norlh Americ'a

by seeking oppofirnities to sgppofi the innovative work by others, including
states and l'ribes, through coordination, donation of live bisorr to start and

supplement herds, and oftering technical assistance and other resources ttl
facilitate success.

Recognizes that, in landscapes rvith complex jurisdictions, f'ederal consen'atiott

herds and lands can be the scaffolding upon which the conservation successes ot'

other's (states' and Tribes') may be built.

4. Duration: The W is cxpected to cxist ilr The Charter is

pemanent and tnay be amended as

Official to Whom the Working Group Reports: Tire Working Group reports to thc

Secretatl through the Assistant Sccretaryr tbr Fish and Wildlitb and Parks'

Bureau Responsitrle for Providing Necessary Support: Suppofi sen'ices for activities

of the Worhing Croup will be provided b.v the National Park Service and the U.S. Fish

and Wildlifb Service.

Estimated Operating Costs: Ail costs ol participating in the Wotking Croup rvili be

borne by the lrome burean of each metnber.

Description of Duties: The Working Group's duties inch"rde:

a. {nrplementation of the Department's BCI ancl orienting ail activities tor,vard the

five stated goals of thr- BCI:

(T
b'

h.
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8.

1.

ii.
iii .

iv.
v.

Wild. Healthy Bison Herds

Genetic Conservation fh€Y r^r t r (

Shareil Stervardship

Ecological Restoration
Culturatr Restoration

Cloordination ol- policies, research eff*r:ts. attd management practices for the

I)epartrnent's bison herds, and with States, tribes, non-governmental

organizations, and othcrs interested in bison conservation.
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d.

Collaboration tvith landorvners, local r.rfficials, and others involved with or
affected by bison het'ds managcd for conservation pulposcs.

I)eveiopment of a biennial work plan. with goals and objectives, having item (e)

below as the lirst overali priority.

Actively seeking opportunities to increase existing Departmenl herds to 1,000 ar
more bison, or to establish new herds that can reach that size, \U*ro-Ut*impg*s
from non-natir,e rliseases. rvith little or no."gatUs_l:lg,.g_ffi*on. sub"iect to the

rufAorrff;"iiGiffit; a$"p iUi6i" (fi.l"cifis p'*ffifr"rr and breeding

competition).

Actively consulting and collaborating with tribai partners to assist withtribal
bison initiatives. 
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f.

10.

i1

9. Allowances: None. rnembers are all Federal inrrited

cooperators and guests anrl will no pay or resulting frorn

participation in the Working Croup

Estimated Number and Frequency of Nteetings: It is anticipated that the \\krrking

Group rvill irold monthly virtual tneetings and mee{ clnce annually in person.

Termination Date: This charter may be amended at any time by the Secretaty or by

unanimous vote of the Working Gtoup's Leadership Team.

1? Working Croup h{emtlership: The Working Group u,ill consist of a Leadership Team,

General Membership, Cooperators, aud Guests.

The l-eadership Team will c:onsist olone staff member each fi'om the National
Park Senice. U.S. Fish and Wildtilb Sen'ice. Bureatt of'Land Management,

Bureau of Indian Affairs, and U.S. Geological Survey. These members willbe
the only voting members of the Working Group and will be appointed try the

Directors of their respective agencies or their clesignees.

An additional seat on the Leadership T'eam shall be reserred lbr a Tribal leader.

The general rnembership of thc Working Group r,vili consist of approxirnately 30

sutrject matter expcfis from the above natned f,r,e federal agencies. invited by

Leadership T'eam members.

Cooperators sirall be invited by the Leadership Team, are ltor-l-\,oting" atrd may
include:

i. Emplol,ees of other federal Departinents, agcncie s, or bure aus.

ii. A dcsignee of'the lntrrtribal Brlffaio Council (ITBC).

iii. A designee of the Native Arnerican l-ish and Wildlife Society, who shall

be an etnployee of a Tribai Fish and Witdlife Agency that manages bison.

b

c

d.
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e.

iv. A designee of the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies,
who shall be an employee of a State Ush and wildlif'e agerlcy fiom a State

in whiclr rvild bison are found.
\r. Erriployees of federally affiliated organizations (e.g., Thc- Srnitirsonian

Institute).
Guests may be invited by the Chair or Leadership Team to present and discuss

collaboration and conservation. lnvited guests rnay include representatives oi'
tribal organizations (including ttrre Interlribal Buffalo Council and the Buffalo
Treaty Tribes), States. nongoyernurental organizations, agricultural producers.

academics, and others.

i3

14.

Subcommittees: The Working Group may establish such subcomnrittees as it deems
necessary. The Leadersirip'l'eam r.vill select subcomrnittee chairs and approve
subcommittee members. Subcomnittees rvill report to the full Working Group. The
Leadership Team wiil task and approve the rvork of subcommittees. At a minimum. three
suhcomilittees will remain standing:

a. Metapopuiation Subcornmittee. to be chaired by a rn ildlitt geneticist fr"oin USGS
anci to focus on planning, research, and implernentation of the Departrrrent's
Metapopulation Management Strategy to ensure long-term conservation of genetic
cliversity of Anrerican bison on Federai land, attendance to rvildlife health, ancl

strategies lbr populating new large herds of u,ild bison.

b. Shar:ed Stervardship Subcomrnittcc, to bc co-chaircd by one member each from
National Park Service and LI.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and to fcrcus on
partnerships w-ithirr the Depaltrnent and with states, Tribes, non-governmental
organizations, and private landowners to establish new large herds of w'ild bison.

c. Communications Snbcommitiee, to be ciraircd by a i'erleral representative from one

of the five member agencies, selected by the Leadership Team and to lbcus on

efl-ective messaging of conservation successes ancl scientific and other technical
infbrmation for the public and fbr the Dcparlment's lcadership, managers, and

statT.

Leadership, Accountability, and Reporting:

a. The Work Group shall be chaired by the National Park Serr,'ice nrember of the
Leadership Team.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlite Service member of the Leadership 1'earn sliail serr,'e as

vice-chair.

The Chair, on behalf of the Leadership Tearn, shall subrnit a biemial written
report to the Assistant Secretary fbr Fish and Wildlife and Parks and Associate
I)irectors ofeach ofthe fivc bureaus.

The Leadership Team shall meet as necessary/, and not less than tu.,ice attnually, tcr

address ongoing ancl ernerging issues, trpportunities, and resolrrce needs of the
subgroups in in-rplementing the BCI.
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e, in lieu of a standing Executive Committee. Leadership Team rnembers shall
repofi as necessaly to the follorving positions witlrin their horne bureaus:

i. National Park Service: Chief of the Biological Resources Division.
ii. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Sen'ice: Clhief of the National Wiidiife Refuge

System.
iii" Bureau of Land Managentent: Assistant Director fbr Resources and

Planning.
iv. U.S. Geological Surrrey: Associate Director, Ecosystcms.
v. Bureau of hrdian Affairs: Assistant Secretarv of lndian Afiairs.
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